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Prologue: A Note From Eddie


Alright, you ready? Let’s get you caught up, because things are about to get insane—again—and we don’t have time to waste. If my new life has taught me anything, it’s that the universe doesn’t do coffee breaks.

My name is Eddie Strike, and a few months ago my life was beige. I’m not kidding. My apartment was beige, my job analyzing spreadsheets was beige, my soul was beige. I was a ghost in New York City long before I ever met any real ones.

Then, a letter from a dead grandfather—who I never knew I had— changed everything.

Turns out, I’m the last in a long line of Stewards, and I inherited his magical, sentient, and very grumpy house—Mooinjer Veggey—on the Isle of Man. The catch? The house was a crumbling ruin, and it came with a game-like System installed directly into my brain. Suddenly I have levels, stats, skills, and a to-do list from my new landlord that mostly involves fighting whatever nightmarish horror has taken up residence in the cellar.

That’s where they come in: Cerys and Gilly. Yes, they. Don’t look at me like that. My life is complicated now. They’re fae—dungeon fairies, to be exact—and they’re beautiful, powerful, ancient, and for some insane reason, they both decided they’re in love with me. Cerys is the fiery-haired, violet-eyed warrior who holds my heart. Gilly is her mischievous, butterfly-winged sister who holds my other hand and constantly suggests I should be shared. They’re my guides, my partners, and the main reason I haven’t been turned into a fine paste yet.

Of course, my new, ridiculously awesome life came with a new, ridiculously powerful enemy. Kaelan, a local vampire prince with a centuries-old grudge and an ego the size of a planet, decided he didn't like me breathing his air—mostly because he wanted Cerys for himself. After a series of confrontations where he beat me half to death and I foolishly punched him in his perfect, pale face, he had me put on trial before a corrupt magical council.

Long story short: the trial was a sham. I learned my grandfather and my father were murdered, probably with the council’s blessing. I was sentenced to death by combat. Kaelan played me for a fool, stripped me of all my secret weapons, and was about to kill me in front of the entire magical community.

I was supposed to die. I didn’t.

I used a splintered, enchanted broom handle—a gift from a baby Dryad named Lyra I’m protecting in my garden—to turn him into a pile of very surprised vampire dust. It was a one-in-a-million shot, and it worked.

So, that’s the good news. The bad news? My life is still a complete mess. Here’s what you need to know:

The Cauldron Quest: To escape a fae dungeon, I had to vow to help the fae Queen, Oonagh. Her court is decaying into a grotesque, debauched mess because her magical cauldron—the source of all their power and beauty—was stolen by a Goblin King named Gorok. Now I’m on the hook to get it back, or the whole fae realm on the island could collapse.

Relic on the Loose: The fae artist who told me about the cauldron, a mad genius named Relic, escaped during that same incident. Yeah, I accidentally unleashed a cosmic-level, reality-bending "murderhobo" on the multiverse. Kaelan’s old boss, a terrifyingly powerful vampire named Lord Corvinus, thinks I’m responsible for a series of murders that Relic is likely committing, and he’s… interested in me. I doubt that’s a good thing.

The Family Mystery: I still know nothing about my father or the real reason my grandfather was killed. My ghostly butler told me the only person who knows the truth is an ancient gnome loremaster called Joe the Scribe, who lives at the end of a moonlight bridge over an eternal lake. I still need to find him.

So, that's it. We're all caught up. I’m Level 17. My stats are better, my sword is sarcastic, and my love life is a beautiful, chaotic mess. The trial is over, but now I have a Goblin King to rob, a mad fae to track down, and a family history steeped in murder and conspiracy to uncover.

No pressure. Now, if you’ll excuse me, my girlfriends are calling. We’re late for a dungeon.


Chapter
One



A gentle, honey-colored afternoon sun bathed the gardens of Mooinjer Veggey in a warm, benevolent light. The chaotic, overgrown wilderness Eddie had first encountered was slowly, magically, beginning to resemble the manicured gardens they once were. Under the nurturing influence of the Dryad, the weeds had receded, the thorny brambles had loosened their grip, and the first, tentative buds of long-dormant flowers were beginning to push their way towards the light.

The air was filled with the rich, smoky scent of grilling meat, the cheerful sound of laughter, and the gentle thrum of an acoustic guitar, played with surprising skill by Frank the Sword-Elf, who, it turned out, had a passion for old folk ballads.

It was, Eddie thought with a sense of bone-deep contentment, the most perfect day of his life.

He stood by the large, stone-built barbecue he had spent the morning constructing with the help of his new [Blacksmithing] skill and a great deal of unsolicited advice from Slicer. He flipped a row of thick, juicy burgers, a cold bottle of beer in his other hand, and watched his friends.

It was a strange and wonderful gathering. Cerys and Gilly, dressed in simple, summery human clothes, were dancing on the freshly-tamed lawn to Frank’s music, their movements a breathtaking display of fae grace and joyous, carefree abandon. Cerys would catch his eye and blow him a kiss, a gesture that still made his heart skip a beat. Gilly, in turn, would give him a scandalously suggestive wink that made him blush like a schoolboy.

At a long trestle table laden with food prepared by the spectral and brilliant Mrs. Gable, sat Elara the white witch, deep in a surprisingly animated conversation with Ronan the fisherman about the medicinal properties of a certain type of seaweed. And sitting a respectful distance from the fire and smoke of the barbecue, under the shade of a great oak tree, was Lyra. The Dryad, now able to project her consciousness into a fully mobile, physical form for short periods, was a vision of serene, natural beauty. Her skin was the pale green of a new leaf, her hair a cascade of woven moss and flowers, and she watched the proceedings with a gentle, curious smile, her presence a calming, life-affirming anchor to the whole affair.

These were his people. His family.

A few days had passed since the trial. A few, precious, peaceful days. The magical world was still reeling from the shocking death of Kaelan and the public humiliation of the Cursed Bloodline. Lord Corvinus had withdrawn his faction into a simmering, vengeful silence, and the High Council, embarrassed by the outcome, seemed content to let the matter rest. For now, there was peace.

Eddie and the girls had used that peace to do exactly what Gilly had suggested: they went dungeon diving. Not with the frantic desperation of before, but with the relaxed, joyful confidence of a team who knew and trusted each other implicitly. They had delved deeper into the Barrow-Downs, explored the sunken library of a forgotten Mer-King, and had even, much to Eddie’s delight, found a goblin market where he had spent a happy hour haggling for enchanted gear.

He had grown. His stats had increased. He called up his System, the familiar blue screen a welcome, comforting sight.

CHARACTER SHEET

EDWARD 'EDDIE' STRIKE

Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ James Strike

	Level: 17 

	Titles: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey, Guardian of the Grove, Vampire Slayer 

	Status: Bound by Love and Duty; Guarded 

	Health Points (HP): 350/350 

	Mana Points (MP): 250/250 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 22 

	DEX (Dexterity): 20 

	CON (Constitution): 35 

	INT (Intelligence): 25 

	WIS (Wisdom): 20 

	CHA (Charisma): 20 




Unallocated Attribute Points: 0

SKILLS & TRAITS

Innate Traits & Special Abilities

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait) 

	[Rage of the Ancients - Focused Fury] (Passive Buff) 




Combat Proficiencies

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 13 

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 4 

	[Heavy Weapon Proficiency (Pipe/Club)] - Lvl 1 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 4 

	[Piercing Attack (Dagger/Short Spear)] - Lvl 4 




Magical Skills

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 3 

	[Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)] - Lvl 1 




Utility & Crafting Skills

	[Blacksmithing (Novice)] - Lvl 2 

	[Woodworking (Novice)] - Lvl 2 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 2 

	[Aquatic Acclimatization] - Lvl 2 (Passive) 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Dryad's Grace] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 




EQUIPMENT

	Primary Weapon: [Slicer] (Soulbound Longsword) 

	Shield: [Aegis of the Wolf King] (Heavy Shield) 

	Gauntlets: [Gauntlets of the Wolf King] 

	Bracers: [Gauntlets of the Wolf King] 




Accessory: [Lesser Storage Ring]: A silver ring capable of holding up to 10 non-sentient items in a pocket dimension.

	Hidden Weapon: [The Dryad's Boon] (Soulbound Splintered Broom Handle) 




He looked at the numbers with quiet satisfaction, relishing his strength, toughness, and his improved intellect. His [Charisma] was high enough that he could now hold a conversation without turning beet-red every time Gilly winked at him. He was becoming the man he was meant to be.

Taking a long sip of his beer, letting the sunlight warm his face, he reveled in the sound of his friends’ laughter. Cerys, his beautiful, fierce dungeon fairy, had reforged his soul with her love. Meanwhile, Gilly was his chaotic, loyal, wonderful second partner in adventure and life. Then there was Lyra, his spiritual anchor, the embodiment of the life he had sworn to protect. He thought of his house, his home, slowly coming back to life under his care.

Just as he thought, with a sense of perfect, unadulterated bliss, that life couldn’t possibly get any more perfect—his world shattered.

A portal ripped open at the edge of the garden. It was not the elegant silver of the High Elves, or the playful shimmer of the fae, but a ragged, desperate, bleeding tear in the fabric of reality. From it stumbled a single, broken figure.

It was Captain Faedrilan, the fae guard from the Queen’s court. His once-immaculate silver armor was dented, blackened, and stained with blood. His handsome face was a mask of cuts, bruises, and sheer, soul-deep terror. He took two stumbling steps onto the lawn and then collapsed, his breath coming in ragged, agonized gasps.

The party came to an abrupt, shocked halt. Cerys and Gilly were at his side in an instant, their hands glowing with healing magic.

“Faedrilan! What is it? What’s happened?” Cerys cried, her voice laced with alarm.

The guard captain looked up at them, his eyes wide with a horror that eclipsed anything Eddie had seen before. “The court… it’s fallen,” he choked out, blood flecking his lips. “The Queen… her gluttony, her despair… it created a vacuum. A new power has risen to fill it. Darker. Hungrier.” He gripped Eddie’s arm, his fingers an iron claw, his grip surprisingly strong for a dying man. “The Cauldron, Steward! You must retrieve the Cauldron! It’s our only hope! Without its light, the Court of Wind and Rain will be utterly consumed by the shadows within a week. The whole fae land… it will fall.”

The desperate, terrifying plea hung in the warm, sunny air. But before Eddie could even begin to process the dire news, a new shadow fell over their peaceful gathering.

It was cold, a presence that drained the warmth from the air. The grass beneath Eddie’s feet withered slightly. He looked up and his blood ran cold.

Drifting silently onto the lawn, his movements as fluid and silent as smoke, was Lord Corvinus, the ancient, powerful leader of Kaelan’s Cursed Bloodline. But, judging by his taut expression, he wasn’t there for a fight. He was flanked by two of his retainers, also vampires, and their expressions were as cold and austere as their master’s. Lord Corvinus attempted a very strained smile, his demeanor… inquisitive… as he stopped a respectful distance away, his ancient, intelligent eyes fixing on Eddie.

“Steward Strike,” Corvinus said, his voice a low, polite rumble that was more menacing than any shout, and with the quality of frozen silk. “Forgive the intrusion on your… pastoral celebration. I am not here to reignite our recent… unpleasantness. I am here on a matter of some urgency that affects us all.”

Eddie, with Cerys and Gilly now standing protectively at his side, held the vampire’s gaze. Frank had moved as well, positioning himself between the barbecue and the intruders, his scarred face unreadable.

“What do you want?” Eddie asked, his voice steady despite the turmoil raging within him. Faedrilan’s words still echoed in his ears: the cauldron, the court, the fae land… it will fall.

“Information,” Corvinus replied, his gaze sweeping over the scene, from the dying fae captain to the untouched food on the table. “There have been a series of… incidents at our academy for newly turned fledglings. Murders. Executed with a flair for the dramatic and a level of chaotic, magical power that is… unusual.” He paused, his dark eyes piercing Eddie as if searching for a hidden truth. “The bodies were not drained. They were… rearranged. Turned into grotesque sculptures. Painted with their own blood. A statement, one might say. An artistic one.”

A cold, familiar dread began to creep up Eddie’s spine. The memory of Relic, the deranged painter, locked in the fae queen’s dungeon, painting abstract horrors with whatever he could find, flashed through his mind.

“I have come to ask you, Steward,” Lord Corvinus continued, his voice dangerously soft, almost a purr, “if, during your recent troubles with our departed Prince Kaelan, you happened to cross paths with a certain… creature.”

He looked from Eddie to Cerys, then to Gilly, a flicker of something almost like fear, or perhaps unease, in his ancient eyes.

“Tell me,” he said, his voice dropping to a near-whisper, yet carrying immense weight.

“Do you know a mad fairy that goes by the name of Relic?”

“What makes you think I know him?” Eddie asked, somewhat reflexively.

“Some words were painted on the walls of the academy, using the blood of its murdered patrons.”

“Oh really,” Eddie said, innocently, “and what did they say?”

“They said, ‘only Eddie Strike can stop me now!’”

Eddie stood frozen on his perfectly manicured lawn, the vampire’s words ripping through him like a saw. The smell of barbecue smoke dwindled. The party waned. He faced Corvinus, the vampire unwavering. Faedrilan had already given him an impossible quest to save the fae. Now this complicated matters—a murder investigation conducted by his mortal enemies. He stood squarely, impossibly, in the middle of it all.

He looked at Cerys, who stared back at him, her face a mask of horrified comprehension. “Take Faedrilan inside. See if you can save him.” He faced the vampire. “I need time to think.”

“Then take it. But know this, I am not moving, nor taking no for an answer.”

“Noted,” Eddie said, stiffly. “Abernathy will bring refreshments.”

Corvinus lent him a curt nod of appreciation.

As the sun finally dipped below the horizon, plunging the garden into twilight, the air crackled with tension. Cerys and Gilly took Faedrilan inside, Cerys’s healing magic soon working to stabilize him. The grim prognosis of the fae Court’s imminent collapse shrouded everything in gloom. Eddie followed, but when Frank stood guard at the drawing-room door, his posture rigid, the Steward realized the fae women needed space.

He soon found himself back in his study, the now-cold barbecue a forgotten memory. He sat at his heavy oak desk, the weight of the day’s revelations pressing down on him.

“Well, Steward,” Slicer’s telepathic voice, usually sardonic, was now laced with a rare note of genuine concern. “That escalated quickly. From grilled meats to looming apocalypse and a blood vendetta with an insane artist. A rather dramatic shift, wouldn’t you agree?”

Eddie rubbed his temples. “‘Dramatic’ is one word for it. Catastrophic is another. We’ve got the fae Court collapsing, which probably means the Veil weakens further, which means things coming through, probably nasty ones. And then Corvinus wants Relic. And if Relic is leaving… artistic statements… at a vampire academy, that implies he’s actively hunting them.”

“Indeed,” Slicer agreed. “And the esteemed Lord Corvinus did not seem inclined to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

Eddie leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling. “No, he didn’t. And that presents a problem. Actually, several problems.”

He held up a hand, ticking them off on his fingers. “First, the Cauldron. Faedrilan’s words. That’s probably the biggest, most immediate threat to the wider magical world. And frankly, the fae have been good to us. Cerys and Gilly are fae, and if their realm falls, it won’t be good for anyone. That feels like Primary Epic Quest A.”

It was during that moment a glimmer of truth hit him like a pile driver. Steward, a term he’d associated with his work on the house, suddenly fitted. He wasn’t just the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey, but the Steward of the plane called Earth, destined to keep the peace between it and the magical worlds.

He harrumphed. “Then there’s Relic. Corvinus wants him. And if Relic is indeed leaving a trail of murdered vampires, that puts a pretty big target on our backs, given that we ‘unleashed’ him. And the vampire lord isn’t exactly known for his patience. That feels like Primary Immediate Threat B.”

His sword didn’t reply, as if it wanted Eddie to work things out for himself.

“And then,” Eddie sighed, running a hand through his hair, “there’s my family. Grandfather, father… both murdered, potentially by this larger conspiracy Faedrilan hinted at, and which Relic appears to be tangled up in. Abernathy said to seek out that gnome loremaster, Heswellervan, ‘Joe the Scribe,’ right? That’s Primary Personal Quest C.”

“A delightful smorgasbord of impending doom, Steward,” Slicer observed dryly. “Which course will you tackle first?”

It was a valid question. His mind, the very [Strategic Mind] trait that had helped him survive Kaelan, was now attempting to prioritize three mutually exclusive, high-stakes objectives.

Cerys entered the study, her expression grim. “Faedrilan is stable, but barely. His wounds are grievous, and his spirit is deeply afflicted. He truly believes the Court will fall within a week without the Cauldron.”

“So, the Cauldron is top priority then,” Eddie concluded, looking at Cerys. “It sounds like a ticking time bomb.”

“It is,” Cerys confirmed, her violet eyes wide with concern. “The decay of the Court of Wind and Rain affects the stability of the Veil itself. If it falls completely, the repercussions for the mortal world, and for Mooinjer Veggey, could be… devastating.”

A faint, deep rumble vibrated through the floorboards, a grumpy sigh from the House itself, as if affirming Cerys’s words.

“Right. Cauldron first,” Eddie reiterated, standing up. “But then Corvinus.” He paced the small study, the Persian rug feeling soft beneath his boots. “He’s not going to wait around. He probably expects me to jump through his portals instantly. If I blow him off, he’ll come here, and he won’t be asking politely.”

“Indeed,” Cerys agreed. “Lord Corvinus is not known for his patience, or his forgiveness.”

“So, what if we address Corvinus first?” Eddie mused, thinking aloud. “Deal with Relic, get Corvinus off our backs, and then immediately pivot to the Cauldron quest. It buys us time, deals with the immediate threat, and… Well, it could pay off.”

“Pay off?” Slicer sounded intrigued. “You intend to extort the ancient vampire lord for a job well done, Steward?”

A mischievous glint entered Eddie’s eye. “Let’s just say, I have a few leverage points. He needs Relic contained. He’s already admitted Relic is operating in ways that defy his vampire defenses. And he specifically said Relic 'knows too much' and is exposing 'secrets.' That sounds like a vulnerability. Plus, I did him a favor by taking out Kaelan, even if he won’t admit it.”

“Kaelan was despised by many factions of the vampire world,” Cerys confirmed. “Especially those who saw him as an arrogant, reckless fool who brought unwanted attention to their kind. Corvinus might have claimed him as a prince, but even within his own bloodline, Kaelan was becoming a pariah after… after the trial.”

“Exactly,” Eddie nodded. “Kaelan is now regarded as ‘that fairy-lover’ who got taken down by a mortal with a broom handle. That’s got to sting Corvinus’s pride. He’s probably desperate to reassert his authority, and getting rid of Relic, who’s making a mockery of his academy, would be a quick way to do it. So, he needs me. And when someone needs you, that’s when you negotiate.”

He straightened his shoulders. “I’m not going to just roll over. I’ve been wronged. My family has been wronged by these power-players for generations. It’s time I started getting some recompense. And Mooinjer Veggey could certainly use the funding.”

He turned to Cerys, a determined glint in his eye. “Go prepare, love. Gilly too. Pack light. We’re going on a little trip. Frank, you stay here. Keep an eye on Lyra and the House. Let Abernathy know we might need some intel when we get back.”

Cerys looked at him, a mix of concern and admiration in her violet eyes. “Are you certain, Eddie? About confronting Lord Corvinus and demanding terms?”

“I’m certain that I’m tired of being pushed around,” Eddie replied, a newfound steel in his voice. “I’ve faced down a corrupted fae dungeon, fought a vampire prince to the death, and learned to trust numbers over pain. I think I can handle a bit of negotiation.”

The vampire portal, which Corvinus had kept open at the edge of the garden, pulsed faintly, a ragged seam in the twilight. The air around it was unnaturally cold, carrying a metallic scent like blood and rust. Corvinus stood impassively before it, flanked by his two silent retainers. The faint, pulsing violet light from the portal illuminated his severe features, making him seem even more imposing.

Eddie approached him, Cerys and Gilly flanking him, their fae forms shimmering faintly in the gloom. Frank stood a respectful distance back, a silent sentinel.

“Steward Strike,” Corvinus acknowledged, his blood-red eyes fixed on Eddie. “I trust you have made your decision.”

“I have,” Eddie confirmed, meeting the ancient vampire’s gaze directly. “I’ll deal with Relic. But as we discussed, this is a transaction. And I have some conditions.”

Corvinus’s lip curled. “Conditions? You are in no position for demands, mortal.”

“Oh, I think I am,” Eddie countered, his voice steady. “You want Relic apprehended. I am uniquely positioned to do that because unlike you, I understand motive, and motives are at the heart of everything. Plus, you are uniquely positioned to offer me… recompense.

“Kaelan’s death, as you recall, was a massive embarrassment to your bloodline. He was a ‘fairy-lover’ bested by a mortal. His influence, his reputation, his standing among the vampire fraternity… it’s all gone. He’s held in disdain, isn't he? A stain on your house.”

Corvinus’s eyes narrowed, a flash of genuine anger in their depths. The two flanking vampires stiffened, their hands clenching. Eddie knew he was treading on dangerous ground, playing on the vampire lord’s pride, but it was his strongest card.

“Kaelan’s personal failings are not your concern,” Corvinus growled, the temperature dropping a few degrees.

“They are when they factor into the value of his forfeited estate,” Eddie retorted smoothly, channeling his inner financial analyst. “A vampire prince who has fallen from grace, who has been publicly humiliated, whose wealth is now without a direct heir… that’s a resource. A resource you want me to help you protect, by dealing with Relic.”

He pressed his advantage. “You see, I’ve been wronged, Corvinus. My family has suffered for generations because of these ancient power plays. My grandfather, my father… both murdered. And while I’m not saying Kaelan personally killed them, his bloodline, your bloodline, was certainly involved in the wider conspiracy that allowed it to happen. The High Council looked the other way. You all looked the other way.”

He leaned in slightly, his voice dropping. “So, this isn’t just about Relic. This is about balance. About re-establishing a fair exchange. You want a problem solved. I solve it, and I get what I’m owed for past transgressions, and for future risks.”

Corvinus stared at him, his expression a fascinating blend of fury, disbelief, and a grudging respect. He clearly wasn't used to being lectured by a mortal, let alone one who dared to bring up the murders of his predecessors.

“What exactly do you propose, Steward?” Corvinus finally said, his voice clipped, struggling for composure.

“The liquid assets,” Eddie stated, maintaining eye contact. “Transferred immediately. No waiting. And for the rest… Kaelan’s estate. Not just some portion of his portable holdings. I want a significant share. The land. The properties. Enough to truly do up Mooinjer Veggey. Enough to establish a base of operations that reflects the Steward’s true power and independence.”

Cerys’s grip on his arm tightened, a warning squeeze. Gilly, however, looked utterly delighted.

Corvinus’s gaze was like twin points of burning coal. He remained silent for a long moment, the only sounds the distant waves and the faint, ominous hum of the portal. He was clearly weighing the audacity of Eddie’s demands against his own immediate, pressing need to contain Relic and restore the Cursed Bloodline’s reputation.

Finally, with a visible effort, Corvinus relented. His voice was tight, each word extracted with great difficulty. “The liquid assets, as discussed. Immediately. As for Kaelan’s… holdings… a portion of his land will be transferred to your name upon Relic’s apprehension. Not the entirety of the estate. Perhaps… twenty acres of his more fertile lands, and a smaller residence, separate from the academy. We would allow an effective steward a presence in our lands, an embassy, if you will. No more. And yes, a portion of his more valuable artifacts and jewels. Subject to my evaluation, as agreed.”

“And I want a formal, magical agreement,” Eddie added, pushing his luck. “Witnessed by a neutral party, or at least one whose power balances yours. The High Elf Council, perhaps. Just to make sure you don’t conveniently ‘forget’ our deal once Relic is contained.”

Corvinus’s eyes flashed with pure, unadulterated rage, but the request was not unreasonable, given their history. He closed his eyes for a brief moment, then opened them.

“Very well. A formal writ, witnessed by a neutral party, will be drawn up upon your return. Now, are we quite finished with this… negotiation, Steward?”

“For now,” Eddie replied with calm that astonished even himself. He felt a deep sense of satisfaction. Not only was he getting paid, but he was also forcing Corvinus to acknowledge his position, and implicitly, to respect him.

Corvinus nodded curtly to one of his retainers, who quickly retrieved a small, ornate, darkwood box. With a flick of Corvinus’s wrist, a sliver of paper, wafer thin and ancient, appeared in his hand. He pressed his thumb to it, a drop of blood appearing, then he held it out to Eddie.

“A token of the immediate transfer,” Corvinus intoned. “A binding promise of my word, for the liquid assets. The remainder once Relic is contained. This is our agreement. Do you accept?”

Eddie took the paper. It felt warm in his hand, and a faint hum of magic resonated from it. He barely glanced at it, trusting the system to do its job.

[Contract Accepted: Lord Corvinus of the Cursed Bloodline has pledged payment for services rendered. Immediate transfer of £1,250,000 to your account. Additional payment, including twenty acres of Kaelan’s estate, a smaller residence, and a portion of his valuable artifacts/jewels, contingent upon the successful apprehension/elimination of Relic.]

[Quest Updated: The Mad Artist’s Canvas]

Objective: Apprehend or eliminate Relic.

Reward: Additional payment (as per contract), and Lord Corvinus’s… begrudging acknowledgement.

“Accepted,” Eddie said, tucking the paper into his pocket. “Lead the way.”

Corvinus gestured towards the still-swirling violet portal. The cold emanating from it intensified, a frigid draft that tore at the very fabric of reality. It was a raw, primal cold, unlike anything Eddie had ever experienced on Earth.

“Step through, Steward,” Corvinus commanded, his voice now entirely devoid of emotion, a mere instrument.

Eddie looked at Cerys and Gilly. Cerys gave him a determined nod, her hand finding his. Gilly offered a wide, mischievous grin, a promise of chaos and adventure. Frank remained impassive, but his eyes, when they met Eddie’s, held a flicker of respect.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you about the bats,” Slicer deadpanned in his mind.

Eddie tightened his grip on Slicer’s hilt, the soulbound longsword humming with a faint blue light, its readiness a comfort. He dismissed his sword, no longer believing he would end up fighting the vampires. Whilst much of his knowledge was based on movies, he assumed them to carry at least a little honor.

“I take it you guarantee my safe passage?”

Corvinus raised an eyebrow. “I guarantee you nothing. Mine might be the most powerful of our factions, but that doesn’t mean all of us relish a human staining our lands, and a good deal of them will be frothing at their fangs at the thought of two fae soaking in the moonlit night of the Endlessness.”

Eddie shrugged. “Good enough,” and he stepped forward, into the frigid, swirling violet vortex. The transition was instant, jarring. One moment, he was in the fading twilight of his garden, the familiar smell of woodsmoke and sea air still clinging to his clothes. The next, he was standing on frozen, barren ground under a sultry twilight sky.

The air was sharp, frigid, biting, carrying the distinct tang of ancient stone and something else, something metallic and gamey. Snow, or perhaps ash, swirled around their feet, kicked up by a confused wind. Twisted, skeletal trees, devoid of leaves, clawed at the oppressive sky like gnarled, bony fingers. Silence was heavy, broken only by the faint, distant howls that echoed from the surrounding mountains—a sound that was less animalistic and more like the mournful cry of an old, tormented world.

Before them, some distance away, stood an edifice that defied belief. It was a sprawling, gothic castle, its spires and turrets reaching like grasping fingers into the dark clouds. Its ancient stones stole the dim light, making it appear even darker, a monstrous silhouette against the brooding sky. Gargoyles, grotesque and frozen in silent screams, leered from every shadowed corner. Stained-glass windows, even in the perpetual twilight, glowed with an eerie, internal luminescence, depicting scenes of forgotten rituals and monstrous beasts, their colors muted, like dried blood.

It was like a castle out of a fantasy movie, if that movie had been designed by a particularly deranged architect with a love for horror films and built atop a graveyard. Every single stone hummed with ancient, malevolent power.

And it was clearly a vampire academy. A very, very old one.

“Welcome, Steward,” Corvinus’s voice, now echoing slightly in the cold, still air, brought Eddie’s attention back to the vampires standing behind them. They were utterly unfazed by the brutal cold. But then, it was their natural element. “Welcome to Volkov Manor. Or, as it is more commonly known… The Academy of the Cursed Bloodline.”

Eddie looked from the imposing, terrifying academy to the grim, ash-dusted landscape. This wasn't New York. This wasn't even the quirky, magically vibrant Isle of Man. This was something else entirely. Something ancient, dark, and utterly unforgiving. A place where the sun feared to tread.

He tightened his grip on Slicer’s hilt. “Right,” he muttered, more to himself than to anyone else. “Let’s go catch a mad artist.”

He wondered, briefly, what Relic was really painting. But his primary thought, that of his [Strategic Mind], wondered at the Relic’s motives. Why would a mad fae target specific vampires? Why scrawl his name in blood? Was there a method to the madness? For now, the immediate task was clear: confront the insane painter, avoid being turned into a bloody sculpture, and make sure he got his damn payment.

He walked towards the academy, the frigid wind whipping at him, carrying the scent of frost and stone. Cerys and Gilly followed, their magical presence a small, flickering warmth against the encroaching cold, their steps light and sure.

The air thrummed with sinister energy, thick and palpable. This was going to be a long, and very bloody, night. And he had a feeling it was only the first step on a much longer, darker journey.


Chapter
Two



The icy chill of the vampire lands clung to Eddie’s bones even as the massive, ornate doors of Volkov Manor swung open with a dry groan. The air inside, though marginally warmer than the ash-cloaked wasteland, was heavy with the scent of dust, ancient magic, and something metallic that made the hairs on his arms stand on end. It was the smell of old blood, he realized, dried and layered over centuries.

“Welcome to Volkov Manor, Steward,” Lord Corvinus intoned, his voice echoing eerily in the cavernous entrance hall. The sounds of their arrival—the crunch of boots on stone, the rustle of cloaks—were swallowed by the oppressive, hovering silence of the lofted hall. “Your quarters await. You will, no doubt, wish to refresh yourselves before we proceed to the… unfortunate scene.”

Eddie glanced around. The hall was vast and dimly lit by flickering, enchanted sconces. Shadows clung to every archway and vaulted ceiling. Suits of ancient, blackened armor stood like guardians, their empty helms watching. Dust motes danced in the sparse beams of light that pierced the gloom, making the air thick and viscous. It felt less like a place of learning and more like a mausoleum.

“Quarters will be fine,” Eddie said, his voice surprisingly steady. He was running on adrenaline and the sheer absurdity of his situation. He, a former financial analyst from New York, was now in Dracula’s backyard, preparing to solve a murder committed by a rogue fae artist.

Cerys and Gilly, for their part, seemed largely unfazed. Cerys walked with her usual grace, though she scanned every shadow. Gilly, ever the curious one, bounced on the balls of her feet, peering into alcoves and whispering something to Slicer, whose mental voice grumbled in Eddie’s head. "Tell the hyperactive fairy to stop admiring the ghastly tapestries. They’re simply dreadful."

Corvinus led them through a labyrinthine series of hallways, each one more ornate and foreboding than the last. Tapestries depicting scenes of brutal battles and regal, fanged figures lined the walls. Coffered ceilings disappeared into darkness overhead. The floor, polished obsidian, reflected their distorted figures like a dark mirror. They passed no other vampires, a fact Eddie found both comforting and unnerving. Perhaps they simply couldn’t see them…

Finally, they arrived at a heavy, oak door carved with intricate, unsettling symbols. Corvinus pushed it open. “Your temporary residence. I trust it will suffice.”

The room was surprisingly spartan, especially after the opulence of the hallways. A large, four-poster bed draped in dark velvet sat against one wall. A heavy stone fireplace dominated another, a few embers glowing faintly within, and a small, circular table and two high-backed chairs occupied the center. The windows were tall and narrow, looking out onto a landscape of twisted, ash-dusted trees under the perpetual twilight. It was cold, but not brutally so.

“Cozy,” Gilly chirped, immediately flitting towards the window. “Just one bed. Nice.”

Cerys went straight to the fireplace, her palms already glowing with a faint, warm light as she coaxed the embers to life. Eddie, meanwhile, ran a hand over the rough stone wall, then checked the bed. No obvious traps. He wasn’t paranoid, just pragmatic. His life had changed too much, too fast, for him to drop his guard.

“I’ll give you a moment to settle,” Corvinus said, his voice clipped. “Then, we will proceed to the scene of the… incidents. I will return for you in ten minutes.” Without another word, he swept out, the heavy door closing with a soft, ominous thud.

The moment the door closed, Gilly spun around. “Okay, that was creepy. And cold. Is this what living like a vampire is like? No wonder they’re all so moody.”

“It is certainly… austere,” Cerys murmured, a small flame now dancing in the fireplace, beginning to chase away the chill. “But functional. We should prepare, Eddie. This is not going to be pleasant.”

Eddie nodded. “I’m not expecting it to be. Slicer, are you ready for some morbid art criticism?”

“As ready as I'll ever be for the ravings of a disturbed artist, Steward. Try not to get any claret on my blade. Bloodstains are so terribly vulgar.”

“I think I can afford to leave you where you are. Corvinus needs us alive, not dead.”

“Unless he was lying about it all,” Gilly said, absently.

Eddie side-eyed her. “Really? You had to put that thought in my mind?”

“Valid,” she said, jumping on the bed and rather than bouncing, landing with a thud. “Seriously!? Who has a bed harder than stone?”

“We need a strategy,” Cerys said. “We need to look competent. We’re only useful if they think we can solve the riddle.”

“Ark at you, Sherlock,” Gilly chirped, then looked lovingly at Eddie. “I thought my man was the one with the brilliant mind.”

“Our man,” Cerys said. “And I haven’t actually promised to share him yet.” She curled her arms around him. “It’s not like we’ve had a lot of alone time.” Then she kissed him long and hard.

“Hey, no fair!” Gilly protested from the bed.

Eddie disentangled himself before the situation deteriorated too far. “We’ve only got a few minutes, and we should plan. Anything specific we should look for, Cerys? Gilly?” he asked. “Relic isn’t a normal fae. His magic is… different.”

“Relic’s magic is born of pure creativity, but twisted by madness and stolen power,” Cerys explained, walking away from him. “Look for patterns, yes, but also look for… impossibility. Things that defy the natural flow of magic. Distortions. Residual energies that feel wrong.”

“Got it. Impossible, wrong, and probably still bleeding,” Eddie muttered.

“He is as intelligent as he is mad,” Gilly added, sitting up. “If he staged the scene, he did it for a reason.”

They brainstormed for several more minutes before the door opened, and Corvinus stood there, his two silent escorts behind him. “Are we ready, Steward?”

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” Eddie replied, giving Cerys and Gilly a quick, reassuring glance.

The journey through the academy was no less eerie than the entrance. They descended several flights of stairs, the air growing colder and damper with each level. The gothic architecture gave way to rough-hewn stone, the walls scarred with claw marks and ancient scorch marks. This part of the academy felt less like a school and more like a dungeon.

Finally, they arrived at a heavy, iron-bound door. Corvinus stopped before it, his expression unreadable. “This is the dormitory. One of many, though this particular wing is reserved for our… younger students.”

He pushed the door open, and a scene of absolute horror confronted them.

The room was a small, cramped dormitory, stark and functional. Six simple cots lined the walls, most of them neatly made. But it was the center of the room that drew the eye, sickeningly.

Six vampires, their bodies twisted and contorted, lay on the stone floor. Their throats slit, blood pooled around each like a gruesome aura. It was violent, deliberate exsanguination. Relic had gouged their eyes out, leaving gaping, bloody holes, and then he had arranged them.

Each victim lay head to toe with the next, forming a perfect, gruesome circle. Their pallid, lifeless skin contrasted sickeningly with the vibrant crimson that coated the floor beneath them. And on one wall, scrawled in bold, letters of crusted blood, was the message:

“ONLY EDDIE STRIKE CAN STOP ME NOW!”

The words pulsed in the dim light of the room, a chilling declaration. The air was thick with the metallic tang of blood and the lingering scent of fae magic, warped and acrid.

Gilly gasped, a rare sound of genuine shock escaping her lips. Cerys’s hand flew to her mouth, her face paling. Even Corvinus, who had followed them in, averted his gaze for a moment, his stoic features etched with grim distaste.

Eddie, however, felt a strange, cold clarity descend upon him. His financial analyst brain, his [Strategic Mind] trait, clicked into overdrive as he forced himself to ignore the visceral horror, to focus on the facts.

He recalled every episode of every CSI series he’d ever binged. Crime scene protocol. Evidence. Motive. Means. Opportunity.

“Don’t touch anything,” he said, his voice surprisingly firm, cutting through the morbid silence. He knelt, not too close to disturb anything, just close enough to observe.

“Indeed, Steward,” Corvinus replied, his voice a low, cold blade. “Our forensic specialists have already catalogued the scene. However, their findings have been… inconclusive regarding the perpetrator’s precise methods. We believe you may offer a fresh perspective.”

Eddie ignored him, scanning the scene, taking in every detail.

The message: “ONLY EDDIE STRIKE CAN STOP ME NOW!”

Relic wanted him. Directly. Personally. The unanswered question was why. What had he done to garner such singular attention from a mad fae? Was it because he’d inadvertently freed him? Because he’d been involved in Kaelan’s downfall? Or was it something else, something deeper, tied to the insidious conspiracy that had surrounded him, namely, his father and grandfather?

Then the arrangement: the bodies, six of them, forming a perfect circle, head to toe.

“The circle,” Eddie murmured aloud. “What does it mean?”

“A rather rudimentary geometric shape, Steward,” Slicer commented, its internal voice devoid of its usual sarcasm, reflecting the gravity of the scene. “But in magical circles, it can represent closure, binding, protection… or creation. A ritualistic arrangement, perhaps.”

“But why a circle?” Eddie mused. “And why this specific dorm? And these students? Did they have anything in common?”

Corvinus, standing by the door, crossed his arms. “They were all recently turned. Young. Unremarkable, for the most part. They did not possess any unique magical abilities that we were aware of. As for the ‘why this dorm,’ it was merely the most accessible at the time of the breach. Relic bypassed our wards with ridiculous ease.”

Eddie continued to study the circle. His [Strategic Mind] was buzzing, throwing up possibilities, discarding them.

A circle of victims. Eyes gouged out. Throats slit. Drained of blood.

“The eyes,” he said, pointing. “Why the eyes? And why were they drained, but not consumed?”

“The eyes are often seen as windows to the soul, Eddie,” Cerys whispered, her voice still a little shaky. “In some dark rituals, the eyes are taken to gain knowledge, or to prevent the spirit from finding peace. As for the blood… Relic has a penchant for… artistic mediums.”

“Yes, I gathered that from the wall,” Eddie said dryly. “But why these six? Why not more? Or fewer? Why this pattern?”

He looked at the floor around the circle. It was remarkably clean, save for the blood. No struggle. No signs of a fight. They had been taken by surprise. Utterly.

“How were they killed?” Eddie asked. “Was it instantaneous? The slit throats? Was there magic involved beyond the draining and the… rearrangement?”

“Our healers found no discernible magical wounds beyond the draining,” Corvinus replied. “The throats were slit with extraordinary precision. Swift and clean. And no, there were no signs of a struggle. It suggests the perpetrator was either incredibly fast and stealthy, or the victims were… paralyzed by fear, or by magic.”

“Relic could do that,” Gilly said, her voice small. “He could paralyze with illusions. He could warp their minds, make them see whatever he wanted.”

Eddie nodded, remembering Relic’s unsettling power, the way he could twist perceptions.

He walked slowly around the circle, keeping his distance. Six bodies. Six points on a circle. What did six mean? And the way they were head to toe. Not feet to feet, not radiating out from a center point, but a chain. A broken chain, perhaps?

His gaze drifted to the message again. “ONLY EDDIE STRIKE CAN STOP ME NOW!”

The words were personal. A challenge. An invitation. But for what? Relic was a genius, albeit a mad one. He wouldn’t do something without a reason. This wasn't just random murder. This was a statement. A riddle.

“This isn’t just about chaos, is it?” Eddie murmured, half to himself. “He’s trying to tell me something. Or warn me.”

Corvinus remained silent, his arms crossed, watching Eddie with an unnerving intensity.

“Why this dorm?” Eddie pressed again, looking at Corvinus. “Was there anything special about these students, or this location, that you’re not telling me?”

Corvinus hesitated for a fraction of a second. “As I stated, Steward, these were new students. And this dormitory wing is somewhat isolated. Nothing more. We have thoroughly investigated.”

Eddie didn’t believe him. He could feel it. The slight pause, the subtle shift in Corvinus’s expression. The vampire was withholding information. But why?

“Right,” Eddie said, standing up. “Well, I’ve seen enough for now. My brain needs to process this. Maybe a walk, or a very stiff drink. Or both.”

Corvinus inclined his head slightly. “Very well. We can discuss your… observations further over dinner. An early repast. Volkov Manor has several… private dining facilities. I will send one of my retainers to escort you at the appointed time.”

As they turned to leave the gruesome dorm, walking back into the chilly stone corridor, a piercing shriek ripped through the air. It wasn’t a human scream, but a high-pitched, guttural cry of pure, incandescent rage, laced with a raw, predatory hunger.

“FAERIES! DEFILERS! ABOMINATIONS! CORVINUS, YOU FOOL! TO INVITE FAE INTO THE SACRED LANDS OF THE CURSED BLOODLINE IS TREASON! IT IS ONLY A MATTER OF TIME! YOU ARE WEAK! WEAK!”

The voice came from down the corridor, echoing off the stone walls. Before Eddie could fully register the words, a figure burst from a shadowed archway. It was a vampire, younger than Corvinus, his face contorted with insane fury, his eyes blazing red. He was dressed in dark, frayed robes, looking wild and unkempt, as if he had been driven to the brink by this very presence of the fae.

He didn't stop to fight. Instead, with a guttural roar, he hurled something. A dark, viscous liquid arced through the air, aimed directly at Cerys and Gilly.

“WATCH OUT!” Eddie instinctively yelled, shoving Cerys behind him, his [Aegis of the Wolf King] snapping out from his ring.

But it was too late. The liquid washed over his shield with a sickening splat, then rained down onto Cerys and Gilly, soaking their clothes. The smell hit them immediately: tangy, acrid, utterly vile. It was blood. Soured, curdled, rotten blood. A deliberate, disgusting defilement.

“Foul creature!” Cerys cried out, recoiling, her nose wrinkling in disgust. Gilly let out a theatrical gag, wiping her face with her hand, a look of bone-deep revulsion on her normally cheerful features.

The attacking vampire, having delivered his disgusting message, didn't wait. With a final, hate-filled snarl, he turned and dissolved into a blur of motion, disappearing back into the shadows from which he came.

Eddie, still reeling from the suddenness of the attack, whipped his head around, his hand instinctively going for Slicer, but the vampire was already gone. His [Strategic Mind] cursed the lack of quick-draw reflexes.

Corvinus’s face, for the first time, showed a flicker of something beyond cold impassivity. A spark of genuine annoyance. “Insolent fool!” he growled, turning to his retainers. “Find him! Now! And bring him to me. Alive. I wish to make an example.” The two vampire retainers vanished in a blur, clearly eager to carry out their master's command.

Corvinus turned back to Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly, who were now standing there, dripping with rancid blood. The smell was overpowering.

“My apologies, Steward,” Corvinus said, though his tone was more terse than truly regretful. “Some of our more… zealous elements find the presence of fae in our halls… distasteful. Particularly after Kaelan’s unfortunate… entanglement. I assure you, he will be dealt with. I will have fresh garments sent to your chambers. Our tailors are quite adept at fitting quickly.”

“Don’t bother,” Gilly said, wrinkling her nose. “I packed plenty of clothes. For me, and Cerys, and even some for Eddie, in case his New York fashion sense clashes with the gothic chic of this dead place.” She gave Eddie a pointed look.

“Right,” Eddie agreed, trying to ignore the clinging, nauseating smell. “We’ll manage. We’ll be in our quarters.”

Corvinus gave a curt nod. “Then I will send an escort for dinner. Do not wander. This wing of the academy is… clearly not secure, but the other sections are worse. And Relic is still at large. I shall escort you back.”

“Ugh! This is just disgusting!” Gilly exclaimed, shaking her head, sending droplets of foul-smelling liquid scattering. “I need a shower, like, yesterday!”

“Indeed,” Cerys agreed, grimacing. “This will take some effort to remove. Its residual magic clings.”

Corvinus escorted them back to their quarters, the smell following them. The vampire’s words echoed in Eddie’s mind: “It is only a matter of time! You are weak! Treason!”

Clearly, not all vampires were as pragmatic as Corvinus.

Back in their spartan dorm, Eddie immediately went to the stone fireplace. The fire Cerys had started was now burning cheerfully, offering a small oasis of warmth against the pervasive cold of the manor.

“So, Relic wants me, specifically,” Eddie mused aloud, mostly to himself, as Cerys began to unbutton her blood-stained dress. “And he’s leaving these… artistic statements. Six victims, in a circle, head to toe. Eyes gouged, throats slit, drained. No struggle.”

“And a very nasty message,” Gilly added, already stripping off her shorts, clearly keen to get rid of the vile stench. She went to a small, enclosed alcove Eddie hadn’t noticed earlier which housed a basic washroom, thankfully with running water and a large, claw-footed tub.

“Coming, Cerys?”

“In a moment,” Cerys replied, finishing with her dress. She stood for a moment in a simple shift, her red hair catching the firelight, her violet eyes still clouded with thought.

“What do you think, Eddie? The circle. Why that specific arrangement?”

“That’s what’s bothering me,” Eddie said, ignoring the escalating sounds of Gilly running the bathwater. His mind was still replaying the scene. He pulled out a small, leather-bound notebook and a charcoal stick from his [Lesser Storage Ring], beginning to sketch the arrangement. “It feels like… a symbol. Or a code. Something he wants me to figure out. But what?”

He sketched the six bodies, head to toe, forming a closed loop. A chain. Or a shield. Or a… circuit?

“Why these specific six students?” he pondered. “Corvinus said they were ‘unremarkable.’ But Relic doesn’t do anything without a twisted purpose. There has to be a connection between them. Or something about their specific location.”

“Perhaps a class they shared?” Cerys suggested, beginning to remove her shift. The shift, also stained with the putrid blood, joined the pile of discarded, reeking clothes. She turned her back to him as she began to unpin her elaborate hairstyle.

“Could be. Or a lineage. Or… something only Relic would know,” Eddie muttered, sketching furiously. He tried to think like Relic. Mad, yes, but brilliant. And methodical, in his own deranged way. He was speaking a language of blood and bodies.

“And the eyes,” he continued, drawing empty circles where the victims’ eyes should have been. “Windows to the soul. Is he trying to stop them from seeing something in the afterlife? Or is he extracting something from them?”

A splash echoed from the washroom, followed by a contented groan from Gilly. “Oh, that’s better! The water's cold, but it’s clean!”

Cerys, now completely naked, her body outlined by the soft firelight, turned and walked towards the washroom, her movements fluid and unhurried. Her skin glowed softly, a faint internal luminescence that shimmered in the dim room. The scent of her, usually of sea and moss, was now sadly overwhelmed by the lingering stench of the sour blood, but as she moved, a subtle, sweet undertone of her true fae essence began to emerge, fighting against the vile odour.

“I don’t know, Eddie,” Cerys said, pausing at the washroom door, looking back at him over her shoulder. Her gaze, deep and intelligent, met his. “But Relic believes you are the key. He always had a… prophetic streak. Twisted, but often accurate.”

She offered him a small, weary smile, then stepped into the washroom, the door closing softly behind her, leaving him alone with his sketches, his thoughts, and the rising sounds of splashing water and happy sighs from the fae sisters as they finally washed away the disgust of the day.

Eddie stared at his drawing, the circle of bodies, the chilling message. Relic’s riddle. He had to solve it. But even as his mind raced, the sounds from the washroom, the splashing, the soft murmurs, served as a reminder of the other, more intimate, and equally compelling demands of his new life.

He sighed, pushing the notebook aside for a moment. This was going to be a complicated trip, but enjoyable.


Chapter
Three



The steam in the spartan, yet opulent, bathroom was thick, clinging to the gray stone and misting the ornate pewter fixtures. Eddie was still reeling from the day's events and the intoxicating closeness of Gilly and Cerys who gently but firmly scrubbed him down. Gilly, humming a little tune that sounded suspiciously like a mischievous folk song, worked on his back with a soft, scented cloth, while Cerys, with more deliberate movements, washed his hair, her fingers cool and deft against his scalp.

“Honestly, you're like a stray cat,” Gilly purred, her voice low and husky, her breath warm against his ear. “Filthy, but oh so appealing.”

Eddie chuckled, the sound a little breathless. “I've had worse compliments.”

“And you'll have better ones,” Cerys murmured, rinsing his hair. “Much, much better.”

Her eyes, when they met his, held a promise that made his blood hum. The sexual tension in the small space broke through their dubious predicament, filled with the nuance of unspoken desires and electric anticipation. The scent of soap, warm skin, and something uniquely Gilly—like wildflowers and danger—filled his senses.

Gilly’s hands drifted lower, tracing the line of his spine. “You know,” she whispered, her voice laced with playful intent, “we could just skip dinner. Corvinus won't mind.”

Cerys, usually the more reserved of the two, leaned in, her voice a soft counter to Gilly's brazenness. “He might, and trust me, it would be worth it.”

Eddie’s heart hammered against his ribs. He was acutely aware of the warmth of their bodies, the brush of their fingers against his bare skin, the tantalizing nearness of their faces. Just as he was about to lean into the undeniable pull of the moment’s erotic tension, a sharp rap echoed on the heavy oak door, making all three of them jump.

“Dinner is served. Master Corvinus awaits,” a thin, reedy voice announced from the other side, unmistakably Corvinus's ancient, bony servant.

Gilly let out an exasperated groan that was both comical and genuinely disappointed. “Oh, for fuck’s sake! Are you kidding me?” She threw her hands up, splashing water. “Every single time! Just as things get interesting!”

Cerys sighed, a sound that held a surprising amount of wistful regret. She picked up a plush towel and wrapped it around Eddie as she pulled him up. “Duty calls, I suppose.”

“Fine!” Gilly huffed, snatching another towel and vigorously drying her own arms. “But mark my words, both of you. When we get back, surrounded by the undead or not, Eddie is mine! We are going to cross a bridge we should have crossed a while ago. I might have got to share his bed and fool around a little, but I want it all! Got it?” She pointed a dramatic finger at Cerys, who simply smiled, a secret glint in her eyes.

Drying quickly, they dressed in a flurry of movement, the earlier intimacy replaced by a shared, albeit good-natured, sense of thwarted desire. Gilly, still grumbling under her breath about “terrible timing,” smoothed down her dress, while Cerys helped Eddie with the unfamiliar cut of the fine, silken tunic Corvinus had provided.

The servant led them through dimly lit corridors, the tapestries on the walls sucking away the faint light from flickering sconces. Everpresent, the scent of dust and old stone mingled with something richer, a promise of a meal beyond the usual fare. After numerous twists and turns, they came to the grand dining hall. It was a little melancholic, with a long, polished table set with gleaming silver and heavy, dark crystal goblets. Corvinus sat at the head, looking surprisingly less severe in the softer lighting. He gestured for them to take their seats.

The meal began with palatable, though distinctly pale, dishes. Roasted game, plump with herbs, and rich, dark bread were laid out alongside various gleaming, crimson liquids in ornate carafes. Eddie, still hungry despite the earlier bath-time distraction, ate with gusto.

“So, the case,” Corvinus began, dabbing at his lips with a linen napkin. “You believe this 'Relic' fellow is indeed responsible for these deaths?”

“Without a doubt,” Eddie confirmed, swallowing a mouthful of tender meat. “He’s the common denominator. His madness is everywhere. The fae queen locked him up for a reason.”

“There, right there,” Corvinus said, “is something we cannot understand. If they knew he was so dangerous, why let him out?”

Eddie nearly choked on his food. “A mix up, I heard. A mistake. An error. Hardly worth worrying about. What’s done is done.”

As Corvinus strained to reply, Gilly chimed in, “It’s him, alright. The victims, they're not just random. We think they were selected for a reason.”

Cerys nodded. “Yes, vulnerability seems to be a prerequisite. Relic is trying to tell us something, but quite what, we don’t know. Perhaps he’s feeding his own, twisted mind.”

“A powerful psychic siphon, then,” Corvinus mused, swirling the dark liquid in his goblet. “Or perhaps a master of illusion, masking his true intentions.… How, that is the question we must answer. How did he manage to portal into our academy?”

“Portal?” Eddie said. “Portal,” he repeated.

Relic had explained his magic to him. He’d talked of mana like flux, and of the veneer between worlds. He’d explained that all it needed was to pierce the veils and paint a picture of his destination. In theory, Relic could only get where he could visualize. Which meant either he had been to the academy before, or someone had described it to him. Eddie chose to keep his reasoning to himself, divulging just what he needed to.

“Has Relic ever visited here before?” he asked.

Corvinus nearly spat his food out. “Never. No fae has soiled this threshold since time began.” He scowled at the girls. “Until now.” Then, with a sudden change of expression, the speed incredible and unnerving, he changed the subject. “We have such ardent opposition to it that we would turn away even a royal delegation. Which is why your two companions’ presence causes such animosity. ”

“Then you have a traitor. To open the portal means that somehow Relic painted a picture of the place. Which leads to the question, if he’s never been there, how did he know what it looked like?”

“Are you saying?” Corvinus asked. “Are you…”

“I am,” Eddie said.

Gilly huffed. “Will you two stop speaking in riddles!”

Cerys leaned in, whispering. “They mean that there is a traitor here who painted a picture of the room so that Relic could copy it.”

“If you are going to whisper…” Corvinus stopped, and if possible, paled. “Or stole a painting.” He rang a bell, and a servant emerged from the shadows. “Emmet, have the galleries inspected. If any paintings are missing, report back immediately.” He watched the servant go, then his gaze settled on Eddie. “I can see my investment is worth the while. But, we might have solved the how, what we need to solve is the why.”

Eddie chewed on his food. “The paramount reason is to show me the way forward. If he didn’t want me to follow him, then why write my name?”

“What,” said Cerys, “if the gruesome scene is the way?”

Eddie’s heart stopped. “You mean the circle is a…”

“Portal,” Gilly whispered.

“A gateway to where, though?” Cerys asked, picking at a piece of bread. “That’s the part that we need to know.”

“Precisely,” Corvinus agreed, his gaze fixed on Eddie. “Such a destination, if indeed a portal, must need immense power if it takes six dead vampires to function. It can’t be just any plane for such a… grotesque conduit. It must lead to somewhere deep and dark.”

Eddie took a deep breath. “Which leads to something else I’ve been wondering about. Why did Relic choose the stronghold of the fae’s greatest enemies? I need to know, to understand the conflict, between your kind and the fae. Corvinus, you mentioned renewed hatred, so much bad blood. Why? Why does it exist?”

Corvinus sighed, a sound like dry leaves rustling. “A question as old as the stars, Mr. Strike. Our histories are interwoven with conflict. The fae, with their capricious nature and their inherent connection to life and growth, often clashed with our… more permanent existence. We are creatures of stillness, of the night, of the slow decay that eventually claims all things. They are the vibrant pulse of the forest, the unpredictable shift of the wind. Our very natures are opposite.”

Cerys added, “It’s a matter of balance, perhaps. Or imbalance. They feed on blood, a symbol of life. The fae protect life fiercely. It’s an inherent friction, born of fundamental differences in our being. We see them as parasites, they see us as naive, often foolish, in our enthusiasm for a fleeting existence.”

Corvinus snorted. “And they’re all annoying. All that glitter and laughter. Sometimes you just want to sink your teeth into a prancing unicorn, you know?” He grinned, a flash of pointed teeth. “But seriously, there are ancient grievances. Broken pacts, territories fought over. It’s not just a philosophical divide; it’s steeped in centuries of bloodshed.”

Eddie listened, absorbing their perspectives. Corvinus spoke of death, Cerys of balance, and Gilly of history and instinct. Yet, as they spoke, a realization began to bloom in his mind, simple yet clear. He saw the threads connecting their explanations, weaving them into a single, undeniable truth.

“But... that’s it, isn’t it?” Eddie said slowly, the words forming a coherent thought. “That’s all it is.” He looked from Corvinus to Cerys, then to Gilly. “The conflict exists… because it always has.”

He pushed back from the table slightly, a sudden energy surging through him. “Think about it! Corvinus, you talk about your natures being opposite. Cerys, you talk about inherent friction. Gilly, you talk about ancient grievances. But what does that mean? It means you have a history of fighting. It means you’ve told yourselves, for centuries, that this is just the way it is. You’re vampires, they’re fae, you fight. It’s a self-perpetuating cycle.”

He stood up, his mouth slightly agape, a sudden, blinding clarity washing over him. The cutlery clinked as he moved, but he barely noticed. His gaze drifted to the intricate patterns on the ceiling, then to the unblinking, ancient eyes of Corvinus.

“And Relic,” he breathed, the name like a key turning in a lock. “Relic… he paints portals.”

He took a step, then another, beginning to pace. “People, whether fae, human, or vampires, they do what they do. They fall in love, they betray, they fight, they live, they die. They act according to their nature, their history, their beliefs. And Relic? Relic makes art. But his art... it’s not just art. It’s functional.”

He stopped abruptly, facing them, his eyes wide with a sudden, overwhelming certainty. The air in the room seemed to crackle around him.

“That’s it!” he exclaimed, his voice ringing with revelation. He gestured wildly towards the invisible threads connecting all of Relic’s gruesome art. “It’s a portal, no doubt about it. He’s telling us where to go next, and that place will hold the key to what he wants to tell us, but…” Eddie thought furiously, “those students weren’t chosen at random. Something binds them to Relic’s ultimate mission!”

A silence, thick and heavy, descended upon the dining hall. Corvinus, who had been listening with a strange, contemplative expression, grunted, then turned his attention to his food, eating delicately, way too delicately, for a murderous vampire.

Gilly, usually so boisterous, froze, her eyes wide, her previous flirtatiousness replaced by a chilling dread. Cerys, ever stoic, clenched her jaw, her knuckles turning white where they gripped the edge of the table. The sudden shift in their demeanor was alarming.

Eddie frowned, the euphoria of his discovery quickly dissolving into apprehension. “Why… Why are you all so quiet? Ideas, we need ideas,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “What is it? Where does it go?”

Corvinus was the first to speak, his voice a strained whisper, barely audible. “The circle of dead vampires, Mr. Strike,” he began, his gaze fixed on some unseen horror beyond the walls. “Their eyes… gouged out. Their lives extinguished in such a ritualistic manner… Their bodies arranged in an eternal circle from which there is no escape.”

Cerys continued, her voice low and grave, “It’s a specific kind of binding magic, Eddie. Not just for a gateway, but for a prison. A prison for things that must never see the light, or even the darkness, of our world.”

Gilly finished, her usual sass completely gone, replaced by deep, chilling despair. “It’s the Crypt of Bound Horrors.”

The Crypt of Bound Horrors?

A shiver, colder than any winter, ran down Eddie’s spine. “The Crypt of Bound Horrors?” he repeated, the name tasting like poison in his mouth. “What… what is that?”

Corvinus finally found his voice, though it was still laced with an ancient dread. “It is not a natural plane of existence, Eddie. Not like the Shadowfell or the Feywild. It is an extradimensional dungeon, a void within the very fabric of reality, created by ancient mages and deities of unimaginable power. They built it to contain entities too dangerous for any reality to endure.”

Cerys took over, her words slow and deliberate, as if each one weighed a ton. “Imagine beings so utterly destructive, so fundamentally opposed to life, that they couldn’t simply be killed. Beings whose very presence would unravel the cosmos. The Crypt was designed to hold them, to keep them in a state of suspended animation or unending agony, lest they break free and plunge all of creation into oblivion.”

Gilly, for once, offered no sardonic remark, no flippant jest. Her expression, usually full of mischief, held genuine terror. “The circle of dead vampires,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Their gouged-out eyes… they’re part of the binding. These creatures in the Crypt, they’re so powerful, they can project their will, their influence, even from within their prison. The vampires, even in death, serve as Unseeing Wardens. Their eyeless forms are a symbolic ‘blinding’ of the imprisoned entities, a way to prevent them from truly seeing beyond their confines, from finding a weakness in the walls of their eternal cage.”

“It’s a place of perpetual torment and despair,” Corvinus added, his voice regaining some of its usual gravitas, though still tinged with horror. “Filled with the husks of cosmic entities, primordial beasts, and elder gods, all held in a state of agony that transcends our comprehension. To enter it would be to subject oneself to a taste of true damnation.”

Cerys then added, her gaze meeting Eddie’s, unwavering and grim. “The portal… it wouldn’t be an entrance, Eddie. It would be a gaping wound into pure, distilled evil. A place that would leech the sanity from any who dared to glimpse its depths. A place from which…”

Corvinus finished her sentence, his voice echoing with finality in the silent hall. “A place from which none have ever returned alive, nor sane. To follow Relic through that portal, Mr. Strike, is certain death.”


Chapter
Four



The chilling pronouncement held sway in the room, a shroud of dread settling over them. “Certain death,” Eddie echoed, the words tasting bitter, as he waited for one of the three of them—Corvinus, the ancient, formidable vampire lord, or Gilly or Cerys, the fierce, captivating fae—to comment further. Their faces, usually so composed or expressive, were now etched with shared terror.

Before anyone could speak, frantic banging erupted from the door. It was Emmet, Corvinus’s reedy servant, his stiff posture replaced by terrified panic. He burst in, practically tripping over his own feet.

“Master Corvinus! Forgive my intrusion, but… the galleries! I’ve checked them, just as you commanded!” Emmet gasped, clutching his chest. “A painting, Master! It’s gone!”

Corvinus’s head snapped up, his eyes narrowing to slits. “Which one, Emmet? Be precise!”

“The one… the one of the Chapel of the Dead, Master! The large, grim landscape! It hung above the eastern archway!” Emmet stammered, pointing vaguely towards the unseen galleries. “And worse,” Emmet said. “There’s another of his works, a terrible thing.”

Eddie’s mind raced, a cold clarity cutting through the fear. The Chapel of the Dead. He remembered Corvinus mentioning it earlier, a place of ancient vampire rites, deep within the academy’s oldest, most secluded wing. If Relic needed a precise visual to create a portal, a painting would be the perfect medium.

“That’s it!” Eddie exclaimed, his voice cutting through the tension. “That’s where Relic must have entered! The Chapel of the Dead! He used the painting as his guide!”

Corvinus stood abruptly, his chair scraping back with a harsh sound that echoed in the silence. “Of course! The Chapel is rarely used, a place of historical significance more than daily function. It would be an ideal, unmonitored, entry point for such an act!” He gestured sharply to Emmet. “Assemble a detail! Arm yourselves! We move now!”

Emmet, still trembling, bowed quickly and scurried out, already shouting orders down the corridor.

“Wait,” Eddie said, holding up a hand. “Let’s be smart about this. If he opened a portal there, it’s almost certainly still active, or at least traceable. And if he left via the portal, he would have left clues he wanted us to find.”

Corvinus hesitated, then nodded. “You have a point, Mr. Strike. Rashness is a luxury we cannot afford with the Crypt of Bound Horrors as the potential destination. Very well. We shall investigate. But with extreme caution. Gilly, Cerys, you will accompany us. Your unique senses might prove invaluable.”

Gilly, still pale, nodded grimly. “As if we’d let you go alone. Besides, if that’s where Relic is, we need to talk him down.”

Cerys simply drew her small, silver-tipped daggers, their points gleaming faintly in the dim light. “Let’s go.”

They moved quickly through the corridors, Corvinus leading the way, his long strides setting a rapid pace. The air grew colder, the scent of dust more pervasive, as they descended deeper into the ancient wing of the academy. Here, the stone walls were rougher, unadorned by tapestries, the silence shattered by their urgent footsteps and the whisper of their clothes.

Finally, they arrived at a heavy, iron-bound door, its surface etched with ancient, forgotten runes. Corvinus pushed it open, revealing a vast, cavernous chamber beyond: the Chapel of the Dead.

The air within was stagnant, thick with the scent of aged incense and neglect. Pillars of rough-hewn stone rose to a vaulted ceiling lost in shadow. Rows of sarcophagi, each bearing an inscription in a language Eddie didn’t recognize, lined the walls. In the very center of the chapel, where an altar would typically stand, was a circular indentation in the stone floor. And within that circle, even in the pervasive gloom, Eddie could see the horrifying remnants of Relic’s grotesque art.

Six frozen goblins had been trapped waist height in the stone, their arms splayed unnaturally, as if trying to claw their way out. The stench of stale blood and their death filled the air.

“Goblins!” Cerys cursed. “Damn goblins trapped in Relic’s magic.”

“Must have died a horrific death,” Corvinus muttered, inspecting one of the frozen bodies.

“Or were they chasing him?” Eddie added, his analytical mind covering all possibilities.

“Gods above,” Gilly breathed, covering her mouth with a hand. Cerys stood rigid, her eyes fixed on the gruesome scene, a flicker of disgust crossing her usually-serene features.

Corvinus approached the circle cautiously, his keen eyes scanning every detail. “The painting was of this very chapel,” he murmured, his voice low. “Relic used it to establish the portal’s entry point. And the ritual… It’s of a type I have only read about in the most forbidden of texts.”

Eddie knelt at the edge of the circle, careful not to touch any of the dead goblins. He noticed something almost immediately. The dust on the floor, thick everywhere else, was disturbed in a precise, almost imperceptible way, leading from the circle to a point near the far wall.

“Look,” he said, pointing. “Footprints. Faint, almost invisible, they lead to that shadowed alcove.” He followed the line of disturbance with his gaze. “And there, by the alcove… dust disturbed again. As if something opened, then closed.”

Cerys walked to the alcove, her fae senses sharper than his own. She ran her fingers along the rough stone. “A faint residue here. Like a fine, almost crystalline powder. And a faint shimmer, barely perceptible.” She picked up a loose thread from the floor. “This isn’t from the chapel. It’s finer, silkier than anything here. And… it carries a faint scent. Not of vampire, or fae, but… of ancient wood and something metallic, like old iron.”

“Old iron?” Corvinus echoed, his brow furrowed. “That points to… a specific type of magic. Or a specific lineage. There are ancient, hidden corridors within these walls. Ones even I don’t know about.”

Eddie stood up, piecing it together. “The footprints, the dust, the missing painting, the way Relic is leaving clues for me… it all fits. He was here. The way to the students was prepared for him. Someone who knew this academy, knew where the painting was, knew the Chapel of the Dead, helped Relic open that portal and showed him the way to his quarry.”

Corvinus’s jaw tightened. “A traitor. Within my own walls.” His voice was low, dangerous. “But who? And why?”

He paced the circumference of the gruesome circle, his mind clearly working through the possibilities. “There are several factions who would benefit from such a chaotic breach, Mr. Strike. And several who harbor deep-seated grievances against my house. Believe it or not, I am quite progressive.”

Corvinus continued, his voice a low growl, “First, there are the Crimson Hand. A particularly zealous coven of younger vampires, radical in their belief that our species should no longer hide in the shadows, but assert dominance. They believe our ancient failure to eradicate the fae is a weakness, an appeasement. A catastrophic event, like the unleashing of something from the Crypt, might, in their twisted minds, lead to a power vacuum they could exploit, or use to force the fae to their knees. Their motive? Power, and a warped vision of vampire supremacy.”

Gilly shivered. “They must be fanatics. And utterly ruthless. They wouldn’t care how many died, so long as their twisted ideals were served.”

“Then there are the Whispers of the Old Blood,” Cerys added, her voice chilling. “A far more subtle yet insidious faction. They are obsessed with ancient bloodlines and forbidden rituals, seeking to awaken primordial powers. They might see a portal to the Crypt of Bound Horrors not as a disaster, but as an opportunity. A chance to study, perhaps even harness, the energies of these imprisoned entities. Their motive? Forbidden knowledge, and a hunger for power beyond comprehension.”

Corvinus nodded grimly. “They are dangerous because they are intelligent, calculating, and utterly lacking a moral compass. They would sacrifice worlds for a single glimpse of the ‘true’ power they seek.”

“And finally,” Corvinus continued, his gaze flicking to Eddie, “there is the possibility of a direct attack from a rogue council faction. The High Council of the Insidious is a prime example. They are a disgruntled house who believe Earth should be cleansed of humans, or who seek a more aggressive stance against humanity, to make them mere feeding grounds.”

“But why involve Relic?” Eddie asked, “and why bring the Crypt into it? That seems… overkill for another vampire sect.”

“True, but we all have similar powers. Civil war, as you know, is the most costly type,” Corvinus mused, “but to aid a fae is beyond comprehension. Relic’s true target cannot be us, but something within the academy itself. Something the traitor faction desires, or something they wish to unleash upon us all, believing they can control it.”

A new sound began to fill the chapel, a low, guttural growl that resonated from the ancient stone walls. It started as a distant murmur, then grew, swelling into a chorus of snarls and the unmistakable hiss of angry vampires. Footsteps, heavy and numerous, echoed from the corridor they had just exited.

“Speak of the devil,” Gilly muttered, her hand going to her own twin daggers.

Corvinus’s eyes blazed crimson. “They’ve come for us. They must have been watching, waiting for us to uncover Relic’s path. This is no mere investigation, Mr. Strike. This is an ambush.”

From the shadows of the corridor, a wave of figures emerged. They were vampires, but they did not share Corvinus’s refined, controlled demeanor; these were wilder, their eyes burning with savage hunger. Their capes flowed as they rushed forward, their movements swift and predatory. A chapter of rogue vampires, fangs bared, faces contorted with murderous intent.

“Corvinus!” one of them roared, a hulking brute with a scarred face. “You consort with fae and humans! You have betrayed our kind! The Circle demands the human. Hand him over, and we might spare you the utter annihilation you deserve!”

“The Circle!” Corvinus spat, his voice laced with contempt. “You mean the Crimson Hand! You deluded fools! You would unleash damnation upon us all for your petty power games!”

The rogue vampires surged forward, a tide of snapping jaws and clawed hands. Gilly and Cerys drew their weapons, their movements fluid and deadly. Corvinus became a blur of motion, a dark whirlwind, meeting the first wave of attackers with ancient, brutal grace.

“They’re not after Corvinus!” Eddie shouted, as several of the rogues lunged at him and the fae. “They’re after us! They want to stop us from finding Relic and undoing their plans!”

A vampire, swift as a shadow, lunged at Eddie, claws extended. Gilly intercepted him with a flash of silver as her dagger found its mark, but another was right behind. Cerys moved with incredible speed, a blur of motion, deflecting a blow meant for Eddie and driving her own blade into a vampire’s chest.

The Chapel of the Dead became a maelstrom of clashing steel, guttural roars, and the sickening thud of bodies. Corvinus, a master of combat honed over centuries, fought with a chilling efficiency, dispatching foes with swift, decisive blows. But there were too many. The rogue vampires kept coming, driven by fanatical zeal, their numbers endless.

“They’re pushing us back!” Gilly yelled, parrying a savage strike that would have torn her throat out. “To the hidden passage! Eddie, try and open it!”

Indeed, the rogue vampires, rather than simply engaging, were subtly herding them, pushing them relentlessly towards the ominous circle of dead goblins. It was a terrifying realization: they weren’t just trying to kill them—they were trying to force them into the circle.

Eddie pressed against the wall, trying his hardest to open the secret passage, but unsure how to do it.

“Use my butt and strike the stone. If there’s a magical ward I’ll find it!” Slicer said.

Trusting the sword, Eddie hammered on the stone as the rabid vampires backed Cerys and Gilly up.

Suddenly, stone scraped and the wall moved, a doorway appearing. “Got it!” Slicer exclaimed.

“Corvinus!” Eddie screamed. “This way!”

“Go! Go without me!” Corvinus said, his rapier-like sword drawn, arm behind his back, holding back a dozen of their attackers.

“In! In!” Eddie cried, and pulled Cerys and Gilly in, banging Slicer against the stone then stabbing ruthlessly through the opening as more vampires closed in on them. The wall slowly shut, a row of magical lights illuminating a long, narrow corridor.

“Well, that escalated quickly,” Gilly said.

“You’re not wrong,” Cerys added. “We should go that way, I suppose.”

A tremendous crack split the following silence. Eddie stared in horror as light streamed in from the chapel.

“They’re breaking in!” Gilly screamed.

“Run!” Eddie said, shoving them forward, then racing after them.

The passageway threaded through the academy, secret and unseen. They followed its path, a distant shout behind them as the coven finally broke through. Then, they came to a dead end. Gilly skidded to a halt, Cerys bumping into her. Eddie clattered into the pair of them, and they sank into the wall, falling out of the other side and into the dorm, Relic’s gruesome art still lying in a bloodsoaked circle.

The howls of the chase grew louder behind them and from the dorm’s doorway. “They’re all headed here!” Gilly said.

“We need to go somewhere!” Cerys said.

All three stared at the portal. “Certain death?” Eddie asked, his gaze flicking between the door and the hidden passage, and finally, Relic’s portal.

“No choice!” Gilly yelled, her face grim, as the first vampires burst in.

Cerys fought with a ferocity Eddie hadn’t seen before, every movement sharp and deadly. “It’s either the portal, or die here!”

A rogue vampire flew towards him, its claws outstretched. Eddie looked from the snarling face of his attacker to the blood-soaked gray stone within the circle of dead vampires.

“I need to activate it!”

“Blood!” Gilly cried back. “It’s bound to be blood!”

He had no time to think, no time to plan. Only instinct remained. In a sudden, desperate act, a gamble born of pure adrenaline and the primal urge to survive, Eddie thrust his hand forward, slicing his palm against Slicer’s honed edge. Blood welled up, dripping bright crimson to the gray stone, and he instinctively thrust his bleeding hand into the very center of the circle.

The moment his blood touched the macabre arrangement, the portal flared. A blinding, agonizing flash of dark energy erupted, followed by a sickening shriek that echoed through the chapel, a sound that tore at the very fabric of reality. The air ripped away, replaced by an unbearable vacuum as a dark void swirled within the corpses.

“Now!” Cerys roared, fighting her way towards him, her face contorted in a grimace of determination.

The force of the portal’s activation was immense—a powerful suction that dragged at Eddie, Gilly, and Cerys. The rogue vampires recoiled, stumbling back as the dark energy swelled.

Without choice, and with the unholy screams of the portal in his ears and the certainty of violent death at the hands of the rogues behind them, Eddie plunged forward. He reached for Gilly and Cerys, grabbing their hands, propelled by the same terrible force, as they tumbled headlong into the swirling abyss.

The last thing Eddie saw before the darkness consumed him was the twisted face of a rage-filled vampire. Then, the blackness swallowed them whole, chilling silence descending as the portal slammed shut behind them. They left the dorm to the raging snarls of the rogue vampires and entered the echoing certainty of their impending doom.


Chapter
Five



The descent was less of a fall and more of an unraveling. They weren’t plummeting so much as being torn apart and reassembled by invisible, astronomically strong forces. The portal, unlike anything Eddie had ever experienced, wasn’t a static tear in reality or a shimmering veil. It was a vast, swirling wormhole, a dizzying tunnel of raw, unfettered energy. Quantum energy, Corvinus had said, and Eddie could feel it, a sensation beyond mere sight or sound. It was the hum of creation and destruction interwoven, a kaleidoscope of incredibly vibrant colors—electric blues, searing purples, crackling golds—that shifted and flowed like liquid light.

The air, if it could be called that, was thin and charged, tasting of ozone and something akin to burned sugar. It vibrated with an incredible, high-pitched whine, a mix of untold power that threatened to shatter his very bones. Heat radiated from nowhere and everywhere, a pervasive warmth that felt less like fire and more like the friction of reality itself being stretched and twisted.

Gilly and Cerys pressed against him, their terrified gasps muffled by the overwhelming roar of the wormhole. He could feel Gilly’s small, trembling hand clutching his arm, her nails digging in. Cerys, usually so composed, was rigid against his side, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Even their fae resilience buckled under the sheer, brutal assault of the portal.

Yet, amidst the chaos, a strange clarity began to bloom in Eddie’s mind. The mind-numbing terror gave way to an unsettling detachment, a heightened state of awareness. The quantum energies stripped away the extraneous noise of his thoughts, leaving only pure, unadulterated consciousness.

In those moments of deep clarity, the magical world unfolded before his inner eye, not as he knew it, but as it might have been, as it should have been. He pictured rolling meadows bathed in perpetual twilight, where moonlit fae danced with ancient, wise trees. He imagined crystal rivers flowing through sun-dappled forests, their water singing ancient lullabies. He witnessed the fae and the vampires existing in a delicate, symbiotic balance, creatures of night and day, each respecting the other’s dominion, their powers intertwined to weave the very fabric of magic. Children, fae and human alike, played in enchanted glades, their laughter echoing without fear or shadow. It was a vision of peace, of wonder, of unblemished beauty. A world that a child, or perhaps a truly benevolent god, might have sculpted.

But then, the vision fractured. The idyllic scene shattered like fragile glass, replaced by the stark, brutal reality he had come to know. The peaceful meadows became battlefields, churned earth soaked with blood, not dew. The crystal rivers turned murky with burned mana and the detritus of ancient conflicts. He spied factions within factions, like parasitic growths on the once-pure magical currents. The Vampire Lords, with their intricate webs of power and their ancient, often petty, feuds. The disparate fae courts, their glamors often masking deep-seated resentments and political machinations, their beauty concealing sharp teeth and even sharper ambitions. There were wars within wars, not grand, heroic clashes, but simmering resentments, cold betrayals, assassinations, and whispered curses that echoed through centuries. The balance vanished, replaced by a precarious, constantly shifting struggle for dominance, for survival.

And then, Relic floated through his mind, a fleeting image superimposed on the chaotic tapestry of the magical world. Relic, with his wild eyes and disturbing art, his obsession with portals, and his cryptic messages. Where did he fit into all of this? It came to Eddie as a sudden, piercing question. Where did his father and grandfather, men who had clearly been entangled with this world, fit in? Were they part of this endless, self-perpetuating cycle of conflict?

A new thought, urgent and compelling, began to form, pushing aside the images of war and betrayal: Relic. A killer?

No.

The realization hit Eddie with the force of a physical blow, a clarity even greater than the visions of the fractured world. He had seen Relic’s work, the gruesome aftermath of his portals, the bodies. But the man himself…

He recalled Relic’s intensity, his single-minded focus on his “art,” his almost childlike fascination with the portals. He remembered the strange, innocent wonder in Relic’s eyes even as he spoke of horrific things. Mad, yes. Unhinged, absolutely. Dangerous, undeniably. But a killer? A cold-blooded murderer, driven by malice?

No. He couldn’t reconcile it. It didn’t fit. Relic didn’t strike him as a killer. He was an artist, a conduit, a broken vessel through which something vast and incomprehensible flowed. The victims—the students—as Cerys had noted, had vulnerability as the prerequisite. Not targets. Mere components. Relic wasn’t choosing them out of malice; he was choosing them because they were, somehow, necessary.

Necessary for what?

If Relic wasn’t the killer, if he wasn’t the one actively causing the deaths, then what was? Or who? And if the portals were for Eddie, if the messages were for him, then Relic was showing him something, not doing something. Relic was a painter, a signal-man. The killer was someone else. Someone operating behind the scenes, using Relic’s unique ability.

This new realization solidified in Eddie’s mind, a bedrock of certainty in the swirling chaos. Relic was a pawn, or perhaps an unwitting weapon, in a game far larger and more terrifying than Eddie had yet grasped. And if Relic wasn’t the killer, then who was pulling his strings? Who stood to gain from these murders, from this breach into the Crypt of Bound Horrors?

The thought spun in his mind, sharp and clear, cutting through the quantum noise. Someone was orchestrating this. Someone was using Relic to open these gates, murdering these victims, to draw him in.

Then, just as the thought fully coalesced, the wormhole bucked and screamed, a final, violent spasm of energy. The colors blurred into a blinding white, the deafening roar crescendoed into a painful shriek, as the all-encompassing heat became an inferno. Eddie instinctively wrapped his arms tighter around Gilly and Cerys, bracing himself for an impact that never came.

Instead, they were vomited out with a sickening lurch, tumbling through a fleeting moment of cold, heavy air before landing with a jarring thud on a hard, metallic surface.

But where?

His system told him.

The Iron Heart of the Crypt.

Darkness. Not the velvet black of night, but an oppressive, absolute void that swallowed even the residual afterimage of the wormhole’s brilliance. It was a suffocating, crushing darkness, thick and ancient, punctuated only by a deafening grind of mechanical groans, hisses, and the rhythmic, ear-splitting clang of metal on metal.

Slowly, agonizingly, Eddie’s eyes adjusted, or perhaps the gloom offered just enough purchase for his vision to grasp fleeting shapes. He was lying on a grate, a brutal grid of heavy, unyielding iron. Above him, a low, oppressive ceiling dripped with condensation, the droplets hissing as they struck the heated metal.

The air was thick, heavy with the scent of scorched oil, rust, and the metallic tang of something akin to ozone, but deeper, more acrid. It was the smell of immense, tortured machinery. And the heat. It was suffocating—a pervasive, humid warmth that clung to his skin, making his lungs ache with every breath.

As his eyes continued to adapt, the brutish reality of their surroundings coalesced. They were in a colossal chamber, not carved stone or a natural cavern, but a nightmarish industrial complex. Everywhere he looked, there were pipes. Pipes of all sizes, from narrow, coiling snakes to vast, monstrous conduits thicker than his body, plowing across the ceiling, along the walls, and disappearing into the floor. They pulsed with unseen fluid, groaning and creaking under immense pressure.

Huge, riveted bulkheads loomed like the sides of titanic ships, stretching into the gloom, pocked with rust and streaked with ancient, dark stains that might have been oil, or something far worse. They were punctuated by massive, bolted hatches and narrow, grilled walkways that led to nowhere but deeper into the oppressive place.

Dominating the space were colossal machines, their forms indistinct in the perpetual gloom, but their presence undeniable. They were vast, multi-limbed monstrosities of blackened iron, their surfaces gleaming with thick, viscous oil that seeped from every joint and seam. Steam billowed from leaky valves, forming choking clouds that swirled through the heavy air. Pistons the size of tree trunks slammed rhythmically into unseen recesses, sending bone-jarring vibrations through the floor. Gears the size of dinner tables meshed with a grinding roar, spitting sparks that briefly illuminated the oily darkness. There was the constant, deafening clank-thud of some unseen mechanism, like an immense hammer striking an iron anvil. The noise was overwhelming, a cacophony of raw, industrial power that threatened to drown out thought itself.

This was no elegant prison, no artful dungeon. This was a brutish, utilitarian nightmare, a place of pure, unadulterated function, designed for crushing power and eternal confinement. It was a place where things were not merely held, but actively, perpetually, tortured.

Gilly coughed, a strangled sound, her eyes wide with terror Eddie had never seen in her before. She struggled to her feet, her gaze sweeping over the infernal landscape, her face pale and drawn under the streaks of grime. “What… What is this place?” she rasped, her voice barely audible over the mechanical din. “I… I’ve never seen anything like it. It feels… wrong. So utterly, fundamentally wrong.”

Usually so composed, she was bewildered, her fae senses clearly overwhelmed by the noise and the brutal nature of the environment. Her usually vibrant eyes darted nervously, trying to process the metallic behemoths around them. “This is no natural plane. It’s… built. Constructed. But by whose hands?”

Eddie pushed himself up, his muscles aching from the sudden impact, his clothes clinging to his skin with sweat. The heat was oppressive, but his mind, still sharp from the wormhole’s clarity, grasped the truth.

“It reminds me of… some huge boiler house,” he shouted over the din, his voice raw. “Or the engine room of a colossal tanker. The kind they used to build, monstrous things of iron and steam.” He looked at Gilly and Cerys, their faces flickering in the dim, oily light.

“It’s a prison, right?” he bellowed, the words forced from his lungs. “Corvinus said it was a prison! The Crypt of Bound Horrors! So what are we supposed to do here?”

Gilly didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes, wide with a horror that transcended the chamber’s industrial strength, were fixed on something beyond Eddie’s shoulder. She slowly raised a trembling hand, pointing.

“Eddie…” she whispered, the sound barely audible. The raw terror in her voice cut through the mechanical din. She covered her mouth with her other hand, a silent scream of disgust and revulsion.

Eddie spun around. There, on a vast, rust-streaked bulkhead, beneath a leaking valve that dripped thick black oil, was a message. Scrawled in a viscous, unmistakable crimson that shimmered wetly in the dim light, was a single, clear command:

“RESCUE FEX!”

Underneath the chilling note, crumpled against the base of the bulkhead, lay a body. It was an orc, his skin an unusual gray, not green. He was dressed in thick, oil-stained overalls, his face blackened with grime and sweat, a wrench still clutched in one of his large, calloused hands. His eyes stared blankly upwards, unseeing. And protruding grotesquely from the side of his head, just above his ear, was a knife. A small, slender blade, its hilt simple and unadorned.

Gilly, with a shuddering gasp, knelt by the body. Her hand, surprisingly steady despite her revulsion, reached out and grasped the hilt of the knife. With a sharp tug, she pulled it free, a sickening squelch accompanying its removal.

She held the knife up, its blade glinting faintly with the ambient light, still sticky with the orc’s blood. Her eyes, wide and horrified, met Cerys’.

“Well,” Gilly said, her voice hollow, devoid of its usual mirth. “Well, it’s exactly like yours, Cerys.” She handed it to Eddie.

The hilt of the knife, cool and smooth beneath his fingers, pulsed with the lingering warmth of the orc’s blood. It was a wicked thing, deceptively simple in its design, yet perfectly balanced, clearly crafted for a singular, brutal purpose. He turned it over in his hand, the dim, oily light catching on its polished blade, revealing faint, almost imperceptible etchings near the guard. He couldn’t quite make them out in the gloom, but they spoke of an artisan, not a mass producer. This was a custom piece, and as Gilly had said, unique, just like Cerys’s blades.

He knelt beside the fallen orc, the oppressive heat of the chamber pressing down on him, the metallic tang of blood and rust thick in his nostrils. The sheer scale of the creature was incredible, even in death. This wasn’t some common brute; this was a titan. At least eight feet tall, its massive frame spoke of immense, raw strength, its skin a mottled gray, thick and leathery, stretched taut over corded muscle. This orc had spent its life in the embrace of brute force, a denizen of the grinding gears and steaming pipes. Its heavy, oil-stained overalls and the wrench still clutched in its hand were pointers to its identity: an engineer. Perhaps a master of this metal inferno.

Eddie stared at the knife, then back at the grisly wound, a small, dark puncture on top of the orc’s head. A disquieting thought began to unravel in his mind, a thread pulled from the chaotic events of his recent experiences. He recalled Relic, the fae artist whose madness had flung them into this industrial hell. Relic, barely five feet tall, with a slender, almost fragile build that was ill-suited to such violence. And his wings, withered and tattered, mere ghostly remnants of what were once glorious, iridescent appendages—certainly not capable of sustaining prolonged flight, let alone delivering a downward thrust with such lethal precision.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Eddie muttered, the words barely audible above the relentless clamor of the machinery. He pushed himself to his feet and began to pace the narrow, oily grating, his boots clanking against the metal. The deafening cacophony of the engine room, which had initially assaulted his senses, now faded into a rhythmic, almost hypnotic backdrop to his racing thoughts. The extraordinary clarity granted by the wormhole still persisted, allowing his mind to dissect possibilities with clinical detachment, each fragment of information meticulously weighed and scrutinized.

“Think about it,” he said, turning to Gilly and Cerys, raising his voice to be heard over the relentless din. His gesture encompassed the immense corpse and the slender blade. “Relic is tiny. This orc is enormous. How does a five-foot-tall fae, even a magic-wielding one, manage to stab an eight-foot-tall orc on the top of his head? And more importantly, why there?”

Gilly, whose initial terror had receded, replaced by a more familiar, sardonic edge, effortlessly fell into step beside him, matching his pace with an unnerving ease. A part of Eddie wondered if she was truly engaging with his logic or simply indulging in a morbid form of mimicry entertainment.

“Oh, Eddie, darling,” she purred, her voice carrying an exasperated amusement that seemed entirely out of place in their grim surroundings. “You’re thinking too much like a… well, like a human. Your mechanics are all wrong.” She waved a dismissive hand towards the labyrinth of pipes and gears, as if to illustrate the inherent magical elasticity of their current predicament. “Withered wings or no, Relic can still fly. He’s fae, remember? His very being is infused with glamor and innate magical energy. His flight isn’t about physical muscle or aerodynamic efficiency; it’s about pure, raw magic. It’s ninety percent glamor, ten percent mechanics, at best. So, in theory,” she concluded, gesturing vaguely upwards with the bloodied knife still in her hand, the blade catching a glint of light that made it wink, “he could easily descend from above and plunge that little letter-opener right into the orc’s noggin with plenty of force. The true question isn’t how he did it, but why he chose that particular method.”

Eddie stopped pacing abruptly, looking at her with a strange, disturbed expression. The implications of Gilly’s casual suggestion, delivered with such a lack of visible distress, sent a fresh shiver down his spine. “Alright, fine. He can fly. I’ll grant you that much. But the true question then becomes… Why plunge it into the top of the head at all?” He gestured to the dead orc, whose head lay tilted at an unnatural angle. “Surely that’s the thickest, strongest part of the skull. A direct, downward thrust from above would require immense precision and force to penetrate effectively. Why not something easier? Why not the eyes? Or the temples, which are far softer? Or under the chin? Or⁠—”

“—Up through the nostrils?” Gilly finished, her eyes gleaming with a perverse, morbid fascination. She grinned with a flash of her pointed fae teeth, her expression a mix of gallows humor and genuine curiosity. “See? Now you’re thinking like a seasoned killer, darling. Getting a real knack for it. Thrust it right into his brain and wriggle it around.”

Eddie gave her a genuinely horrified look, a cold knot forming in his stomach. The casual brutality of her suggestions, delivered with such nonchalance, grated against his human sensibilities. “You’re pretty twisted, you know that?”

Gilly shrugged, the motion making the slick light reflect off her dress, creating fleeting patterns of shadow and gleam. “Frustrated, darling. That’s what I am. Still haven’t jumped your bones, and the opportunity just got a hell of a lot farther away. A girl has needs, Eddie, even when trapped in the Crypt of Bound Horrors.” Her voice held a desperate undertone, betraying the lightness of her words. She was trying to inject some semblance of normalcy, some familiar territory, into a situation that was anything but. The flippant remark was a shield, a coping mechanism.

Or was it? Eddie thought as she gave him a seductive wink and ran her pointed tongue over her glistening lips.

“Oh, for the love of the moon,” Cerys interjected, her voice cutting through Gilly’s banter like a sharp blade. She stood perfectly still amidst the clanking machinery, a stunning beauty in the chaotic environment, her face a mask of grim exasperation. Her gaze swept over the brutal, steaming landscape, then settled on them, unwavering. “Do you two have sex on the brain even in the face of literal damnation? Do you truly believe that is the most pressing matter right now? Haven’t either of you thought of the real issue here?” She dismissed the orc with a wave of her hand. “More so than even him?”

Eddie and Gilly both stopped their morbid talk, their banter dying on their lips. The sudden, chilling seriousness in Cerys’s voice, usually so calm and collected, instantly commanded their attention. They looked at her, their expressions a mix of confusion and dawning realization.

Cerys swept her arm out, encompassing the brutal, steaming, groaning chamber. Her gaze was wide, filled with a primal sense of utter desperation that eclipsed even her fear. Her voice, though calm, was imbued with a raw, undeniable terror.

“We’re trapped in a goddam prison!” she declared, the words echoing dully against the metal bulkheads, swallowed almost immediately by the relentless roar of the machinery. Her eyes darted from the enormous gears grinding in the shadows to the endless pipes that stretched into the impenetrable darkness above. “This isn’t just a place. It’s a cage! We are inside the Crypt of Bound Horrors, the very place Corvinus described! And from the looks of it, it’s designed to keep things in, not let them out.”

Gilly’s earlier attempts at levity vanished completely. Her face, still streaked with grime and sweat, paled further. “She’s right, Eddie. Look around. This isn’t just a chamber, it isn’t just machinery, it’s the mechanics of the containment.” She gestured towards a particularly massive, pulsating pipe that seemed to thrum with a dark, unseen energy. “Those aren’t just steam pipes, are they? They’re conduits. Energy flows through them. Energy to keep whatever is here, here.”

Eddie’s mind, still operating with its newfound clarity, raced through Corvinus’s grim description of the Crypt. “Beings too dangerous for any reality to endure… held in a state of suspended animation or unending agony…” He looked at the massive, brutish machines, the constant, bone-jarring vibrations, the pervasive heat. It wasn’t just machinery; it was a system designed to perpetuate torment, designed to keep something unimaginable from breaking free.

“And the Unseeing Wardens,” Eddie murmured, the phrase from Corvinus’s explanation resurfacing. “The dead vampires with their gouged-out eyes. They’re part of the binding magic. Their sight was taken to symbolically blind whatever is imprisoned here, to prevent it from projecting its will.” He looked at the vast, featureless walls, stretching into the oppressive gloom. “But there’s nothing here. No cells, no bars, no… prisoners that we can see.”

“Perhaps the entire place is the prison,” Cerys suggested, her voice low and tense. “Perhaps this is the body of the prison. The engines are keeping it sealed, the conduits feeding the binding spells.” She pointed to the massive, bolted hatches that dotted the bulkheads. “Those must lead deeper. To the actual… entities.”

Gilly shuddered, pulling her shawl tighter around her. “I don’t like this, Eddie. Not one bit. This is beyond anything the fae Queen could dream up in her darkest nightmares. This… this is a wound in creation itself.” Her gaze fell upon the dead orc once more, and then to the chilling message scrawled in blood. “Rescue Fex! Who is Fex? And why would Relic, or whoever is controlling him, want us to rescue someone from here?”

“And that knife,” Eddie said, turning his attention back to the bloodied blade in his hand. He looked at Cerys. “You said it’s exactly like yours. Is it a standard weapon for fae warriors? Or something more specific?”

Cerys’s eyes, usually so observant, were still wide with a lingering fear, but she forced herself to focus on the knife. She took it from Eddie, her fingers tracing the hilt. “No, it’s not a standard issue. My daggers are unique, passed down through my lineage for centuries. They are forged with a specific combination of moonlight silver and ironwood, enchanted to cut through glamor and ward off certain magical attacks.” She turned the knife in her hand, holding it up to the dim light. “This… this is a precise replica. The balance is perfect, the weight, the way the hilt is wrapped. It would have taken someone with intimate knowledge of my weapons, or access to the very specific materials and enchantments, to craft something so close.”

A cold dread settled in Eddie’s stomach, chilling him despite the overwhelming heat of the chamber. “So, either someone with access to fae enchantments made this, someone who knew your specific dagger, Cerys, or…”

“Or someone stole my dagger and then used it to create a duplicate, or even used my own dagger,” Cerys finished, her voice a low, dangerous whisper. “Someone who wants to implicate me. Or my lineage. Or… someone with access to fae magic and vampire strongholds. A traitor within the academy. A fae with dark leanings who is in league with the traitor in Corvinus’s ranks.”

Gilly gasped, her eyes darting between Cerys and Eddie. “The traitor Corvinus mentioned! The one who stole the painting of the Chapel of the Dead for Relic! This isn’t just about a mad artist, Eddie. This is a targeted attack. A setup. And we’ve just walked right into the heart of it.”

The full weight of their predicament crashed down on Eddie. They weren’t just searching for Relic; they were pawns in a much larger, darker game. Relic was a tool, the missing students were components, and they, Eddie, Gilly, and Cerys, had just been lured into a prison built for cosmic horrors. The bloodied knife, identical to Cerys’s, screamed betrayal from within the very ranks of the fae, in league, perhaps, with vampires.

“So, the note,” Eddie said, pointing back to the scrawled words, “‘Rescue Fex!’ Fex, the orc. But he’s dead. And this knife… it’s not Relic’s, is it? He wouldn’t use this. He’s an artist, not an assassin. And he certainly wouldn’t frame Cerys.”

Cerys shook her head slowly, her expression grim. “No. Relic uses glamor, illusions, portals and paint brushes. Do we really believe he engages in direct, brutal murder like this? And no, he would have no reason to frame me. This implies a deliberate attempt to sow discord, to point fingers, to create chaos. Someone wants us here. Someone wants us to find Fex and this knife.”

The rhythmic clang of the machinery grew louder, the steam hissing with renewed intensity, as if the prison itself was reacting to their desperate deductions. The heat became unbearable, pressing in on them from all sides. The oil that dripped from the pipes shimmered with an unnatural, sickly luminescence.

“We have to move,” Eddie said, his voice firm despite the rising panic in his chest. “We need to figure out what this orc was doing here, who Fex is, and what this message means. And we need to find a way out, before whatever this place holds realizes we’re here.” He looked at Gilly and Cerys, their faces drawn and pale in the brutal glow of the engine room. “We’re in deep, deeper than we’ve ever been. This isn’t just about finding students anymore. This is about survival. And uncovering a conspiracy that runs deeper than even Corvinus suspected.”

The silence from the two fae was more chilling than any scream. They nodded, their eyes reflecting the stark, unforgiving reality of their new prison. The sound of the grinding gears and the hissing steam filled the space, a grinding torment echoing their grim acceptance. They were truly trapped, in the heart of a cosmic cage, with a dead orc, a mysterious message, and a killer’s knife pointing towards an unseen traitor.


Chapter
Six



The air in the Crypt’s engine room continued to press down on them, heavy with the stench of scorched oil and the metallic tang of cosmic dread. The colossal machines groaned and hissed, a relentless grind of torment that enhanced their desperate situation. Eddie, his mouth dry, clutched the knife.

“We need to move,” he rasped, his voice barely audible over the industrial din. “Find out what Relic wants, find this ‘Fex,’ and a way out.”

Before they could even take a single step, a new sound cut through the noise. It was a low, sibilant hiss, a sound of dry, rustling death, unlike anything the machines produced. It emanated from the darkest recess of the chamber, from behind a massive, steam-shrouded boiler.

Then, they saw them.

Six figures, shrouded in gloom, drifted forward, emerging from the swirling mist. They were vampires, unmistakably so, their forms gaunt and ethereal, their movements naturally fluid. But these were not elegant, controlled beings like Corvinus. These were horrors. Their desiccated skin clung to their skeletal frames, and their mouths stretched open in silent, perpetual screams, revealing elongated, needle-sharp fangs. Their hands, ending in cruel talons, flexed and twitched.

And their eyes.

Where eyes should have been, there were only empty, gouged-out sockets, swirling vortices of inky blackness that sucked in the scant light of the chamber. They floated along, not walking, not flying with any discernible wings, but gliding through the air with an unnatural grace, their bodies swaying slightly like morbid kelp in an unseen current. Their faces, what remained of them, were twisted with an ancient, silent rage that radiated from their very being.

“The Unseeing Wardens,” Cerys breathed, her voice a terrified whisper, clutching her own daggers. “They’re here. The ones from the ritual.”

“But they’re… they’re not just dead,” Gilly stammered, her usual bravado crumbling under the weight of the spectral menace. “They’re animated. And they’re… blind.”

The six vampires spread out, forming a loose semi-circle, effectively barring Eddie and the girls’ way forward. A chilling, guttural growl, a sound like gravel grinding on bone, emanated from their collective forms, despite their mouths being fixed in silent screams.

“They know we’re here,” Eddie said, pulling Slicer from his belt. The heavy sword felt surprisingly comforting in his grip, a familiar weight amidst the otherworldly terror. “And they’re not friendly.”

“Friendly isn’t really in their vocabulary,” Gilly retorted, her hand already moving, pulling an arrow from her quiver. Her movements were swift, practiced. Her bow, crafted from ancient fae wood, appeared, shimmering faintly in the gloom.

“They float!” Cerys cried, extending a hand, a ball of crackling, violet energy forming in her palm. “They’re not just undead, they’re apparitions! They move without physical form!”

The lead vampire hissed, a sound that cut through the engine noise, and lunged. It wasn’t a run, but a terrifyingly fast glide, its talons reaching.

“Run!” Eddie yelled, pushing Gilly and Cerys away.

They scrambled onto a narrow, grated gangway snaking between towering bulkheads and vast, steaming pipes. The walkway vibrated violently under their feet, the heat radiating from the surrounding machinery making the air shimmer. Below them, a dizzying drop into a churning abyss of black oil and grinding gears promised certain, agonizing death.

“Get ready!” Eddie yelled, peering over his shoulder. The six vampires were close behind, effortlessly gliding over the floor, their silent, enraged faces fixed on them. The lack of sound from their movement was deeply unsettling, making their pursuit even more terrifying.

Gilly spun, drawing her bowstring taut. The arrow, fletched with iridescent feathers, flew true, a streak of light in the gloom. It struck the lead vampire squarely in its desiccated chest. But to their horror, it simply passed through the creature, leaving no mark, no impact. The vampire didn’t even flinch.

“My arrows aren’t working!” Gilly screamed, her voice laced with panic, as she fired another, and another, all passing harmlessly through the spectral forms. “They’re… they’re not solid!”

Cerys, meanwhile, unleashed her magical assault. A bolt of raw, concussive force, infused with elemental power, erupted from her hand, slamming into the closest vampire. It rippled through the creature’s form like water, distorting its outline for a moment, but causing no visible damage. The vampire hissed, seemingly annoyed, but continued its relentless advance.

“My magic isn’t working either!” Cerys cried out, her voice strained. “It disperses right through them! It’s like striking air!”

Panic, cold and sharp, began to claw at Eddie’s throat. Arrows were useless, magic was useless. He had Slicer, but what good was a sword against something that wasn’t even truly there? He swung it wildly, hoping to at least intimidate, but the vampires merely glided past its arc, their talons snapping inches from his face.

“Keep moving!” Eddie roared, pushing them faster along the precarious gangway. The heat was stifling, sweat stinging his eyes. The rhythmic clang of the machinery intensified, mocking their futile struggle.

The chase continued, the wardens relentless. They raced along narrow, slippery walkways, climbed rusted ladders that groaned under their weight, and squeezed through tight passages between throbbing pipes. The vampires, unhindered by physical obstacles, simply floated around or through the machinery, their advance terrifyingly unyielding. They weren’t trying to capture them, not immediately. Yet again, they were being herded like cattle, like fodder to an unseen slaughterhouse.

Slowly, inexorably, the sightless hunters pushed them away from the chaotic engine room and deeper into the prison’s interior. The oppressive heat began to lessen, replaced by cold, damp chill that seeped into their bones. The deafening roar of the engines gradually faded into more muted, yet equally chilling drips, clangs, and something else—something that began to prickle the hairs on Eddie’s arms.

They burst through a heavy hatch, its hinges groaning like tortured souls, and into a new chamber. Across it, they came to a bulkhead door, a massive wheel for a handle. Eddie tried to spin it, but it was stuck fast. Cerys blasted it with magic, spinning it so hard it came right off, the door swinging open.

It opened into a long, winding corridor, strings of naked bulbs threaded down it like ugly Christmas lights. Eddie bundled them through, trying valiantly to slam the door shut. It was futile. Cerys cried, “Leave it!”

And they raced on.

The corridor was round, like a vast pipe, and headed down, always down. Behind them, the blind wardens drifted in sinister silence, not closing, not fading, just there, ever-present. Their torment shattered Eddie’s nerves in ways that a direct confrontation wouldn’t have.

They eventually came to another door, Cerys blasting it from afar. As if a signal for them, the wardens sped up, closing the distance and herding them through the open door and into the chamber beyond, which was a vast, echoing, and deeply silent place compared to the mechanical inferno they had just escaped. Constructed solely of iron, the brutal utilitarianism gave way to something far more chilling: unending, meticulously arranged confinement.

Wide, expansive gangways stretched out before them, forming a dizzying network that crisscrossed the enormous space. Below and above, stretching as far as the eye could see into the perpetual gloom, were rows upon rows of cells. Thousands upon thousands of them.

Each cell was a grim, identical rectangle of thick, rusted iron bars, stretching into the infinite distance. They were stacked one on top of the other, forming colossal, geometric cliffs of confinement. The air was heavy, still and stagnant, thick with the scent of ancient despair, the taint of iron, and something indescribably old and suffering.

This was the prison. Not a boiler house, not an engine room, but a meticulously organized, horrifyingly vast prison.

Gilly, who had been instinctively nocking another futile arrow, froze. Her arm dropped, the bow slack in her hand. She stared at the endless rows of cells, her mouth slightly agape. “My arrows… they’re just going straight through them anyway,” she whispered, her voice devoid of its usual fire, a mere thread of sound in the vast silence. Her gaze was fixed on the sightless vampires, who had now slowed their pursuit, holding station at the entrance to the chamber, their empty eye sockets boring into them.

Cerys, too, lowered her hand, the magical energy she had been gathering dissipating. Her face was ashen, her eyes wide with dawning horror. “My magic… it just disperses. It’s like they’re not even there to hit. They’re… apparitions. Manifestations of the binding magic, perhaps. Or guards conjured from the very essence of this place.”

The six sightless vampires, having successfully herded their prey, spread out, forming an unbreachable barrier behind Eddie, Gilly, and Cerys. Their fangs were bared, their silent rage a palpable force. Then, with an unnerving, deliberate motion, they began to circle around them, slowly, inexorably, completing the terrifying enclosure. Their advance barred not only their way back into the engine room but also any possible escape route forward.

They were trapped. And the realization, stark and cold, washed over them like a wave of icy water.

Slowly, insidiously, a new sound began to permeate the vast chamber. It started as a faint, almost imperceptible whisper, a tremor in the very air. But then it grew, swelling and becoming clearer, until it filled the space, chilling them to the bone.

It was the tormented screams of countless imprisoned souls.

A chorus of agony, of despair. Not loud, piercing shrieks, but low, continuous wailing, a collective lament, the sound of unending suffering, echoing from the thousands of cells around them. It was the sound of sanity being slowly eroded, of hope crushed—of eternal, inescapable misery.

Eddie looked up. Above them, stretching into the impenetrable gloom, were endless levels of cells, receding into the darkness like a grim, inverted cityscape. He could almost make out the faint, flickering shadows within some of them, hinting at the horrors they contained.

He looked down. Below them, through the gaps in the gangway, the pattern repeated. Endless levels of cells below, disappearing into an abyss where no light could penetrate. The screams, though fainter from the depths, were still present, a mournful chorus rising from the deep darkness.

The sheer magnitude of the prison they were stuck in hit them with the force of a physical blow. It wasn’t just a chamber, or even a section of a larger complex. This was an entire, unfathomable world of confinement. A universe of suffering. The Crypt of Bound Horrors was not just a name; it was a reality far grander and more terrifying than Corvinus’s descriptions had implied.

The guardians had herded them into the very heart of it. The endless screams of the imprisoned souls were their only welcome, a chilling reminder of the scale of their despair. Their pursuit had led them not to a path forward, but to an inescapable trap, a chilling realization that solidified into a single, terrifying thought in Eddie’s mind⁠—

This wasn’t just a chase. It was an introduction. And they were now intimately acquainted with the magnitude of their certain doom.

Then, the unthinkable happened.


Chapter
Seven



A hundred thunks, the sound of doors slamming, echoed from up and down the central well, as all possible exits slammed shut. Eddie leaned on the guard rail, looking down, then up. He’d had enough. He was near breaking. He’d had no respite since he’d received the mysterious note telling him he’d inherited the house.

“What more do you want from me?” he cried out, exasperated, perhaps beaten.

But then Cerys leaned in beside him, the smell of her only mildly tainted by the oil and rust, and Gilly leaned in on his other side, resting her head on his shoulder.

“It’s a never ending challenge,” she said. “To be Steward, it will be daunting, relentless, and it will rip your soul from you. But there are bonuses.”

“Like?”

“Us,” Cerys said. He immediately banished his self pity. She was right.

“Okay, let’s look at this. They’re cells,” he stated, his voice hollow in the vastness. He gestured around at the endless, stacked rectangles of rusted iron bars. “Thousands of them.” His gaze swept upwards, then downwards, confirming the terrifying scale of their predicament. Countless levels above and below, disappearing into the impenetrable gloom, each level a horizontal slice of torment.

Gilly shivered, drawing her arms tightly around herself. “Thousands of them,” she repeated, her voice calm. “And we’re supposed to find ‘Fex’ in all this. He chose you Eddie. Relic chose you for your mind. You must have impressed him that day. He knows you can solve his puzzles.”

Eddie pushed himself off the rail, encouraged by her words. They moved cautiously, picking a direction on their current level. The gangway was wide here, allowing them to walk abreast, their footsteps muted by the sheer scale of the chamber. As they passed the first few cells, their curiosity, and perhaps a morbid sense of duty, compelled them to peer inside.

The horrors they witnessed were beyond description, beyond sanity.

In the first cell, a creature resembling a cyclopean mass of pulsating, raw, nerve endings writhed in a constant, silent spasm. It had no discernible limbs, only tendrils of throbbing, exposed tissue that lashed out at the confining bars, producing faint sparks that briefly illuminated its single, unblinking eye. The eye was enormous, milky white, and radiated an oppressive, palpable despair that made Eddie’s teeth ache.

The next cell held a shattered statue of pure darkness, its form constantly shifting, reforming, and then shattering again, like a corrupted shadow trying to coalesce. A low, keening sound, a choked sob, emanated from it, a sound that stole all hope from the air around it. Its presence was draining cold, leaching warmth from their bones.

In another, a being of infeasible geometry slowly rotated, its body a collection of angles and planes that defied the laws of three-dimensional space. As it turned, its surfaces would momentarily flash with visions – fleeting glimpses of shattered worlds, forgotten gods, and the raw, unmaking chaos of the void. Staring at it for too long induced a dizzying nausea, threatening to unravel Eddie’s sanity.

The screams of the countless imprisoned souls became a constant, low thrum, a backdrop to these individual nightmares. Each cell housed a different facet of cosmic terror, a unique form of torment.

“Dear gods,” Gilly whispered, her face pale, her hands covering her mouth. “This is… this is beyond comprehension. How are we supposed to find one ‘Fex’ among… this?” Her voice rose, tinged with a desperate, burgeoning hopelessness. “How many years will it take us to search through every single one of these horrors?”

Eddie instinctively reached into his pocket for his phone, a futile gesture. No signal here. No time. No phone, discarded somewhere, a tool of an age he’d left when he’d become steward. He thought the action strange. He’d barely used it since coming to the island. He had no one to call, and even if he did, he had no time to call anyone. Yet he’d still reached for it, wanting its calculator app.

His mind still operated with its quantum-cleansed clarity. It began to race, to calculate even without his phone. If each level had, say, a hundred cells, and there were hundreds of levels… the numbers spiraled into the impossible.

But then, a spark of his earlier revelation ignited. He began to rationalize.

“No,” Eddie stated, his voice cutting through the pervasive despair. “It won’t take years. It can’t take years.” He turned to Gilly and Cerys, his eyes fixed on theirs, trying to impart the sudden, fierce conviction that had seized him. “Because if it does, then everything we’ve deduced about Relic is wrong. And I don’t believe it is.”

He began to pace again, a short, nervous stride on the gangway. “Think about Relic’s ‘art.’ His portals. His messages. Everything he does, it’s intentional. It’s part of a design. A twisted, mad design, yes, but a design nonetheless. He left my name. He chose the victims. He painted the portals. This entire journey… it’s been orchestrated.”

He stopped, facing them. “Is this all part of Relic’s brilliant painting? Are we merely components in his grand, horrifying masterpiece? Because if so, then the impossible cannot be impossible. He wouldn’t lead us here, through a portal that should mean certain death, only to strand us in a labyrinth of impossible scale. We have to be able to find Fex.”

Gilly, her eyes still wide with the horrors they’d glimpsed, nodded slowly, a new light dawning in them. “You’re right. He could have opened the portal anywhere. In theory, he could have opened it to a nice, quiet, empty chamber. But he opened it to the engine room of a literal prison for unspeakable horrors. Therefore, in theory, he opened it where he needed to open it.” Her fae logic, sharp and unyielding, began to cut through the despair.

Cerys, ever the pragmatist, picked up the thread. “And by that logic, the Unseeing Wardens must have herded us exactly where we needed to go. They pushed us from the engine room, through that last bulkhead, and onto this level. This specific, horrifying level. So, the wormhole, the chase… It wasn't random. It was all part of the design.” Her gaze scanned the endless cells around them, a grim determination replacing her fear.

Eddie nodded, a surge of adrenaline pushing back against the lingering terror. “Exactly. Which means… Fex must be imprisoned on this level.” He looked at the vast expanse of their current level, the rows of cells stretching into the distance. “But what does Fex even look like? We don’t even know what we’re looking for among these… these things.”

Gilly grimaced. “Well, assuming ‘Fex’ is something we’d recognize as, you know, ‘alive’ and ‘not a cosmic horror,’ we can probably rule out a good chunk of these inmates.” She squinted into the gloom. “This level… I’d estimate a couple of hundred cells, perhaps more. Still a needle in a haystack, but not quite ‘years’ of searching.” She looked at them both, a flicker of her old mischief returning to her eyes despite the grim circumstances. “Alright, then. Let’s split up. We’ll cover more ground that way. Call if you find anything that isn’t actively trying to unmake reality, eat you, make you insane, or gut you from the inside out.”

Eddie didn’t particularly like the idea of splitting up in a place like this, but Gilly’s logic was sound. Time was against them, and the Unseeing Wardens, though currently dormant, were still very much present. “Agreed,” he said, and Cerys gave a firm nod.

They each chose a direction and began their grim search, splitting into three, taking a different segment of the wide gangway. Eddie started down one arm of the sprawling prison level, peering into each cell, his heart pounding with a mixture of dread and grim resolve.

The horrors continued.

He looked into a cell holding a creature that resembled a tangled, weeping mass of black wires, each strand pulsing with an electric current that stole the very breath from his lungs. As he approached, faint, psychic whispers brushed against his mind – incoherent pleas, fragments of forgotten languages, and a mind-bending hypnosis that urged him to simply lie down, to cease, to become one with despair. He used his innate charisma, his human resilience, a sheer force of will that he didn’t even know he possessed, to push back against the mental assault, clenching his jaw and forcing himself to move on.

In the next cell, a being that resembled a crumpled sheet of living shadow shivered incessantly, emitting a high-pitched, almost inaudible frequency that grated on his nerves. Staring at it induced a terrible sense of disorientation, making the gangway wobble beneath his feet, threatening to send him tumbling into the abyss below. He focused on the cold iron of the railing, on the solid reality of his own grip, to anchor himself.

He saw a creature composed entirely of shrieking mouths, constantly opening and closing in ear-splitting agony, each maw uttering a different, unspeakable blasphemy.

Another was a being of pure, condensed fear, its form a swirling vortex of abject terror that radiated waves of paralyzing dread. He had to physically push through the terror, feeling his muscles scream in protest, as if fighting an invisible current.

The constant hum of the imprisoned screams, the reek of ancient sorrow, and the mind-bending emanations from the cells began to wear at his resolve. Each step was a battle against his own sanity. He felt the cold touch of futility creeping into his thoughts, the insidious whisper that this was useless, that Fex was just another lost cause in an endless sea of torment. How could any sane being survive in here? How could any human not shatter under the onslaught?

He passed cell after cell, the gruesome sights blurring into a continuous panorama of misery. Just as he felt the last vestiges of hope begin to drain from him, just as he thought this entire endeavor was nothing but a cruel, elaborate joke on Relic’s part, a sudden, sharp cry cut through the unending cacophony of screams.

“Eddie! Here!”

It was Gilly’s voice, clear and urgent, echoing from across the level.

A surge of renewed energy jolted through him. He quickly slapped his hand against the cold, grimy bars of the cell he was currently peering into, marking his progress. He didn’t know why, but it felt important. Then, without a second thought, he darted across the gangway, ignoring the horrors in the intervening cells, his gaze fixed on Gilly.

Cerys was already there, standing beside Gilly, both of them peering intently into a specific cell. Their faces, illuminated by some faint, internal light from within the cell, were a mixture of awe and relief. Eddie slid to a halt beside them, his breath ragged, and looked into the cell with them.

In the corner, away from the grimy window and shrouded in shadow, was a figure. Not a cosmic horror, not a writhing abomination, but something terribly, tragically familiar.

It was a female elf. Huddled, filthy, and gaunt, her once-fine clothes reduced to rags, her long, pale hair matted with grime. Her face was smudged with dirt and tears, her eyes wide with terror that must have consumed her very soul. She was curled into a fetal position, trembling violently, clearly scared out of her wits.

The screams of the Crypt, which had been a constant drone, suddenly intensified, focusing on this one, fragile form. The despair emanating from the surrounding cells pressed in on her, trying to snuff out her last spark of hope.

The three of them stood there, staring, a shared understanding passing between them without a single word. There was no doubt in their minds. This was Fex. The one Relic wanted them to rescue. One fragile, terrified elf amidst an ocean of cosmic horrors.

“Fex,” Eddie breathed, the name a whisper. “We found her.”

“But how do we get her out?” Gilly asked, her voice hushed. She looked at the thick iron bars, solid and unyielding. The lock, if there was one, was hidden deep within the framework, or operated by some unseen mechanism.

They debated furiously, their voices low and urgent, exploring every impossible avenue. Magic was out, as Cerys’s attempts had proven useless against the Unseeing Wardens. Slicer wouldn’t even scratch the surface of these bars. Force was futile.

Just as their frustration mounted, a new, terrible event unfolded.

The overwhelming assault of the Crypt’s screams suddenly fell silent. The all-encompassing, agonizing wail of thousands of tormented souls simply ceased, as if a master switch had been flipped. Sudden, absolute quiet became more terrifying than the noise. The grinding and hissing of the distant engine room however, continued—a jarring contrast to the abrupt silence in the prison cells.

Then, about a hundred feet above them, suspended in the vast, open space between levels, a huge, pulsating holographic counter flickered into existence. It was vibrant, almost blinding, radiating a harsh, static-filled light that illuminated the depths below them for the first time. The numbers on it decreased rapidly.

Simultaneously, below them, in the very center of the well, a vibrant, static-filled portal coalesced. It shimmered with unstable energy, its edges sparking and spitting, clearly temporary, and incredibly volatile.

They realized it in the same instant. This was it. Their only chance. Relic’s true escape route. The final component of this ‘painting.’

Eddie looked at the countdown, then at the terrified elf huddled in the cell, then at Gilly and Cerys, their faces stark with revelation and desperation.

The silence was deafening, punctuated only by the distant hum of the engine room and the frantic, silent ticking of the holographic clock.

Only a question remained, hanging heavy in the silent, terrifying air: should they free the elf or save their own skins?

“One hundred and twenty,” Eddie said.

“Nineteen,” Gilly said straight after.

They had minutes, two minutes.


Chapter
Eight



The holographic counter pulsed, a harsh, static-filled light against the void-like gloom of the endless shaft above. Below them, the shimmering, volatile portal churned, its center a heaving mass of conflicting light. The numbers ticked away, a relentless countdown to their only chance at escape.

But for Eddie, Gilly, and Cerys, there was no debate. Leaving Fex—the gaunt, terrified elf huddled in the corner of her cell—was simply not an option. The thought, fleeting as it might have been for another man, didn’t even register in Eddie’s mind. His quantum-cleansed clarity had brought a sharp moral imperative. This was Relic’s mission, a puzzle, and Fex was clearly the current centerpiece.

“No,” Eddie said, his voice firm, cutting through the chilling silence of the newly muted screams. He ignored the frantic tick of the countdown. “We’re not leaving her. Relic didn’t lead us here just for us to abandon her.”

He immediately turned his attention to the thick iron bars of Fex’s cell, his mind already dissecting the mechanism. He ran his hands along the cold, rusted metal, feeling for seams, for levers, for anything that might indicate a lock. The bars were thick, solid, and seamless, embedded deep into the iron. There was no visible keyhole, no obvious weakness. The engineering had been designed for absolute containment.

“The locks,” he muttered, his fingers tracing the imperceptible joins where the bars met the frame. “They’re not mechanical. Not in the way we understand it.” He moved quickly, his gaze sweeping along the row of cells, then to the vast network of pipes and bulkheads that connected them. “It’s something else. Something interconnected.”

His gaze darted from cell to cell, following the subtle energy lines he could perceive, thin threads of pulsating light binding each cell to a larger system. They converged, dozens of them, hundreds, into thicker conduits running along the gangway’s edge, disappearing into a massive, heavily reinforced panel at the very end of their current row.

“Found it!” Eddie yelled, pointing. “The main control! They’re all linked! Open one cell, you open the whole damn row!”

Without waiting for a response, he sprinted down the gangway, his boots clanging against the metal grating, the sound shockingly loud in the sudden quieting of the Crypt. He reached the panel at the end of the row, a brute-force marvel of riveted iron and thick, glowing conduits. His hands flew over its surface, searching for a switch, a lever, anything. He could feel the latent power thrumming beneath the metal, a dark, contained energy.

Then he found it: a huge, heavily guarded lever, almost flush with the panel, secured by ancient, glowing runes. It hummed with contained power. This was it.

He raced back to Gilly and Cerys, their faces etched with a desperate hope as they watched the holographic counter tick down to sixty.

“I found the main switch!” Eddie shouted over the distant hum of the engine room. “But there’s a problem! They’re all linked! If I release Fex, I release the whole row! All these... things,” he gestured wildly at the surrounding cells, where unimaginable horrors still writhed and pulsed in silent despair, “they’ll be free. Immediately.”

Gilly and Cerys exchanged a horrified glance. The implications were chilling. Freeing Fex meant unleashing a torrent of unspeakable terrors into the gangway they needed to navigate to reach the portal.

“We need a plan,” Cerys said, her voice strained.

“I have one,” Eddie replied, his jaw set. His [Strategic Mind], still sharpened by the portal’s journey, worked with a ruthless efficiency. It was crazy, suicidal even, but it was their only shot. “I hit the switch. As soon as the locks disengage, you two dart in, grab Fex, and then you both leap for the portal. Don’t hesitate. Don’t look back. Just jump.”

Gilly’s eyes, usually so defiant, widened with fear. “What about you, Eddie? You’ll be caught between them and the jump!”

“She’s right,” Cerys added, her voice desperate. “You’ll be swarmed! There’ll be hundreds of them!”

“I’m Eddie Strike,” he declared, a grim, determined glint in his eyes. He didn’t have a death wish, but he wasn’t leaving them, or Fex. Not after all this. “I’ll make it somehow.” He knew it would be hard. Impossible, even. The horrors would be a living, writhing wall between him and the shimmering gateway to his escape.

“No!” Gilly started, but Eddie cut her off.

“No arguments! We don’t have time!” He pointed at the rapidly dwindling numbers on the counter. “I’m going. You two be ready.”

He didn’t wait for their protests, or for any further debate. He spun on his heel and sprinted back down the gangway, his strides long and urgent, towards the control panel. Every second was precious. He could feel the oppressive silence of the Crypt holding its breath, a horrifying calm before the storm.

As he reached the lever, its surface cool beneath his sweating palm, the runes etched into its base pulsed faintly, sensing his presence. He braced himself, took a deep breath, and with a grunt of exertion, pulled the heavy lever down with all his might, simultaneously bleeding mana into the runes.

A deep, metallic THUNK resonated through the entire level, a sound of massive, ancient locks disengaging in unison as their runes shattered. But it wasn’t just one thunk; it was hundreds, thousands of them, echoing and reverberating through the vast chamber, a horrifying chorus that promised liberation and utter chaos.

The instant the locks disengaged, the pervasive, agonizing screams of the imprisoned souls that had been muted moments ago erupted with renewed, terrifying force. It was a cacophony unlike anything Eddie had ever heard: screams of rage, growls of ancient hunger, incoherent threats, and mind-bending whispers that tore at the fabric of his sanity. The sound became unbearable, a tangible force pressing in on him from all sides.

From every cell, from every direction, horrors began to emerge. The silence of the prison was shattered by the scraping of countless claws on iron, the wet slither of amorphous bodies, the guttural snarls of newly liberated abominations. The air, already thick with despair, became even more oppressive, vibrating with the raw, unleashed power of these ancient, tormented beings.

Eddie didn’t hesitate. He spun around, already racing back towards Gilly, Cerys, and Fex, the released horrors surging behind him, to his side, and in front of him. The creatures pouring from the cells were every bit as terrifying as he’d imagined, and more so, now that they were free and mobile.

From a cell to his left, a thing composed entirely of razor-sharp bone fragments scuttled out, clicking and clattering like a monstrous insect. Its torso shifted, coalescing into a vaguely humanoid shape with too many joints, each bone tipped with a wicked point. Its movements were fast, a blur of white and gray.

From another cell directly in front of him, a being of pure, living shadow oozed onto the gangway, its form a constantly shifting miasma of inky blackness. Within its depths, two pinpricks of malevolent red light pulsed, like predatory eyes. It emitted a low, continuous hiss, a sound that drained warmth from the surrounding air.

Eddie dodged right, narrowly avoiding the lashing bone tendrils of the first horror. He ducked under the swirling form of the shadow creature, its frigid touch leaving a trail of goosebumps on his skin. He weaved through the emerging monsters, relying on instinct and the sheer, desperate speed of his human form and his enhanced [Dexterity]. The screams from the cells were joined by the guttural roars and hungry snarls of the liberated entities.

He spotted them: Gilly and Cerys, moving with incredible speed. They had snatched Fex from her cell. The terrified elf was a small, trembling bundle between them. They were already at the edge of the gangway, poised to make the perilous leap towards the shimmering portal below.

Just as they coiled to spring, a new horror lunged from a cell directly behind them. It was a creature of distended flesh and dozens of unblinking eyes, each eye the size of a fist, rolling independently in its grotesque form. It moved with a sickening, undulating gait, its fleshy tendrils reaching for the fae and their rescued charge. It was fast, terrifyingly so, its multitude of eyes fixed on Fex with a hungry, predatory intent.

“Go!” Eddie roared, knowing they couldn’t wait. He lunged, driving himself forward, his target the distended, multi-eyed horror. He had to give them a clear path, even if it meant sacrificing himself.

He was a blur of motion, throwing himself at the creature. Just as he launched, something cold and surprisingly strong wrapped around his ankle. He looked down to see a single, long, pale tentacle, seemingly detached from a body, emerge from a nearby cell and coil around his leg with incredible speed. Its grip was iron-tight, threatening to drag him back into its lair.

Without hesitation, Eddie equipped Slicer, the heavy sword an extension of his furious will. With a desperate, powerful swing, he brought Slicer down on the pale tentacle. There was a sickening thwack and a wet snap. The tentacle severed, recoiling into the cell with a wet, gurgling sound.

Released, Eddie launched himself forward with every ounce of strength he possessed. Gilly and Cerys, Fex held securely between them, plunged headfirst into the shimmering void of the portal below.

He was right behind them, diving, a dozen new horrors plunging for the portal, their roars adding to the chaos of the Crypt. But one specific horror, the multi-eyed, distended one, was still in relentless pursuit. It was directly above where the girls had jumped, its numerous eyes fixed on the disappearing shimmer of the portal.

Eddie slammed into it mid-air, a desperate, clumsy tackle. He grappled with the creature, his arms locking around its surprisingly solid, yet repellent, flesh. It thrashed wildly, its tendrils lashing, its many eyes rolling in confusion and rage.

They plunged through the vibrant, static-filled portal, locked in a brutal, frantic struggle. The fizz and crackle of quantum energy surrounded him, chaotic static of light and sound. Even as they hurtled through the confused dimensions, Eddie continued to fight, his knuckles white as he tightened his grip, Slicer still clutched in his hand. The creature was surprisingly resilient, its fleshy bulk absorbing his blows, its tendrils trying to find purchase on his face, to crush his throat.

The kaleidoscope of the portal’s interior swirled around them, colors bleeding into one another, sensation blurring. A sickening lurch stunned him as they exited the wormhole, the sudden shift from chaotic energy to cold, solid reality.

They smashed into a hillside with bone-jarring force. The impact sent a jolt of agony through Eddie’s body, knocking the breath from his lungs. They were no longer in the oppressive iron of the Crypt, but in a world of sharp, cold wind and rough earth. Still locked in a death grip with the multi-eyed horror, they began to roll down the steep incline, picking up speed, a chaotic tumble of flesh, steel, and terror.

Loose earth, rocks, and tufts of sparse, hardy grass ripped past them as they gained momentum. The creature, disoriented but still enraged, thrashed, its tendrils batting at Eddie’s head, trying to dislodge him. He clung on grimly, his body protesting with every roll, every jarring impact.

He saw it, through a dizzying blur of sky and earth. The ground fell away abruptly. They hurtled towards a cliff edge. Below, far below, was a vast expanse of churning, gray water—a turbulent sea, its surface whipped into whitecaps by a fierce wind.

This was it. If he didn’t end it now, they would both plunge into the depths, and he had no idea what horrors lay beneath those icy waves.

With a final, desperate surge of strength, Eddie locked his legs around the creature’s writhing body, anchoring himself. He brought Slicer up, drawing it back with both hands, and striking with every ounce of his remaining strength across the largest, most vulnerable cluster of eyes and bone on the creature’s fleshy form.

Slicer slid in with a sickening pop and a spray of viscous, iridescent fluid exploded over Eddie’s face. The creature shrieked, a sound of unimaginable agony, its body convulsing violently. Its tendrils went slack and its struggles finally ceased. Then it exploded into a million pieces.

The momentum, however, carried Eddie forward, dragging him over the cliff edge. For a brief, terrifying moment, he hung suspended in the air. Then the cold, salty wind whipped past his face and the churning gray sea rushed up to meet him.

With a splash that swallowed the last echoes of the Crypt’s screams, Eddie Strike, battered and bruised—but alive—plunged into the icy gray water. The cold was immediate, brutal, and absolute; a shock that stole his breath and enveloped him in a frigid, watery embrace.

But he was alive.

For now.


Chapter
Nine



The icy water slammed into him, a brutal shock that stole his breath and sent searing pain through his already-battered body. The world turned a disorienting gray-green, the churning surface above him a distant, fractured memory. His lungs screamed for air, but instinct took over. The [Aquatic Acclimatization] skill—a small, almost forgotten bonus from a previous adventure—kicked in and allowed him to draw a ragged breath from the frigid depths.

A surge of panic threatened to overwhelm him. He was disoriented, injured, and plummeting into the dark unknown. He flailed, trying to orient himself, the churning water buffeting him like a ragdoll. He had a vague, instinctive feeling that he was back on Earth from the glimpses as he’d fallen. The brutal cold of the water and the taste of salt told him he had plunged into the Irish Sea.

He fought to regain control, kicking upwards, his muscles screaming in protest. The fight with the multi-eyed horror, the chaotic journey through the portal, and the bone-jarring impact had drained him. His internal system, usually a comforting guide, flickered weakly at the edge of his vision.

HP: 110/350

He was dangerously low. He needed to rest, to recoup some health.

Struggling upwards, he pushed through the heavy water, the darkness slowly fading into a murky, diffused light. Just as his muscles threatened to give up, he burst through the surface. The wind whipped at his face, carrying the sharp scent of salt and the distant cries of gulls.

He was indeed in the Irish Sea, not far from the jagged cliffs of the Bradda Head. The churning waves tossed him around like a toy, the gray sky mirroring the turbulent water. He was alive, barely, but utterly alone.

Then, he saw them.

They emerged from the depths, silent and graceful, their bodies shimmering in the murky light. Mermaids. Not the fanciful, romanticized creatures of legend, but something far more lithe and beautiful.

Their upper bodies were human, but not quite. Their skin was smooth and iridescent, shifting through shades of deep sea green and shimmering silver, and their exquisite faces held large, luminous eyes, glowing with inner light, and completed by full, sensuous lips that curved into enigmatic smiles. Wavy hair, long and flowing, was a living mass of kelp and coral, swaying gently in the currents, adorned with shimmering pearls and the iridescent scales of deep-sea fish.

But it was their lower bodies that truly captivated him. They were serpentine, their long, lithe forms ending in powerful, muscular tails covered in shimmering, overlapping scales. Instead of a single fluke, their tails branched into multiple, undulating tendrils, each tipped with a delicate, bioluminescent barb. They moved through the water with effortless grace, their forms coiling and uncoiling, their tendrils rippling like living silk.

Three approached, each more stunning than the last. They circled him slowly, studying him with unnerving intensity. They didn’t speak at first, but communicated with each other through a series of clicks, whistles, and subtle shifts in their bioluminescent tendrils.

Eddie, battered and exhausted, could only stare, his mind struggling to process the beauty before him. He had faced down vampires, battled horrors from beyond the veil, and now, creatures from the deepest, most ancient myths surrounded him.

One of the mermaids, the largest of the three, had hair of deep sea kelp adorned with black pearls. She reached towards him. Her touch, surprisingly gentle, sent a shiver through him. It was not cold, but strangely warm, almost electric.

Then, she began to sing.

It was not a song in any language he understood, but a melody of pure, haunting beauty. It was a song of the sea itself, of the ebb and flow of the tides, of the ancient secrets hidden in the deepest trenches, of the eternal song of life and death in the ocean’s embrace. The sound resonated directly in his mind, bypassing his conscious thought, speaking directly to him.

As she sang, the other two mermaids moved closer, their gazes fixed on him. He felt their tails coiling around him, not threateningly, but possessively. They weren’t merely curious; they were enthralled.

He felt their pull; a powerful, almost irresistible urge to surrender to their beauty, to drown in their song, to let the icy water claim him. He was weak, exhausted, and the mermaids radiated a potent, almost hypnotic allure.

But Cerys and Gilly flashed through his mind. Their warmth, their laughter, their fierce loyalty. The memory of their touch, their scent, their love. He couldn’t give in. He had to get back to them.

The song intensified, becoming more insistent, more seductive. He felt his will waver, the pull of the mermaids’ presence almost overwhelming. But then, he remembered the mission. Relic, the Crypt, the fate of the fae. He had to know if Cerys and Gilly had made it through the portal.

He forced himself to meet the gaze of the singing mermaid, his voice a raw croak, barely audible above the crashing waves and her haunting melody. “Stop,” he rasped. “Please. I… I need to go back.”

The singing mermaid paused, her eyes narrowing slightly. Her song, a siren’s call, shifted, becoming more interrogative, more demanding. She tilted her head, her kelp hair swaying, and emitted a series of rapid clicks and whistles, her bioluminescent tendrils flashing.

The other two mermaids moved closer, their tails tightening around him. Their touch, their strange, electric warmth, became more insistent, more possessive. They didn’t want him to leave.

He struggled against their hold, his voice growing stronger. “I… I have to know if my friends are safe. I have to go back.” He gestured vaguely towards the churning surface above, towards the world he had left behind. “I have… a duty. I have to go back.”

The singing mermaid studied him for a long moment. Then, she sang again, a different melody this time. It was a song of longing, of loneliness, of the vast, empty depths of the sea.

She reached out, her hand tracing the line of his jaw, her touch lingering on his lips. She tilted her head, her gaze intense, and then, she spoke.

Her voice was not a sound, but a direct communication, a transfer of thought, a language that bypassed his ears and entered his mind. It was a beautiful, haunting voice, laced with the ancient wisdom of the sea.

“You are… different,” she said, the thought echoing in his head. “You are not like the others. You carry the warmth of the surface world, the fire of life. We have not felt such warmth in centuries. The first, the ones you met before, they said you were special.”

The other two mermaids moved closer, their thoughts joining hers, a chorus of desire and possession.

“Stay with us,” they pleaded, their thoughts full of longing. “Stay with us in the depths. We will show you wonders beyond your imagination. We will give you pleasures beyond your wildest dreams. You will never want to leave.”

Eddie shook his head, fighting against their allure. “I can’t,” he thought back, his will strained. “I have to go back. Just for a little while. I need to know if my friends are safe.”

The singing mermaid studied him, her gaze unreadable. Then, she spoke again, her voice tinged with a hint of sadness, a hint of ancient loss.

“A bargain, then,” she said. “We will let you return. But you must promise to come back to us. One day. When your duty is done. You will return to us, and you will stay with us. Forever.”

The other two mermaids grabbed him, pulling him to them, their breaths on his, their eyes glowing with a renewed intensity.

“Promise us,” they urged, their thoughts a chorus of desire and possession. “Promise us you will return.”

Eddie stared at them. He saw their beauty, their power, their ancient longing. He knew what they were asking. He knew the price. But he had no choice.

“I promise,” he thought back, his voice a raw whisper in the depths of his mind. “I promise I will return. But not forever. To visit as I wish. To enjoy your company with the freedom to leave. I would be… sad, otherwise.”

The mermaids smiled, their subtle auras glowing with triumphant light. The singing mermaid reached out, her hand tracing the line of his jaw once more, her touch lingering on his lips.

Then, she sang again. But this time, it was not a song of longing, but a song of release. A song of the surface, of the wind and the sun, of the world he yearned to return to.

As she sang, the other two mermaids released him, their tails unwinding. They moved back, their possessive touch replaced by a patient, almost mournful, anticipation.

The singing mermaid reached out, her hand brushing his cheek one last time, her touch lingering, a promise and a farewell.

Then, she turned, and with a flick of her powerful tail, she led the other two mermaids back into the depths, their shimmering forms disappearing into the murky gray, leaving Eddie alone in the cold, churning sea.

He shook his head to clear his mind, then kicked off his boots, stripped off his shredded tunic, and started to swim towards the distant horseshoe of sand—toward Port Erin beach.

“Home,” he said, as the cold, deep currents gave way to the frantic churn of shallow water, with waves crashing incessantly.

He emerged from the surf like a creature from the deep, soaked, shivering, and looking, to any casual observer, like he’d been through a meat grinder. His hair was plastered to his face, dark with salt water. His pale skin was almost translucent from the cold and streaked with grim, iridescent fluids from the creature’s demise. Blood no longer actively flowed from his numerous scrapes and cuts, but his body screamed with a thousand fresh aches and bruises.

His internal system notification flickered frantically, a dire warning flashing in his mind’s eye.

HP: 30/350 (CRITICAL!)

Status: EXHAUSTED

The swim, short as it had been, was the final straw. His muscles had screamed in protest, each stroke a monumental effort. He dragged himself onto the wet sand, his limbs feeling like lead, every breath a shallow, painful gasp. The soft give of the sand beneath his hands was a jarring contrast to the iron prison he’d just escaped.

Then Eddie registered the sounds around him. Not the distant howls of an ancient, tormented world, but the bright, piercing shrieks of children.

A young boy, building a sandcastle near where Eddie had come ashore, dropped his spade and pointed, his face contorted in a silent scream before he found his voice. “Mummy! Monster!”

Mothers who were scattered across the busy beach, enjoying the unusually warm Manx afternoon, snapped their heads up. Their leisurely chatter died. Their eyes, wide with horror, fixed on the half-naked, bruised, and bedraggled figure stumbling out of the sea. They grabbed their children, yanking them away from the water’s edge, their faces etched with a mixture of fear and disgust.

Fathers, initially looking on with a mixture of concern and confusion, quickly assessed the situation and their gazes turned anxious, wary. A few instinctively moved to stand between Eddie and their families. He wasn’t a lost swimmer. He was something… else.

Eddie ignored them, or tried to. He pushed himself to his feet, swaying precariously, his head swimming. The world tilted around him, the bright sun too harsh, the air too thick with the scent of sunscreen and fish and chips. He just needed to get off the beach. He just needed to find… somewhere.

He staggered towards the promenade, his bare feet sinking into the dry sand, sapping his remaining energy. A few brave souls, mostly older women or curious teenagers, approached him cautiously.

“Are you alright, love?” a kindly-looking woman with a floral sunhat asked, her voice trembling slightly. “You look… you look like you’ve had a terrible accident.”

Another, a young man with a worried frown, stepped forward. “Do you need an ambulance, mate? What happened?”

Eddie shook his head, the motion sending a jolt of pain through his neck. “I’m fine,” he croaked, his throat raw. “Just… a bit of a tumble.” His explanation sounded as ridiculous to his own ears as it surely did to theirs. He pushed past them, his sight set on the once-grand, now-familiar building that shimmered like a beacon in his fading vision. The Bay Hotel.

He reached the steps. His legs protested, shaking violently with the effort. He gripped the rusty metal handrail, pulling himself up, one agonizing step at a time, the distant whispers of the mermaids still echoing faintly in the back of his mind. “Promise us you will return…”

Finally reaching the top, he stumbled through the hotel’s revolving door, and into the familiar, comforting dimness of the Bay Hotel pub. The soft murmur of conversation, the clink of glasses, the faint scent of stale beer and fried food—it was a sensory overload, yet strangely grounding.

A young barmaid, her eyes wide with surprise, approached him. She was new, probably hadn’t been there for the Kaelan incident, and took in his shredded, soaked remnants of clothes, his grime-streaked face, his bloodshot eyes, and the unnatural pallor of his skin.

“Oh my god!” she exclaimed, her voice high-pitched with alarm. “Sir! Are you… Are you okay? What happened to you?”

Eddie leaned heavily against the polished wooden bar, his vision blurring at the edges. He forced a weak, utterly unconvincing smile.

“I’m fine,” he slurred, his voice barely a whisper. The words felt like sandpaper on his raw throat. “It’s just… a scratch or two.” He gestured vaguely at his bruised and battered body. “Could I get… a pint, please?” He desperately needed to wash the taste of blood, oil, and despair from his mouth. “And… if you could get hold of Cerys, that would be fantastic.”

The waitress, still looking utterly bewildered and terrified, opened her mouth to reply, probably to ask if he was out of his mind. But before she could utter a single word, his world spun. The dim lights of the pub swam, blurring into indistinct smears of color. The last vestiges of his strength abandoned him. His knees buckled.

With a soft, heavy thud, Eddie Strike, Steward of Mooinjer Veggey, Guardian of the Grove, and Vampire Slayer, crumpled to the worn pub floor, his consciousness spiraling into welcome darkness.


Chapter
Ten



A relentless, rhythmic, beep…beep…beep hammered at the edges of Eddie’s awareness. It was the first thing, the only thing, his mind could grasp. Consciousness returned slowly and surprisingly not painfully. There was a dull ache behind his eyes, a phantom throbbing in his limbs, and bone-deep weariness clinging to him like a shroud, but that was about it.

He tried to open his eyes, but his eyelids appeared weighted with lead, or crusted with sleep. It was hardly surprising he slept well, he pondered, given how long he’d been up and about, fighting and running.

A sterile, antiseptic scent filled his nostrils, sharp and unyielding—a stark contrast to the salt and rust and blood that had so recently saturated his world. It wasn’t the sweet, earthy smell of Mooinjer Veggey, nor the acrid tang of the Crypt’s engine room. It was alien. Clinical. A cold and insidious fear began to coil in his gut.

He finally managed to force his eyes open, a sliver at first, then wider.

White.

Everything was white. A pristine, oppressive white covered the walls, the ceiling, the sheets pulled up to his chest. His gaze drifted to his left hand. Thin plastic tubing snaked down from a clear bag suspended above him and plunged into a vein on his wrist. An IV drip. The constant beeping was coming from a monitor beside his bed, its screen displaying jagged green lines and numbers that meant nothing to him.

Panic, sharp and sudden, flared in his chest. What was this? Where was he? What had happened? The last thing he remembered was the icy plunge into the Irish Sea, and the brutal cold. Before that, the horror, the portal, the desperate scramble from the Crypt of Bound Horrors. It was all a blur, a nightmarish jumble of chaos and survival.

Old fears—deeply buried but never truly extinguished—began to claw their way to the surface. The mundane horrors that haunted the human condition, far more terrifying in their quiet, insidious nature than any cosmic entity. Cancer. Heart failure. A stroke. Or worse, the truly unthinkable: erectile dysfunction. His mind, still disoriented, latched onto the most ridiculous, yet deeply primal fear with a perverse certainty. What if all this adventuring, all this magic, had broken him and catapulted him back to being a shell of his former self, a boring man in a pristine, sterile box?

He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to force the panic down, trying to remember. Then, a word, a single, potent word, echoed in his mind, cutting through the rising tide of fear⁠—

System.

His internal numbers, the ones he’d come to rely upon above all else. He hadn’t checked them since before the plunge, before the horrors of the Crypt had threatened to unmake his sanity. He’d been running on pure adrenaline and instinct. The sheer volume of notifications was staggering. He had dismissed them, unconsciously, as his body had fought for survival.

He opened his eyes again, this time with purpose. He focused his will, and the familiar blue interface shimmered into existence at the edge of his vision, a beacon of clarity in the sterile white room.

A flood of notifications greeted him, a cascade of data spanning the frantic blur of his recent experiences. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to be methodical, to read each one.

Recent Notifications Log:

[Quest Accepted! The Mad Artist’s Canvas (Apprehend or eliminate Relic)]

[Financial Transaction Complete! £1,250,000 transferred to your account.]

[Location Confirmed: Volkov Manor (Vampire Academy)]

[Environmental Effect: [Vampire Aversion Aura] (Passive) Detected around fae companions. Increases hostility from certain vampire factions.]

[Incident Report: Hostile Vampire Encounter (Soured Blood Attack on Allies)]

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Crimson Hand Rogue Vampires)]

[ENVIRONMENTAL ALERT: Forced into [Crypt of Bound Horrors] Portal!]

[Portal Transit Successful! (Crypt of Bound Horrors -> Earth)]

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Multi-eyed Abomination)]

[Combat Encounter Concluded! (Multi-eyed Abomination DEFEATED!)]

[Environmental Damage Taken! (Extreme Cold/Impact Force)]

[[Aquatic Acclimatization] Activated!]

[STATUS ALERT! HP CRITICAL!]

[STATUS ALERT! Status: EXHAUSTED!]

[Environmental Effect: [Mermaid’s Lure] Applied! (Willpower Test Initiated)]

[Willpower Test PASSED! (Against [Mermaid’s Lure])]

[Bargain Struck! (Promise of Return to Merfolk Accepted)]

[LOCATION CONFIRMED: Port Erin, Isle of Man, Earth]

[Unallocated Attribute Points Available!]

[NEW SKILL GAINED: [Environmental Adaptation (Deep Sea)] - Lvl 1!]

[NEW TRAIT GAINED: [Abyssal Resistance] (Passive)]

[MULTIPLE XP EARNED - Expand for breakdown]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 18!]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 19!]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 20!]

[You have 15 unallocated Attribute Points]

Eddie blinked. Three level-ups. The academy had been terrifying, and the Crypt brutal, but it had clearly paid off in experience. He felt a faint hum of power, the subtle shift in his being that accompanied each ascension. The new [Vampire Aversion Aura] notification provided a rather unwelcome, but logical, explanation for the vampire’s rage-filled attack on Cerys and Gilly. It wasn’t just individual hatred; it was a systemic magical antipathy.

He continued scrolling through the more granular combat logs, the damage dealt, the attacks dodged, the near misses. The final, desperate blow with Slicer against the multi-eyed horror. The terrifying struggle in the wormhole. The brutal, bone-jarring impact onto the hillside. The frigid plunge into the sea. Each memory, initially hazy, snapped into sharp, vivid focus as he read the System’s dispassionate record.

He saw the HP drop, the mana drain, the constant fight against the elements and the abominations. He saw the warnings, the critical alerts. Yet, he had survived. He had prevailed.

Then, a new set of notifications appeared as he fully acknowledged his current state:

[STATUS EFFECT: [Well Rested] (Passive Buff) - all stats temporarily increased by 5%. Full HP/MP regeneration. Duration: 24 hours.]

[STATUS: RECOVERED. All injuries healed. All toxins purged.]

Eddie stared at the [RECOVERED] notification. All injuries healed. The bruises, the aches, the raw throat, the exhaustion—they were gone. He felt… invigorated. His HP was green and full. His MP, too. He felt better than he had in weeks, perhaps months. The hospital bed, the IV, the beeping monitors—they were just… theatre. Or perhaps a very efficient, if mundane, healing chamber.

He sat up, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. No pain. No stiffness. He even felt a subtle lightness, a renewed vigor in his limbs. He ran a hand through his hair. Still damp, but clean. The horrible smells of the Crypt, the sour blood, the scorched oil – gone. He smelled faintly of soap.

Had someone given him a bed bath?

Despite the urge to simply discharge himself and stride out of there, an innate respect for the mundane authority of the hospital, a remnant of his pre-Steward life, held him in check. He was still in a hospital gown, for one. And he had, presumably, been admitted by someone. He needed to understand the context.

He finished reading every notification, taking in the raw data of his recent evolution.

[Unallocated Attribute Points: 15]

Fifteen points. Five for each of the three levels he’d gained. This was where his [Strategic Mind] truly shone. He began to allocate them, carefully, methodically, considering his needs, his strengths, and the terrifying realities of the world he now inhabited.

STR (Strength): Physical power was always useful. It enhanced his melee damage, improved his carrying capacity, and helped with feats of brute force, like smashing through obstacles or grappling with unexpected horrors. He put +3 here.

DEX (Dexterity): Crucial for agility, speed, reflexes, and his ability to dodge attacks. It was also vital for finesse with his weapons and for navigating treacherous environments. He allocated +3 there too.

CON (Constitution): His greatest strength, the bedrock of his survival. It governed his health, stamina, and resistance to physical ailments. It increased his [Health]. His high [Constitution] had saved his life multiple times already. He dumped +5 here, prioritizing pure resilience.

INT (Intelligence): His analytical mind. Essential for problem-solving, understanding complex magical systems, and dissecting Relic’s maddening riddles. He put +2 here, keen to sharpen his mental edge.

WIS (Wisdom): Intuition, perception, and willpower. The Mermaid’s Lure had tested this, and staying sane in the Crypt had tested it even more. He needed this for discernment, for seeing through illusions, and for maintaining his mental fortitude against sanity-draining attacks. He gave +2 points to WIS next.

CHA (Charisma): Leadership, persuasion, and the ability to inspire loyalty. Useful for negotiating with ancient vampire lords and for maintaining his complex relationships. But he was out of points and besides, he felt that his previous successful negotiation indicated his current CHA was sufficient for now.

He confirmed his choices. The numbers on his internal character sheet updated instantly, a satisfying click and hum in his mind.

[Updated Character Sheet]

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 20 

	Titles: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey, Guardian of the Grove, Vampire Slayer, Crypt Survivor 

	Status: Content (Well Rested Buff Active) 

	HP (Health Points): 400/400 

	MP (Mana Points): 270/270 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 25 

	DEX (Dexterity): 23 

	CON (Constitution): 40 

	INT (Intelligence): 27 

	WIS (Wisdom): 22 

	CHA (Charisma): 20 




Unallocated Attribute Points: 0

KEY SKILLS & TRAITS

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait): Enhanced ability to formulate complex plans. 

	[Rage of the Ancients] (Passive Buff): A powerful but dangerous berserker state with the [Focused Fury] modification. 

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 13: Highly adept with his soulbound sword, Slicer. 

	[Dryad’s Grace] - Lvl 1 (Passive): Grants resistance to natural poisons/diseases and slow HP regeneration in natural environments. 

	[Environmental Adaptation (Deep Sea)] - Lvl 1: Your body has begun to adapt to the immense pressures and frigid temperatures of the deep ocean. Penalties for operating in deep water environments are significantly reduced (50% reduction). 

	[Abyssal Resistance] (Trait) (Passive): Your spirit and body have been tempered by exposure to deep-seated cosmic horrors. You gain a minor passive resistance to psychic and sanity-draining attacks from entities originating in abyssal or void-like planes. You are less prone to fear and despair when confronted with such beings. 

	Crafting Skills: Novice-level [Blacksmithing], [Woodworking], and [Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)]. 

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 4 

	[Heavy Weapon Proficiency (Pipe/Club)] - Lvl 2 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 2 

	[Piercing Attack (Dagger/Short Spear)] - Lvl 1 

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 4 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 2 

	[Aquatic Acclimatization] - Lvl 2 (Passive): Your body has adapted to underwater environments. Penalties for fighting underwater are reduced by 20%. 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 




Eddie reviewed his updated character sheet with a huge sense of satisfaction. Level 20. Three more levels than when he’d entered the Crypt. His stats were significantly better, pushing him further into the realm of truly formidable beings. [Constitution] was monstrously high, practically guaranteeing his survival in almost any physical confrontation. His [Intelligence] was top-tier, his [Strategic Mind] honed by constant peril. The new [Environmental Adaptation (Deep Sea)] and [Abyssal Resistance] traits were unexpected, yet logical, rewards for surviving the unmaking horrors of the Crypt and the demanding mercy of the mermaids. He was no longer just a ‘Steward,’ but a ‘Crypt Survivor.’ The title alone spoke volumes of what he’d endured.

He had progressed well, indeed. Very well.

As he was about to ponder his next immediate move—should he contact Cerys and Gilly? Find Frank? Ask about the House?—when the door to his hospital room opened.

A young woman, dressed in crisp blue scrubs, stepped in. Her name tag, pinned neatly to her chest, read “Dr. Sarah Reed.” She had kind eyes, a scattering of freckles across her nose, and a stethoscope draped around her neck. She looked tired, but professional, blowing a stray blonde hair from her eyes then offering him a small, reassuring smile. “Well, good morning, err…” she said, her voice soft and professional, a slight Manx lilt evident. “Or should I say, good afternoon? You’ve been with us for a little over eighteen hours.” She walked over to his bedside, picking up his chart. “We currently have you down as John Doe. Do you recall your name?”

He resisted the urge to make a joke, instead he said, “Strike, Eddie Strike,” and immediately wondered if answering had been a wise move.

“Strike, Eddie Strike.” She noted it on her sheet, then tapped her pen against her lip. “Why does the name Strike ring a bell?” She creased her perfect brow. “Have you been in here before?”

“Here?” Eddie asked.

She laughed, then stifled it. “Nobles. Nobles hospital.”

“Oh, no. Sorry, I’m new to the island.”

“American? There’s a twang, but not strong. Not as strong as I’d have thought if you just came over.”

“American, yes, but I’m beginning to think I was born here.”

“Beginning to think?”

“Yes,” Eddie said, wondering if he sounded mad.

“How are you feeling? You’re looking… remarkably well.”

“I had a good sleep. Best in an age.”

“Good. You say you’re new to the island. We’re concerned that you might have lingering concussion. Do you have family on the island?”

“Yes… no… yes,” Eddie said, then simply nodded, observing her. He felt perfectly fine. Better than fine. The [Well Rested] buff had certainly done its job.

“I’m Dr. Reed,” she continued, flipping through his chart. “You were brought in yesterday afternoon. Found… Well, you were in the Bay Hotel, looking like you’d had a rather nasty run-in with a fishing trawler.” She paused, a faint wrinkle appearing between her brows. “Your vitals are… remarkably stable, considering your initial presentation. In fact, they’re practically textbook perfect now, better, if that’s possible. You have the vitals of a fit late teens boy. Most impressive.”

She put the chart down and picked up a roll of fresh bandages. “Right, then,” she said, her smile widening slightly. “Let’s get those old bandages off and see how those terrible wounds are healing, shall we?”

Eddie looked down at his body. He’d instinctively noted his HP was full, his status recovered. He hadn’t actually looked at the wounds themselves since the scramble out of the Crypt. He hadn’t felt any pain, not with the [Well Rested] buff and his high [Constitution].

He lifted his arms, allowing her access. Dr. Reed’s hands were gentle, skilled, as she began to carefully peel away layers of thick, sterile gauze from his chest, his arms, and his legs. With each strip removed, Eddie half-expected to see angry red gashes, deep lacerations, perhaps even exposed bone. He remembered the creature’s flailing tendrils, the sharp rocks on the hillside, the grinding force of the portal. His body had been through absolute hell.

But as the last of the bandages came away, what was revealed was simply… skin. Smooth, unblemished, and remarkably healthy. Not even a bruise. Not a single scratch. Where raw, torn flesh should have been, there was only the faint, fading tan of his Manx summer, or, more like, wind burn.

Dr. Reed frowned, her fingers hovering over his chest, tracing the outline of where a deep gash should have been. Her brow furrowed further. She picked up his hand, turning it over, examining his knuckles, his palms. Nothing. The deep slice from Slicer’s blade that he’d used to activate the portal was gone without a trace.

She looked from his miraculously unblemished skin to his chart, then back to him, her expression a mixture of profound bewilderment and faint alarm. She poked gently at a spot on his ribs where he vaguely recalled a particularly nasty impact. His skin was firm, unyielding.

“Well,” Dr. Reed said again, her voice a little more strained this time, her Manx accent becoming more pronounced in her confusion. She let out a small, disbelieving laugh, a nervous, breathless sound. “Well, isn’t that… something.” She shook her head, running a hand through her short, practical hair. “I… I don’t know what to tell you, Mr. Strike. Your injuries… they appear to have completely vanished. As if… as if they were never there.”

She looked at him, her kind eyes now wide with a dawning awe, tinged with a hint of genuine fear. She had no explanation. The mundane world of medicine had no answer for the reality of a Steward, a System, and [HP Regeneration].

Eddie offered her another small, confident smile. “Told you. Just a scratch.” He felt a thrill of quiet triumph. The System worked. His body was a miracle. He was stronger than ever.

Dr. Reed, however, just stared at him, her mouth slightly agape, clearly searching for an explanation that simply didn’t exist in her medical textbooks. The constant beeping of the monitor mocked her confusion.

Eddie, feeling perfectly invigorated, sat up fully, swinging his legs more confidently to the floor. The hospital gown felt flimsy, almost ridiculous. His work was waiting. The Cauldron. Relic. His family’s past. And, most urgently, Cerys and Gilly. He had to know they were safe.

He looked at Dr. Reed, still bewildered by his miraculous recovery. “Doctor,” he said, his voice now firm, clear, and imbued with the subtle authority of his increased [Charisma], “I appreciate your care. Truly. But I need to go. I have… urgent business to attend to.”

He began to stand, a picture of perfect health. Dr. Reed, still in a state of shock, watched him, unable to articulate a protest. He was no longer the broken, battered man she had seen just hours ago. He was something else entirely. Something… impossible.

The hospital, the sterile white, the mundane concerns of human illness—they already felt like a distant memory, a faint echo of the beige life he had left behind. The true adventure, the real demands of his existence as the Steward, called to him. He stepped onto the cold, tiled floor, his bare feet making no sound. He was ready.

“Can I call you?” she asked.

He turned, suddenly aware his ass poked out of the gown, and that he had no clothes to change into. Sitting back on the bed, he stared at her as he tried to figure out his next move.

“Call me?” he asked, and she blushed.

“Yeah, call you. You know, see you again.” She swallowed hard. “In a professional manner, of course. You’re an enigma, Mr.—”

“Eddie.”

“Eddie. I…” She pushed her fingers through her hair. “Look, can I call you?”


Chapter
Eleven



“Doctor, I have to go,” Eddie repeated, ignoring her question. He began to stand once more.

“Mr. Strike, please,” Dr. Reed finally managed, holding up a hand. “You’re not cleared for discharge. I need to run more tests. This… this level of healing is simply not possible. Perhaps we should call a specialist? Or your family?” She eyed him with a mixture of professional concern and burgeoning personal alarm. “Is there anyone I can call for you?”

Before Eddie could answer, the door burst open. Not a polite knock, but an energetic, violent shove that sent it swinging inwards with a thud against the wall.

In streamed Cerys and Gilly, both in their human forms, looking as radiant and otherworldly as ever, even in the mundane setting of a hospital room. Cerys, her fiery red hair a vibrant splash against the sterile white, wore a simple, elegant blue dress that shimmered with an inner light. Gilly, a whirlwind of energy in a playful, brightly patterned sundress, had a large, practical rucksack slung over her shoulder.

Their eyes immediately locked onto Eddie, relief flooding their faces.

“Eddie!” Gilly practically shrieked, darting forward. “You’re alright! Oh, thank the stars! We were so worried! You just disappeared!” She threw her arms around him, squeezing him in a surprisingly tight hug that made him wince, even with his full HP. Her scent, a mix of wildflowers and exhilarating chaos, filled his senses.

“Gilly, easy!” Cerys chided softly, but her own eyes were wide with relief. She moved with more grace, a hand gently touching his arm, radiating warmth and reassurance. “Are you truly well, my love?” Her lyrical Manx lilt was laced with genuine concern.

“I’m fine, really,” Eddie assured them, disentangling himself from Gilly’s enthusiastic embrace. “The System’s got me covered. I’m actually… fully recovered.”

He stammered over his words, realizing that he shouldn’t have mentioned the System in front of Sarah. “This hospital has a great system,” he quickly added.

“Oh, we know,” Gilly declared, already rummaging in her rucksack.

“Mr. Strike recovers extraordinarily quickly,” Dr. Reed said.

“He’s always been a quick healer, haven’t you, big guy? Always bounces back.” She pulled out a fresh change of clothes for him—a clean pair of jeans, a dark t-shirt, and a comfortable, worn hoodie. “Here, put these on. We need to get you out of this… tablecloth.” She wrinkled her nose at the hospital gown.

Dr. Reed, who had watched this entire exchange with growing bewilderment, finally found her authoritative voice, though it was now laced with suspicion. “Excuse me!” she interjected, stepping forward, trying to interpose herself between Eddie and the two women. “May I ask who you are? Are you relatives?”

“Closer,” Gilly said with a wink.

“Much closer,” Cerys added.

Their answers appeared to infuriate the doctor. “You can’t just burst in here! And he’s certainly not discharged! He was… He was in a critical state just hours ago!”

Cerys turned to Dr. Reed, her expression softening slightly, a charming smile gracing her lips. “Oh, forgive us, Doctor. We are… very old friends of Eddie’s. We were just so relieved to see him. He sometimes gets into… adventurous scrapes.”

“Adventurous scrapes?” Dr. Reed echoed, her eyes narrowing. “Mr. Strike, are you being coerced? Are these… women forcing you to leave? Because if so, I need to call security. And the police.” Her gaze flickered to Gilly’s rather intense demeanor, and the effortless way Cerys had moved.

Eddie quickly stepped forward. “No, Doctor Reed, they’re not coercing me. They are Cerys and Gilly. They’re… very special friends. They’re helping me.” He tried to convey that this was, indeed, a special circumstance.

“Special friends?” Dr. Reed repeated, her skepticism growing. Her gaze drifted from Eddie’s miraculously healed body to the two vibrant, unnervingly beautiful women. “And how exactly do you know he’s a ‘quick healer?’ And what exactly was the ‘state’ he washed up in? The locals are talking about a… monstrous creature. And you two just happen to arrive, knowing he’s here, and demanding his discharge?” Her voice was rising, veering towards outright accusation. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to bar your exit, and yes, I’m calling the police.” She reached for the hospital phone on the wall.

Gilly’s cheerful demeanor vanished in an instant. Her eyes, usually full of mischievous light, hardened, turning a vibrant, dangerous green. A low growl rumbled in her throat, a sound utterly alien to a human. She took a step towards Dr. Reed, her body language shifting, becoming predatory, coiled.

“You wouldn’t want to do that, little mortal,” Gilly purred, her voice dropping to a low, menacing hiss, a chilling undertone of ancient power woven through it. The temperature in the small room dropped perceptibly. “We are simply here to retrieve our… companion. And if you attempt to hinder us, you will regret it.” A faint, almost imperceptible shimmer rippled around her form, a hint of her true fae nature just beneath the surface.

Dr. Reed froze, her hand hovering over the phone. The sudden, chilling shift in Gilly’s aura, the raw threat emanating from her, was undeniable. Her professional composure wavered, replaced by genuine fear. She stared at Gilly, then at Cerys, then back at Eddie, her eyes wide with dawning, terrified comprehension.

“Gilly! Stop!” Cerys commanded, her voice sharp, cutting through the escalating tension. She placed a firm hand on Gilly’s arm, her touch radiating calming power that rippled through her friend. Gilly’s dangerous aura receded, though her eyes still held a lingering spark of menace.

Cerys turned back to Dr. Reed, her own face now etched with genuine concern, her earlier composure slipping just enough to reveal the depths of her worry for Eddie. “Please, Doctor,” Cerys said, her voice softer, but with an underlying plea. “You must understand. Eddie… he is… important. He is needed elsewhere. His work is crucial for… for the balance of many things. We cannot risk delaying him here.”

Her gaze lingered on Eddie, her violet eyes betraying anxiety that he was still recovering from such a dangerous ordeal. “His healing, as you saw, is… unique to him. It is part of his… gift. His role.” Her worried glance, her almost desperate tone, inadvertently revealed a sliver of the truth, a crack in the carefully constructed facade. The genuine fear for Eddie’s wellbeing was palpable, far more convincing than any fabricated story.

Dr. Reed, caught between her professional duty and the raw power emanating from the two women, hesitated. She looked at Eddie, then back at Cerys, her gaze softening slightly as she registered the genuine anguish in the fae’s eyes.

“His… gift?” Dr. Reed repeated slowly, her voice still trembling slightly. Curiosity now warred with her fear. “Look, I… I can see there’s something extraordinary going on here. But I’m a doctor. I have a duty of care. He arrived in a terrible condition. And you’re just attempting to pull out his IV without a medical assessment? It’s…irresponsible.”

“He is perfectly well,” Cerys insisted, her voice firm. She walked over to the IV stand, and with a gentle but decisive tug, removed the needle from Eddie’s arm. No blood welled up; the skin simply sealed itself, leaving no mark. She then effortlessly pulled the entire stand away from the bed. “There. Removed. And as for the assessment,” she added, giving Dr. Reed a warm, almost apologetic smile, “I will make you a promise. If you allow us to leave now, without… further incident, you may visit him. Later tonight. At his home. You can check on him then. You can see for yourself that he is indeed… fully recovered.”

Dr. Reed stared at the perfectly healed puncture mark on Eddie’s arm, then back at Cerys, dumbfounded. “At… his home? You mean… he lives… with you two?” The implication of a two-female household was unusual enough for her small, traditional island community, let alone the notion of them having such inexplicable abilities. “Is it… some kind of commune? A special living arrangement?”

Gilly, whose menacing aura had completely vanished, burst into a peal of bright, bell-like laughter. The sound was surprisingly light and carefree after the tension, a stark contrast to her earlier threat. She slung the rucksack containing Eddie’s clothes towards him.

“Oh, darling, it’s far more interesting than a commune! Or it should be, if we could just get some alone time,” Gilly chirped, her eyes gleaming with renewed mischief. She winked at Dr. Reed. “Let’s just say… Eddie has a lot of love to give. And we’re very, very happy to receive it.” She grinned, flashing her pointed fae teeth, then grabbed Eddie’s hand. “Come on, big guy! Let’s get you dressed and out of this sterile box. Duty calls!”

Cerys gave Dr. Reed a final, serene smile, a silent apology for Gilly’s brazenness, and a firm confirmation of the invitation. “We live in Mooinjer Veggey, on the cliffs above Port Erin. Bradda East, by the old plantation,” she said, her voice calm and clear, giving precise directions. “Come at eight this evening. You will see. We promise.”

With that, Cerys and Gilly, one pulling, one pushing, propelled Eddie through the hospital room door and out into the corridor, leaving Dr. Sarah Reed standing utterly dumbfounded amidst the sterile white, her mind reeling. The faint scream of the heart monitor flatlining mocked her, a reminder of a reality that had just been irrevocably bent out of shape. She stood there, frozen, the smell of antiseptic suddenly clashing with the phantom scent of wildflowers and something ancient and magical that now clung to the air. Her world had just gotten a whole lot stranger.

Only the intrigued smirk gracing her lips gave away her true feelings: she was looking forward to seeing Eddie Strike again.


Chapter
Twelve



The crisp, clean air of the Bradda East, of his grounds, of the semi-renovated house, soothed Eddie’s senses after the suffocating sterility of the hospital. Even the familiar salty tang from the Irish Sea felt like a welcoming embrace. He walked with a renewed spring in his step, his enhanced [Constitution] and the [Well Rested] buff making him feel utterly invigorated.The mundane world, after the Crypt, was fragile in its normalcy, yet deeply precious.

Their journey back from Nobles Hospital had been… terrifying. Gilly’s driving was as erratic as the rest of her, and the roads were rather lacking in sidewalks, painted lines, or walls that might separate them from terrifying cliffside drops. Eddie had fought terrifying monsters and not prayed for his life. He couldn’t say the same about her driving.

As they approached Mooinjer Veggey, nestled precariously on the edge of the old plantation, the sight of his home, standing solid and welcoming against the fading afternoon light, filled Eddie with a huge sense of belonging. The old stone breathed familiarity, emitting a deep, contented rumble that vibrated beneath his feet, a silent greeting. It was more than just a house; it was an extension of himself, a magical anchor in a world that constantly sought to upend him.

The heavy oak door swung open before they even reached it, as if anticipating their arrival. Mr. Abernathy, his spectral form impeccably dressed, stood in the threshold, a look of relief on his translucent features.

“Master Edward! Welcome home!” Abernathy’s voice was a crisp formal whisper. It held a warmth that failed to conceal his tremor, as if his relief was much more than he displayed. He stepped aside, gesturing them in with a sweeping, welcoming hand. “We were quite worried, sir. Such an alarming incident at the… facilities.” He observed Eddie from head to foot. “But you appear to have made a remarkably swift recovery.”

“Thanks, Abernathy,” Eddie said, stepping into the familiar warmth of the hall. The air was rich with the scent of old wood, beeswax polish, and, most gloriously, the comforting aroma of a freshly prepared, truly substantial meal. It was the smell of home, of safety, of a hearty hearth.

“Indeed, sir. Your… unique constitution is certainly proving advantageous,” Abernathy replied, a flicker of knowing in his ghostly eyes. “The dining room awaits. I have taken the liberty of ensuring a most hearty repast is prepared. Mrs. Gable has outdone herself.”

As they entered the grand dining room, the long, polished mahogany table gleamed under the soft, golden glow of the chandeliers. The room, with its heavy velvet curtains drawn against the creeping twilight and a cheerful fire crackling in the ornate fireplace, exuded an atmosphere of deep comfort and understated opulence. It was a delightful contrast to the white of the hospital or the terrifying gloom of the Crypt.

The aroma was intoxicating: roasted lamb, rich with garlic and rosemary, mingled with the earthy scent of baked potatoes and the fresh sweetness of steamed greens. Two figures, shimmering faintly like Abernathy but with more solidity and less transparency, bustled around the table, arranging plates with an almost manic energy. They were young, their spectral bodies less defined than Abernathy’s, but they radiated a palpable relief and quiet pride. Their master had returned.

“Master Edward!” a voice, light and bubbly, exclaimed. One of the figures, a slender girl with long, dark hair caught in a neat bun, hurried towards him, a radiant smile on her face. “Oh, we were so worried! Mrs. Gable was absolutely beside herself, thinking we’d lost you after hearing the news from the Bay Hotel!”

The other, equally slender but with slightly curlier, fairer hair, nodded vigorously, her hands clasped. “Welcome back, sir! It’s truly wonderful to see you well! House was… very anxious.”

“Thank you both,” Eddie said, a genuine smile on his face. He remembered the vague, spectral shapes that sometimes flitted through the house, the unseen hands that kept Mooinjer Veggey running. “You must be… the housemaids. Abernathy mentioned you and I’ve seen you on several occasions, but I don’t believe we’ve ever spoken.”

The dark-haired girl curtsied deeply. “Yes, sir! I’m Delilah Cooper.”

Her sister beamed, bobbing a quick curtsy. “And I’m Amy Cooper, sir! We’re twins!”

“Delilah and Amy,” Eddie repeated, filing the names away, appreciating the rare moment of mundane normalcy. “It’s good to meet you properly. And thank you for your help around the house. It’s certainly looking better.”

Their ghostly bodies glowed with pleasure at the compliment, shimmering faintly before they returned to their duties with renewed vigor.

“Right then, big guy,” Gilly declared, gently pushing him towards one of the richly upholstered chairs at the table. Her voice was playful, but with an underlying note of seriousness. She was relieved, though perhaps a little shaken by his sudden disappearance. “No more adventures for you tonight. Not even a dungeon. This night is all ours. And mostly, it’s for food and fussing.” She winked, a return to her usual mischievous self.

Cerys nodded in agreement, her gaze soft and possessive. “Indeed. You have worried us quite enough for one day, my love. Eat. Rest. We can talk about… the next steps… tomorrow. Perhaps even a proper, uninterrupted discussion about what happened at the academy.”

Eddie, surprisingly hungry despite the emotional roller coaster, didn’t argue. The thought of uninterrupted sleep and a full belly was more appealing than any quest. He settled into the comfortable chair, its velvet cool against his newly healed skin. As Delilah and Amy swiftly and silently served him generous portions of roasted lamb, fluffy potatoes, and perfectly steamed green beans, he tucked in with gusto. The food was as delicious as it smelled, each bite a burst of flavor, a comforting warmth spreading through him with every mouthful. The simple act of eating, truly tasting, was a luxury after the blandness of his old life and the terror of his new one.

He was halfway through his meal, savoring the rich taste of the lamb, when Cerys re-entered the dining room, but this time she wasn’t alone. Trailing behind her, clinging to her like a shadow, was Fex.

The frail elf looked notably better than when Eddie had last seen her in the Crypt. Her previously matted hair was clean and brushed, a startlingly vibrant silver-blonde, falling in soft waves around her shoulders. Her gaunt face, though still smudged with a grime that had resisted even magical cleansing, had a faint, healthier flush beneath the dirt. She wore a simple, clean, if slightly oversized, linen shift provided by the House. Its fabric shimmered faintly with gentle fae magic. But despite these improvements, she was still terribly, painfully thin, her limbs stick-like, her collarbones sharp beneath her pale skin. Her luminous eyes, wide and blue like a startled deer, darted around the brightly lit room, taking in every detail with an unnerving anxiety. She shied away from the warmth of the fire, from the open space, from Eddie’s direct gaze; she clung to Cerys’s arm as if her very life depended on it.

“Fex, my love, don’t be shy,” Cerys murmured gently, her voice soft and reassuring, guiding the elf further into the room. “This is Eddie. He is the one who rescued you. He pulled you from that terrible place.”

Fex’s luminous eyes flickered towards Eddie, then immediately away. She mumbled something, a faint, almost inaudible sound, barely a breath.

“She says… thank you,” Cerys translated softly, her fingers stroking Fex’s arm reassuringly, radiating calm. “She is… overwhelmed. It has been a long time since she has known kindness, or felt the warmth of a true home.”

Eddie stopped eating, his fork halfway to his mouth, a lump forming in his throat. He looked at the frail creature, trying to reconcile the desperate intent of Relic’s horrific clues with the terrified, broken elf before him. “Hello, Fex,” he said gently, keeping his voice soft, non-threatening. “I’m glad you’re safe. We were worried about you.” He tried to offer her a reassuring smile, but Fex flinched, pressing herself further into Cerys’s side, her delicate shoulders trembling.

“She will only sit with me for now,” Cerys explained, guiding Fex to a chair beside her own, across from Eddie. She pulled another chair close, creating a small, sheltered space for Fex. “The light, the sounds, the open space… it is too much for her after so long in… darkness and confinement.”

Eddie nodded, understanding. The Crypt was a place designed to break spirits. Fex had clearly endured unspeakable things, and the trauma clung to her like a physical weight.

He watched as Amy and Delilah, sensing the tension and Fex’s fragile state, quietly brought her a plate of food—a small, delicate portion of lamb and vegetables, already cut into manageable pieces—and a goblet of water. Fex’s eyes fixed on the food, wide with a hunger that was almost primal. Her hands, still trembling, reached out, grabbing a piece of lamb with a desperate eagerness. She devoured it, tearing at the meat with a ferocity that belied her frail frame, and stuffed it into her mouth like she hadn’t eaten in an age. Her table manners were non-existent, but no one commented. The raw, desperate hunger in her eyes was heartbreaking, a reminder of the conditions she’d endured.

As Fex ate, Eddie noticed something else, something subtle but significant. Despite her emaciated state, her skin, though still pale, had a faint, almost imperceptible glow, a subtle vibrancy that hadn’t been there when they found her. And her eyes, though still wide with terror, held a deeper, more vibrant blue than he remembered from the dim Crypt. He looked at Cerys, a silent question in his eyes.

Cerys nodded, a faint sadness in her smile. “Her HP has been so low for so long, Eddie. So utterly depleted that her body has forgotten how to recover quickly. Even my healing magic, my strongest potions… they cannot fill the void completely. Only time and consistent nourishment will do the trick. She needs to recover slowly, gently, with some sense of safety. That will allow her to regain her strength fully.”

Gilly, now seated beside Eddie, leaned in conspiratorially, her voice low. “It’s like her essence was… used up, big guy. That place, the Crypt… it drains you. Fex was probably barely clinging to life when Relic found her. Her spirit was… frayed.”

Eddie remembered the dead orc at the entrance to the engine room, the knife identical to Cerys’s. Relic’s cryptic riddle. Rescue Fex. He looked at the trembling elf, still eating with desperate, single-minded focus.

“Fex,” Eddie said gently, once she had finished the last scrap of food, her breathing a little calmer, her plate scraped clean. “What happened to you? Why were you in that place? What do you know of Relic? And why did he want us to find you?”

Fex immediately flinched, shoving her empty plate with a clatter that made everyone jump. Her wide eyes darted around the room, settling on the shadows in the corners, as if unseen horrors still lurked there. She curled in on herself, her body shaking violently, a choked sob escaping her lips.

“Nothing,” she whispered, her voice a reedy, terrified sound, barely a whisper. “Nothing happened. I… I don’t know. I don’t know nothing.”

Cerys immediately wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close, stroking her hair. “Peace, little one. You are safe here. No one will harm you. You don’t have to speak of it if you aren’t ready.” She looked at Eddie, a silent plea in her eyes.

Eddie understood. Fex was traumatized. Pushing her would only make it worse. But he needed answers. The cryptic messages, the gruesome deaths, the journey into the Crypt – it all centered on her.

He sighed, then began to speak, slowly, carefully, recounting their journey since finding Relic’s message. He told her about the circle of dead vampires, about the chilling blood message on the wall, about the missing painting and the traitor at the academy. He explained how they had deduced the portal led to the Crypt of Bound Horrors, and how Relic had orchestrated their entry, their perilous chase by the Unseeing Wardens, and their eventual arrival at her cell. He told her about the multi-eyed monster he’d fought to escape, the terrifying plunge into the Irish Sea, and the strange, haunting bargain he’d made with the mermaids. He laid it all out, not as an accusation, but as a plea for understanding, a demonstration of the lengths they had gone to find her.

“Fex,” he concluded, his voice earnest, gentle, but firm, “Relic went to all this trouble. He risked everything to lead us to you. He scrawled my name in blood, knowing I’d investigate. He didn’t just want you rescued; he wanted me to rescue you. That means you’re important. You must know something. Something crucial to all of this. Is that why… Why they threw you in that terrible prison?”

He looked at her, his gaze unwavering, trying to convey a deep, unwavering sincerity. “I can’t believe that the frail creature before me is a monster, Fex. So, what is it? What do you know?”

Fex had listened to his entire story, her luminous eyes wide, unblinking, fixed on his face. As he finished, a slow, shuddering breath escaped her. Her hands, though no longer clutching food, were still shaking visibly. She looked from Eddie to Cerys, then to Gilly, as if trying to gauge their sincerity, their trustworthiness. The silence in the room was heavy, broken only by the distant hum of the House and the gentle crackle from the fireplace.

Then, slowly, hesitantly, Fex began to speak. Her voice was thin, raspy from disuse and fear, but it gained strength as she continued, a chilling narrative unfolding in the warm, comforting dining room.

“It was… a job,” she began, her eyes still darting, but focusing more on Eddie now, as if his presence offered an anchor, a fixed point in her chaotic memories. “I am… a shadowsinger. An assassin, of sorts. I was sent… to kill. A high elf. His name was… Thermillion.”

Cerys gasped softly, her eyes widening in recognition. Gilly sat up straighter, her playful demeanor replaced by an intense, almost predatory focus, her body leaning forward.

“I tracked him,” Fex continued, her voice gaining desperate, urgent cadence. “To a hidden chamber. Deep within… within a fortress I did not know.” Her eyes flickered with a raw, remembered terror, as if she were back in that dark place. “I hid in the shadows, waiting for my moment. But then… he was not alone. He was… pleading.”

A shiver ran through Fex’s frail frame, and she huddled closer to Cerys, seeking comfort. “He was pleading with someone. Begging them… to stop. To stop an organization. He said… he said they called themselves… The Architects of Despair.”

Eddie leaned forward, his heart pounding a frantic rhythm against his ribs. The Architects of Despair. The name itself felt sinister, cold, echoing a deeper, more pervasive evil than mere vampires or goblins.

“Thermillion was begging them… to stop their dastardly plan,” Fex whispered, her voice barely audible, but chillingly clear in the silent room. “To stop them from carrying out their designs. He said they intended… to unleash hell on humankind. To release the monsters from the Crypt of Bound Horrors. And have them… ravage Earth.”

A horrified silence descended upon the dining room. The comforting warmth of the fireplace dimming, the rich aromas of the meal dissipating. The air grew cold, heavy with the weight of her words, the chilling implications of a conspiracy on a truly cosmic scale.

Eddie looked at Cerys. Her face was pale, almost translucent in the dim light, her violet eyes wide with dawning, sickening horror. Gilly, for once, was utterly silent, her vibrant fae form dimming, her mischievous light extinguished, replaced by chilling despair.

“Who was Thermillion talking to, Fex?” Cerys finally asked, her voice a strained whisper, barely above a breath. “Did he… did he mention a name? Did you see anyone?”

Fex shook her head, her luminous eyes filled with regret and fear. “No. He… he never mentioned a name. Only that it was… a high-ranking elf. A member of the High Elf Council. He spoke of ‘ancient promises’ and ‘a new dawn’ for his kind, a world cleansed by primal terror. He spoke of new territories, and how they would divide up the surface.”

The silence stretched, thick and suffocating, punctuated only by the distant groan of the House and the frantic beating of Eddie’s heart. The horrific implication of Fex’s revelation, combined with their recent escape from the Crypt, crashed down on them with the force of a physical blow.

Then, Gilly, her voice a hollow whisper, utterly devoid of its usual sass, perfectly captured the chilling irony of their situation, the terrible, inescapable truth.

“Didn’t we just release all the monsters from the Crypt of Bound Horrors?”

Her words silenced them. It was a final, horrifying exclamation point to a night that had gone from perfect peace to cosmic dread.


Chapter
Thirteen



A heavy, suffocating silence pressed down on the dining room. Gilly’s words, “Didn’t we just release all the monsters from the Crypt of Bound Horrors?” lingered like a poisoned cloud, the horrifying implication sinking deep. The fire in the hearth flickered uncertainly, and the comforting aroma of roasted lamb turned faintly acrid in Eddie’s mind. A wave of despair, cold and vast as the Crypt itself, threatened to wash over him. They had, unwittingly, played right into the hands of the conspiracy they now knew existed. Humanity, the world he had left but was still a part of, was now, potentially, doomed. And it was his fault.

During that moment, the old Eddie Strike, the “beige” analyst, would have buckled under the weight of such a revelation. He would have retreated into himself, paralyzed by the sheer enormity of the problem, the crushing certainty of impending global catastrophe.

But that Eddie didn’t exist anymore.

A strange, almost defiant spark ignited within him, fueled by the quantum clarity of his new mind, the surge of new levels, and the sheer, brutal resilience forged in the Crypt. What was done was done. Regret was a luxury he couldn’t afford. There was no point in wallowing in self-blame or despair. The monsters were out. The Architects of Despair had succeeded in one part of their plan. So be it.

If they had to find a way to destroy the Crypt, to put back every unimaginable horror, to sever the very threads of a cosmic conspiracy, then that’s what they would do. The thought, audacious and terrifying, brought with it a perverse sense of clarity, even a grim optimism.

“Well,” Eddie said, his voice cutting through the stunned silence, surprisingly steady. He pushed back his chair, the scrape of wood on the polished floor echoing loudly in the suddenly quiet room. “No point crying over spilled monsters, is there?” He looked at Cerys, then at Gilly, and finally at Fex, whose eyes were wide with a renewed, intense terror.

“They’re out, but they’re not here yet. That’s the reality. So, now we figure out how to put them back in, or how to destroy the Crypt and everything in it,” he declared, his jaw set. “If The Architects of Despair want to unleash hell on Earth, then we’ll just have to be the ones to send it back to where it came from. Or incinerate the entire damn Crypt. Whatever works.”

His blunt resolve, the sheer audacity of his statement, shocked the fairies out of their stunned silence. Cerys blinked, a slow dawning of comprehension in her eyes. Gilly, ever quick to adapt, let out a short, incredulous laugh, then a grin, slow and wide, spread across her face.

“Incinerate a cosmic prison? You’re mad, big guy,” Gilly chuckled, a flicker of her usual mischief returning. “But I like it.”

“But, Eddie,” Cerys began, her voice still tinged with concern, “the power required… the knowledge. It would be an impossible task.”

“Impossible is just a word, Cerys,” Eddie countered, a determined glint in his eye. He turned his full attention to Fex, who was still huddled, trembling slightly. “Fex,” he said, his voice softening, “this is terrifying, I know. But you survived the Crypt. You know about this Thermillion, about the Architects of Despair. And Relic wanted us to find you. You’re the key here.”

He knelt beside her chair, trying to meet her gaze without being too imposing. “You said you’re a ‘shadowsinger.’ An assassin. What exactly does that entail? What are your skills? What can you do?”

Fex flinched under the intensity of his gaze, but the unexpected shift in topic, away from the terrifying implications of the Crypt, seemed to provide her with a sliver of sure ground. Her vacant stare filled with angst as she switched her attention to Eddie. She hesitated, but seemed compelled by his earnestness and perhaps by a desperate need to contribute. She began to speak, her voice gaining a fragile confidence.

“I can… I can blend with shadows,” she whispered. Her hands, no longer trembling quite as violently, made some small, almost imperceptible gestures. “Not just hide in them, but… become part of them. Move through them. Unseen. Unheard. My breath, my heartbeat… they become one with the darkness. I am… silence.”

Eddie, always looking for practical applications, immediately saw the tactical advantage. Invisibility. Stealth. Perfect for reconnaissance, for infiltration.

“I can make others… not see me,” Fex continued, her eyes flickering with a faint, almost shy pride. “Not glamor, not illusion, but… a subtle shift in perception. A whisper to the mind that I am not there. I can walk past a dozen guards, and they won’t register my presence. They will look through me, think of other things. I can be… forgotten.”

Eddie’s internal System hummed. Perceptual manipulation. Even better. This wasn’t mere physical stealth; it was a magical influence on minds.

“I can speak without sound,” Fex murmured, her gaze more direct now. “Thoughts. Whispers. I can communicate across great distances, unseen, unheard by all but those I choose. I can send my words into their minds, plant thoughts, or simply relay information. And I can listen. I can hear the whispers of shadows, the secrets they carry. I can find the hidden ways, the secret paths, the places others cannot reach.”

Eddie’s eyes widened. Telepathic communication. Espionage. A living intel gathering machine. This was incredible.

“And… and I am quick,” Fex finished, her voice a little stronger, a hint of ancient pride entering it. “Faster than the eye. My blades are… precise. I can strike, and be gone, before a breath leaves their lips. I am a whisper in the dark, and a swift, silent death to those I hunt.”

Eddie, having dabbled in several role-playing games throughout his less exciting life, saw it clearly. Fex wasn’t just an elf; she was a rogue, a scout, a master infiltrator. She was the perfect addition to their dungeon-diving team, a specialist skill set that none of them possessed.

“That’s incredible, Fex!” Eddie exclaimed, his face lighting up. “You’re perfect! Think about it, Cerys, Gilly! With Fex on the team, we could get into places, gather intel, that we never could before. We could bypass entire sections of a dungeon, get the jump on enemies, scout ahead for traps. She’s like… a living shadow-drone!”

Gilly, who’d been following Fex’s explanation with growing interest, now gleamed. “A shadow-drone! Oh, Eddie, you always find the most amusing analogies! But he’s right! Think of the pranks we could pull! And the invaluable tactical advantage!” Her practical side, honed by countless dungeon delves, immediately grasped the implications. “No more running blind into monster nests! No more triggered traps! Fex could be our eyes and ears where we can’t go!”

Cerys, usually more reserved in her assessments, nodded slowly, her expression contemplative. “Her skills would indeed be… invaluable. We are strong in direct combat, and Eddie has his remarkable [Strategic Mind], but we have always lacked a true scout, a master of stealth and infiltration. Her ability to blend with shadows and manipulate perception… It's a rare and potent talent. She could be the edge we need, especially against an enemy as insidious as The Architects of Despair sound.”

The consensus was clear. Fex, the broken, terrified elf, had just found a new purpose.

A faint blush brushed Fex’s pale cheeks. Her luminous blue eyes, which had been darting nervously, now settled, a flicker of something new in their depths: hope, perhaps.

“You… you would truly let me join you?” she whispered, her voice tinged with disbelief, with a desperate longing. “You would…let me fight with you? Be part of your…team?” She looked at Cerys, then at Gilly, then back at Eddie, as if fearing it was some cruel jest. “Because if you would… if you really would… I think… I think I could get stronger. Faster. I would have… something to live for.”

Her words hit Eddie hard. He instantly appreciated the depth of her despair, the constant terror she must have lived with in the Crypt, the fear that had been so ingrained in her. She hadn’t just been physically imprisoned; her spirit had been caged. And now, the offer of purpose—of belonging—was breathing life back into her.

“Fex,” Eddie said gently, his voice firm and unwavering, “of course we’ll let you join us. We’d be lucky to have you. We’re a team, and we look out for each other. You don’t have to fight if you don’t want to, but if you do, we’ll fight with you. And we’ll help you get stronger, however we can.” He paused, then asked, the question bubbling to the surface, “Why? What did you think we were going to do with you once we rescued you? Hand you back to the vampires or the High Elves?”

Fex flinched, her eyes wide with remembered dread. “I… I assumed you would. Or that they would demand it. The High Council… They are powerful. They wouldn’t want a witness like me. I thought you would hand me back to them, for ‘justice.’ Or perhaps… perhaps sell me. To other factions. Many desire to interrogate those who survive such places.” Her voice was barely a whisper, revealing the extent of her bleak expectations.

A surge of cold anger rushed through him at the casual cruelty of her assumption, a blunt reminder of the brutal politics of the magical world. “No, Fex,” he stated, making sure his voice conveyed absolute certainty. “We won’t hand you over to anyone. Not the High Council, not the vampires, not anyone. You are safe here in Mooinjer Veggey for as long as you want. This is your home now, if you wish it.”

As if on cue, the House rumbled, a deep, contented groan that vibrated through the floorboards. It wasn’t the annoyed grumble from its usual repertoire; it was a sound of slow, ancient welcome.

Abernathy, who had been standing silently by the doorway observing the entire exchange, stepped forward, a rare, gentle smile gracing his translucent lips. “Indeed, Master Edward. I shall prepare a suitable chamber for Miss Fex immediately. Perhaps the Sunken Library guest suite? It is quite charming, though it does get a touch damp on particularly wet days.”

A new, faint rumble emanated from the House, a slightly more aggrieved sound this time. “A new guest is acceptable, Steward, and her presence is… intriguing. But a suite of such… quality… comes at a price. Your debt to me grows. That infernal seagull problem on the roof still persists. It demands your attention.”

Eddie sighed internally. Even House, in its benevolence, found a way to remind him of his chores. “I hear you, old friend,” he thought back, mentally sighing. “I’ll get to the seagulls, I promise. After… after everything else.” He offered Abernathy a nod. “The Sunken Library suite sounds perfect, Abernathy. Thank you.”

Abernathy bowed crisply. “As you wish, sir. I shall inform Mrs. Gable and the twins to prepare it with all due haste. It is perfect for someone with her talents as it has a secret passage to the shore.” He dissolved into a faint shimmer and was gone, presumably to supervise its ghostly renovation.

Fex stared at Eddie, then at Cerys, then at Gilly, her luminous eyes wide with a mixture of disbelief and profound gratitude. A fragile, genuine smile, the first Eddie had seen, touched her lips. “You… Do you truly mean it? I can… stay?”

“You can stay,” Cerys affirmed, her voice warm and gentle, stroking Fex’s hair.

“Forever, if you like!” Gilly chirped, giving her a playful nudge. “Just try not to be too quiet. We get lonely.”

Fex’s smile broadened, and a faint sparkle returned to her eyes. The terrifying tension that had gripped her for so long seemed to loosen its hold, replaced by a delicate, nascent joy.

“Well then, Fex,” Gilly said, clasping her hands together. “You’ve been through a lot, but you’ve also just joined the craziest, most complicated team in all the realms! So, we probably need to get you up to speed. Eddie here has a few… projects on the go. You know, besides saving humanity from cosmic horrors.”

Gilly launched into a rapid-fire summary of their current quest log, her voice animated, her hands gesturing wildly. “First, there’s the Cauldron of Abundance! You know, the fae Queen’s giant magical soup pot? Goblin King Gorok stole it, and now Queen Oonagh is basically rotting and the whole fae Court is going to fall apart within a week if we don’t get it back! Epic quest, right?”

Fex listened, her head tilted, her expressions shifting from confusion to a dawning comprehension.

“Then, of course, there’s your pal Relic,” Gilly continued, a wry twist to her lips. “The mad artist who decided you needed rescuing by us, and who’s currently turning vampire fledglings into bloody art installations in Vampland. Lord Corvinus, the scary vampire boss, wants him found, although he might be dead for all we know. That’s why we just went to his creepy academy, and that’s why we ended up in the Crypt with you! So we have to track Relic down and figure out what his deal is.”

She paused for a breath, then plunged on. “And finally, Eddie’s got a whole family mystery to solve. His grandfather and father were apparently murdered, probably by some big, bad conspiracy. And the only person who knows the real truth is some ancient gnome loremaster named Joe the Scribe, who lives at the end of a moonlight bridge over an eternal lake. So, that’s his personal quest, once we’re done with… well, all this other stuff.”

Gilly finished her rapid-fire briefing, taking a triumphant breath. “So, yeah. That’s us. Rescuing Cauldrons, tracking mad artists, uncovering family conspiracies, and now… stopping The Architects of Despair from unleashing hell on Earth! Fun, right?” She beamed at Fex, completely oblivious to the sheer magnitude of the doom she had just cheerfully summarized.

Just as Gilly finished, a polite, yet insistent, chime echoed through the House as its antique doorbell rang.

Abernathy, materializing out of the shadows, appeared at the dining room entrance, his translucent form shimmering with professional formality.

“Master Edward,” Abernathy announced, his voice a quiet whisper, but clearly audible. “You have a visitor. Dr. Sarah Reed.”

Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly froze. Fex, too, seemed to sense the shift, her fragile composure faltering slightly.

Dr. Sarah Reed. The hospital doctor. No one could believe she had actually come. Especially not after their abrupt, slightly threatening departure from the hospital. The mundane world, it seemed, was not quite ready to let go of the impossible.


Chapter
Fourteen



The chime of the doorbell, followed by Abernathy’s precise announcement, brought a sudden, awkward silence to the dining room. Dr. Sarah Reed. No one had truly expected her to follow through on Cerys’s impulsive invitation. The very idea of the mundane and magical colliding in such a direct, unmediated way felt… precarious.

Eddie, still wrestling with the implications of Fex’s tale, felt a familiar tension tighten his shoulders. This was a different kind of danger than a multi-eyed horror or a vampire ambush. This was the danger of exposure, of the fragile Veil tearing for a perfectly normal, albeit unusually persistent, human.

Cerys, ever the diplomat, recovered first. Her serene expression masked any inner turmoil. “Abernathy, please invite Dr. Reed into the lounge,” she instructed, her voice calm and clear. “Gilly, perhaps you could fetch some refreshments? A fine brandy, maybe, and some of Mrs. Gable’s shortbread.”

Gilly, whose initial surprise had morphed into a mischievous gleam, nodded. “On it, sis! Something strong for our dear doctor, I think.” She gave Eddie a conspiratorial wink before flitting out of the room, leaving the faint scent of wild mint in her wake.

Eddie, Fex, and Cerys rose from the dining table. As they made their way towards the lounge, Eddie noted Fex clinging even closer to Cerys, as if the doctor’s arrival heralded a fresh threat.

The lounge, restored to its former glory, exuded a warm, inviting ambiance. Plush velvet sofas nestled by a grand fireplace, where a log fire crackled cheerfully. Shelves lined with ancient, leather-bound books stretched to the high ceiling, and faint, intricate patterns of fae light shimmered in the air, barely perceptible to the uninitiated eye. It was a picture of cozy, old-world elegance, a stark contrast to the brutal realities Eddie now faced daily.

Dr. Sarah Reed stood just inside the lounge, her posture rigid, her eyes wide with a mixture of apprehension and stubborn resolve. She was still in her blue scrubs, clearly having come straight from the hospital. Her gaze swept around the room, taking in the opulent, yet oddly magical, decor. She hesitated, as if sensing something out of place.

“Dr. Reed, welcome,” Cerys said, her voice smooth. She glided forward with an innate fae grace. “Thank you for coming. We appreciate your concern for Eddie.”

Sarah, however, ignored Cerys, her attention fixed entirely on Eddie. Her professional instincts, deeply ingrained, superseded her bewilderment. She marched straight towards him, her small medical bag clutched in her hand.

“Mr. Strike,” she began, her voice crisp, cutting through the lounge’s warmth like a cold blade. “I need to perform a proper examination. Right here. Right now.” She didn’t wait for permission, already reaching for his wrist.

Eddie, accustomed to Cerys’s and Gilly’s boundary-pushing, simply allowed it. He offered her a calm, reassuring smile. “As you wish, Doctor.”

Sarah’s fingers found his pulse, her thumb resting on his radial artery. She frowned instantly. “Remarkable,” she murmured, her brows knitting together. Her gaze shifted to his chest. “Pulse strong, regular, but… unusually slow. For someone who was supposedly in such distress last night.”

She pulled out a small, portable blood pressure cuff from her bag and swiftly wrapped it around his arm. The automated pump whirred, tightening around his bicep. As the cuff deflated, her eyes widened further at the digital display. “Remarkable,” she repeated, her voice a little more strained. “Blood pressure absolutely perfect. Textbook.”

Then she retrieved a small penlight, shining it into his eyes. “Pupils reactive and equal. No signs of concussion or neurological damage.” She leaned in close, listening to his chest with her stethoscope. His breathing was deep, even, effortlessly calm. She listened to his heart, her ear pressed against his sternum. The steady, powerful beat was, to her ears, exceptionally healthy.

“Remarkable,” she said for the third time, her voice now a frustrated whisper, tinged with a scientific disbelief that bordered on awe. She straightened up, looking him directly in the eye, her freckled face a mask of confusion. “Mr. Strike, I… I have never seen anything like this. It’s as if your body has undergone a complete, unprecedented regeneration. There’s no trace of the injuries. No scarring, no bruising, no residual trauma. Medically, it’s… impossible.”

Eddie simply shrugged, offering her a noncommittal smile. “I told you, Doctor. Just a scratch. I heal quickly.” He couldn’t, wouldn’t, tell her about the System, or the HP and the passive regeneration, or the magical buffs that had reset his body to optimal performance. The Veil, he knew, was fragile enough without him actively poking holes in it.

Sarah, however, clearly wasn’t satisfied. Her professional curiosity was piqued, overriding her earlier fear. “Mr. Strike, this is beyond ‘healing quickly.’ This is… a medical phenomenon. You should consider going to the UK. Allowing researchers to study you. This could revolutionize medicine! I know some specialists… I’ve already spoken to one, a colleague at a London teaching hospital, about your case. She’s fascinated, wants to meet you immediately.” Her voice grew urgent, excited. “This could change everything!”

Just as the words left her lips, Cerys moved.

It was an act of breathtaking speed and fluid grace, so sudden it barely registered. One moment, Cerys was standing by the fireplace, serene and poised. The next, she was a blur of blue and red, across the room. Her hand shot out, her fingers closing around Sarah’s throat.

Sarah gasped, instinctively clawing at Cerys’s wrist, eyes wide with shock, locked onto Cerys’s determined gaze.

Cerys blazed with raw, uncontrolled fae power. Her expression, usually so serene, was taut with a grim determination. A powerful, unseen force, cold and alien, radiated from her, pressing in on Sarah, trying to bend her will. The air in the room grew heavy, crackling with raw magic.

“You will forget,” Cerys hissed, her voice low and resonant, no longer the gentle Manx lilt, but a chilling, ancient command that echoed in Eddie’s mind. “You will forget everything you have seen here. You will forget Eddie Strike. You will forget this house. You will forget us. You will return to your mundane life, and you will never speak of this place, or what you witnessed, again.”

Raw magical power poured from Cerys, visible to Eddie as shimmering waves of violet energy. He could feel it even from across the room, a psychic pressure designed to erase memories, to rewrite perception. Cerys attempted a powerful magical compulsion, a total mental rewrite.

Sarah struggled, her face turning red, her eyes wide with terror, but also defiance. She gripped Cerys’s wrist, surprisingly strong. Clearly terrified, something in her held firm, resisting the magical onslaught.

Suddenly, with a sharp gasp, Cerys broke off. The blinding violet light around her receded, her eyes returning to their normal hue, though still wide with shock. Her hand, which had been clamped around Sarah’s throat, loosened, then dropped. She stumbled back a step, a flicker of disbelief on her face.

“It is done,” Cerys said, her voice regaining its lyrical quality, though still slightly strained. She sounded genuinely surprised, almost disbelieving. She looked at Sarah, then at Eddie. “You can go now, little mortal. You won’t remember a thing. All will be forgotten.”

Sarah, freed, coughed and took several ragged breaths. She rubbed her throat, her face still pale, her expression filled with a lingering terror. But then, to everyone’s astonishment, she straightened her scrubs, running a hand through her hair, as if brushing away the fog of sleep. Though still shaken, she held a spark of stubborn pride.

“If you think you’ve just hypnotized me,” Sarah said, her voice raw but steady, filled with an unexpected, almost insolent defiance, “then you can think again.” She met Cerys’s gaze, unblinking. “I’m immune. The best have tried to put me under. Psychics, hypnotherapists, even stage magicians, all convinced they could ‘fix’ my ‘trauma.’ None of them could touch me. I remember everything. And I remember you. Every terrifying second.”

A stunned silence fell over the lounge. Cerys stared at Sarah, utterly dumbfounded. Gilly, who had just entered with a tray of drinks, froze in the doorway, her jaw dropping, the glasses rattling precariously. Eddie felt a cold knot of dread form in his stomach. Sarah Reed was immune to fae compulsion. This was a monumental problem.

It was during that moment, as Sarah stood defiantly before the bewildered Cerys, that her focus swept past the two fae and landed on Fex.

Fex, pale and gaunt, had instinctively pressed herself even further into the shadows, a terrified, almost feral look in her luminous blue eyes. Her large, pointed ears, concealed by her hair, were more prominent due to her terrified flinching.

Sarah’s medical instincts, momentarily suppressed by her own brush with death, resurfaced with shocking force. Her gaze locked onto Fex’s emaciated frame, her gauntness, the visible fear in her eyes. Her doctorly compassion, her innate drive to help, immediately came to the fore.

“My God!” Sarah gasped, her voice no longer defiant, but filled with a sudden, protective fury. She rushed towards Fex, her professional concern overriding all caution. “This poor girl! She’s malnourished! And what… what have you done to her ears?”

As Sarah reached for Fex, her hand brushing against the elf’s silver-blonde hair, the thin strands shifted, revealing more of the undeniable, unmistakable outline of a pointed, elven ear. It was subtle, barely noticeable if you weren’t looking, but to a doctor inspecting a supposedly human patient, it was glaring.

Sarah froze, her hand still reaching for Fex’s hair, her eyes wide with a new, even more intense horror. Her gaze shot from Fex’s pointed ear to Cerys and Gilly, then back to the terrified elf.

“Her ear!” Sarah shrieked, her voice cracking with outrage. She grabbed a handful of Fex’s silver-blonde hair, gently but firmly pulling it aside, fully exposing the distinctly non-human anatomy. “You… you monsters! You’ve mutilated her! What have you done to this girl? Is this why she’s so terrified? Have you kidnapped her? Have you… have you tortured her?” Her voice rose to a furious crescendo, echoing through the lounge.

Fex, startled by Sarah’s sudden, protective lunge and the revelation of her ear shape, whimpered, shrinking further into the shadows, then vanishing.

Gilly, reacting instinctively, slammed her tray of drinks onto a nearby table with a loud clatter. The shortbread scattered, drinks spilling. Her usual playfulness vanished, replaced by a grim, protective stance. She stepped swiftly, silently, across the doorway, blocking Sarah’s only exit from the room. She tensed, ready to strike.

Cerys, her face hardening, slowly, deliberately, drew her twin silver-tipped daggers from their concealed sheaths. They gleamed wickedly in the firelight. Her voice, low and laced with a chilling resolve, filled the sudden, tense silence.

“She knows too much,” Cerys stated, her gaze fixed on the terrified, outraged doctor, her daggers held ready. “We can’t let her leave.”

Sarah stumbled back a step, pressing herself against the heavy bookcase. Gilly, a silent, menacing sentinel, closed the door. The scent of ozone and raw magic now permeated the air, thick and oppressive.

“Wait!” Sarah gasped, her voice raw with fear, a desperate plea. “Please! You can’t! I… I won’t tell anyone! I swear! I’m a doctor! I took an oath! I’m not a threat! Please, just… just let me go. I’ll forget. I’ll make myself forget!” She turned her attention to Eddie, a desperate appeal. “Eddie, please! Help me! What are they talking about? Kill me? I’m human?”

Eddie, who had been watching the scene unfold with growing horror, felt a wave of profound angst wash over him. His new life had brought him unimaginable power, but also impossible moral quandaries. He had faced down monsters, sure, but killing a defenseless human? A kind, albeit bewildered, doctor who had just tried to help him? That went against every fiber of his being, every vestige of his old, beige humanity.

“No!” Eddie roared, his voice cutting through the tension, startling even Cerys and Gilly. He strode forward, placing himself squarely between Cerys and the terrified doctor. His hands were raised in a gesture of peace but his posture was defiant. “You can’t! We can’t kill her! She’s human! A defenseless human! We don’t do that!”

Cerys, her daggers still poised, looked at him, her gaze narrowed. “Eddie, she has seen too much. She is immune to compulsion. She is a danger to the Veil, to us, to everything we protect. We have no choice.” Her voice was cold, pragmatic, reflecting the ancient, often ruthless, logic of the fae.

“There’s always a choice, Cerys!” Eddie countered, his voice strained with anguish. He focused on Sarah, who trembled with fear, brows furrowed in confusion.

“What… what do you mean, ‘human?’” Sarah whispered, her focus darting between Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly. The question, seemingly simple, weighed heavy with unspoken mysteries.

Gilly, watching the exchange, burst out laughing. It wasn’t her usual carefree chuckle, but a high-pitched, almost manic sound, laced with a perverse delight in the absurdity of the situation. Her eyes, still gleaming with mischievous malice, fixed on Sarah.

“Oh, darling,” Gilly chirped, her voice dripping with amusement, “you really haven’t put it together yet, have you? You truly are a curious little mortal.”

And then, with a shimmering burst of golden light, Gilly transformed. Her human form dissolved, replaced by her true fae essence. Her colorful sundress became a shimmering, leaf-green bodysuit. Her legs elongated, becoming much more slender, and from her back erupted two pairs of vast, translucent wings, patterned like those of a monarch butterfly, beating softly, stirring the air with faint, ethereal breezes. Her hair, a cascade of vibrant green, shimmered with internal light, and her delicate ears became sharp and prominent. She floated a foot off the ground, a creature of breathtaking beauty and raw, untamed magic.

Sarah gasped, a strangled sound, her eyes dilating with abject horror. Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling a scream. Her gaze darted from the ethereal, winged being to Cerys, then to Eddie, then back to Gilly, as if her mind struggled to reconcile what her eyes were seeing.

“Gilly!” Cerys snapped, exasperated. But it was too late.

With a sigh, a faint ripple of shimmering magic enveloped Cerys as well. Her elegant blue dress melted into a form-fitting bodysuit of twilight-blue sequins. Her fiery red hair rippled like a living flame, her violet eyes deepened into luminous pools. From her back emerged two pairs of vast, delicate, translucent dragonfly wings, veined with iridescent light, beating with a soft, resonant hum. She also floated, a vision of ethereal, ancient beauty, a queen of light and shadow.

Sarah whimpered, a small, choked sound. Her face, already pale, turned ashen, then a sickly green. Her eyes rolled back in her head and knees buckled.

“Aren’t fairies supposed to be good?” she whimpered, her voice as fragile and trembling as her body now was. Before anyone could answer, Dr. Sarah Reed, unable to process the impossible reality before her, fainted, collapsing in a heap onto the thick, velvet rug of the lounge.

Silence descended, broken only by the soft crackle of the fire and the gentle hum of the fae wings.

Cerys and Gilly looked at each other, then at Eddie, then down at the unconscious doctor.

“Well,” Gilly said, her voice completely devoid of its earlier malice, a hint of genuine bewilderment replacing it. “That’s… inconvenient.” She poked Sarah gently with the tip of her foot.

Cerys sighed, the sound a mix of frustration and resignation. She dismissed her daggers, which dissolved into shimmering motes of light. “Now what, Eddie?” she asked, her voice weary. “She knows. She remembers. And she is now unconscious on our lounge floor. And as you so eloquently put it, my love, none of us can kill a defenseless human.”

Eddie looked from the inert form of Dr. Reed to his two fae companions. He hadn’t thought about the aftermath of a total mental rewrite failing. He hadn’t thought about a human witness who was immune to magic. He hadn’t thought about how fundamentally unwilling he was—and by extension, his fiercely loyal fae were—to commit cold-blooded murder, even in the name of the Veil.

He knelt beside Sarah, checking her pulse. It was faint, but steady. She was just deeply unconscious.

“No,” Eddie agreed, his voice heavy with the weight of their new, colossal problem. “No, we can’t.” He soaked in the two beautiful, powerful fae, their true forms still shimmering in the dimming light. They were killers, yes, when provoked, when protecting. But not cold-blooded murderers. Not of the innocent. That was a line none of them had crossed, or would cross.

The situation, which had been so clear moments ago, was now a tangled mess of moral dilemmas and practical impossibilities. They had a human witness, immune to magic, who had just seen far too much, passed out cold in their magical lounge room. And they had no idea what to do with her.


Chapter
Fifteen



The soft, rhythmic thump-thump of his own heart, amplified by the silent, anxious hum of House, was the only sound in Eddie’s bedroom. He sat on the edge of the large, four-poster bed, the deep velvet curtains pulled back, revealing the muted gray of dawn outside. Dr. Sarah Reed lay nestled in the center of his bed, surprisingly peaceful in her unconsciousness. Her blue scrubs were a splash of color against the white linens.

They had moved her carefully, Cerys and Gilly working with a surprising gentleness, though their urgency was palpable. The decision had been swift and unanimous: they couldn’t simply leave her on the lounge floor. And they couldn’t let her leave. Not yet. Not while she possessed knowledge that could unravel the delicate balance between worlds. His four poster bed, the largest and most comfortable, was the logical choice. The bindings, thick velvet cords from the curtains themselves, secured her wrists and ankles to the carved posts. A necessary evil, he’d rationalized, to prevent her from bolting the moment she woke.

He traced the outline of a patterned stitch on the blanket, his mind a whirlwind of conflicting thoughts. His new strength, his enhanced intellect, his extraordinary resilience—they all felt like burdens at that moment. What was the point of all this power if it led to tying a terrified, bewildered human to his bed? His moral compass, usually so sturdy, felt like it was spinning wildly out of control.

He remembered her terror, her outrage, her desperate pleas. “Aren’t fairies supposed to be good?” The question echoed in his mind, sharp and accusing. What was good, anymore? In a world of ancient evils and cosmic conspiracies, where did ‘good’ even fit?

A faint groan escaped Sarah’s lips. Her eyelids fluttered, then snapped open. Her eyes, initially unfocused, sharpened, locking onto Eddie. Recognition, and then fury, flared in their depths.

“You!” she gasped, her voice raw, but quickly rising in volume and indignation. She tugged at the velvet cords, testing their strength, her movements jerky with anger. “What is this? Let me go, you… you barbarian! This is kidnapping! Do you know who I am? I’m a doctor! I will call the police! The government! MI5! MI6! Ten thousand MI6 agents if I have to! You’ll be locked up! All of you! For a very, very long time!”

Her face, previously pale with unconsciousness, now flushed crimson with anger. She fought against the ropes with fury that was almost comical in its futility.

Eddie sighed, a long, weary exhalation. This was going to be difficult. “You can call whoever you want, Dr. Reed,” he said, his voice calm, even, hoping to soothe her rising hysteria. “Every single agency you can think of. But first… first, you need to listen. I need to explain.”

She stopped struggling, though her glare remained fixed on him, blazing with hostility. Her chest heaved, her breath coming in ragged gasps. “Explain?” she scoffed, a bitter laugh escaping her. “Explain why you and your… your things… kidnapped me? Explained why you tied me to a bed? Are you going to kill me? Are your…fairy friends going to kill me now? Is that the explanation?” Her voice cracked, a flicker of genuine terror piercing through her anger. “Aren’t fairies supposed to be good?” she asked again.

The question hung in the air, a blunt accusation.

“Quiet,” Eddie said, his voice firm, no longer attempting to placate. He leaned in slightly, his gaze unwavering, projecting an authority he hadn’t possessed even a few months ago. “Just… be quiet. And let me tell you my story. All of it. From the beginning. And when I’m done, you can call whoever you want. You can report me, report us, to every authority on the planet. I promise you that. You will be free to do whatever you want.”

Sarah hesitated, searching his face, trying to discern the truth in his words. The raw, desperate sincerity in his voice, devoid of any malice, cut through her rage, if only for a moment. She swallowed hard, her gaze still wary, but her body slowly relaxed against the restraints. “You… you really mean that?” she whispered, a hint of disbelief in her tone.

“I do,” Eddie affirmed. “You have my word. The moment I finish, you’re free to go. And then the choice is yours.”

Sarah’s gaze narrowed, a flicker of reluctant curiosity replacing some of her fear. “I have no choice, do I?” she muttered, gesturing pointedly at the velvet cords binding her. “I’m tied to a bed, anyhow.”

Eddie ignored the comment, taking a deep breath. This was it. The Cliff’s Notes version of a life that had spiraled into impossible, magical madness. He started with the beige. His old life. New York. The sudden letter from a dead grandfather. The inheritance. Mooinjer Veggey. The System. The levels, the stats, the HP. He watched her face as he explained, observing the rapid succession of emotional states that flickered across her features.

At first, there was confusion, then a strained politeness, as if she thought he was suffering from a delusion, a post-traumatic stress-induced fantasy. Her brow furrowed, a faint concern returning to her eyes. He saw her mentally diagnose him, perhaps already planning a psychiatric referral.

As he described Cerys and Gilly, the dungeon fairies, her expression shifted to outright disbelief. A faint, nervous laugh escaped her lips. He saw her mind grappling with the impossible, trying to force it into a logical, understandable framework. This was the delirium, he realized. Her brain was trying to cope.

Then came Kaelan. The trial. The cosmic politics. The impossible fight. Her eyes widened, a dawning horror entering them, a flicker of recognition as he described the raw magical power. The shift from disbelief to a bewildered, terrified acceptance of the unbelievable. He saw the moment the Veil, for her, truly began to thin.

He explained the Cauldron. The mad artist, Relic. The Crypt of Bound Horrors. The terrifying details of their plunge into its depths, the multi-eyed horror, the mermaids. He spoke of Fex, the desperate rescue, and finally, of the Architects of Despair, and their plan to unleash cosmic entities on Earth. He omitted the precise details of his new levels, but not the fact of his abilities, his rapid healing. He laid it all out, raw and unfiltered, the reality of his new life.

When he finished, the room was silent. Sarah lay motionless on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. Her initial fury, her fear, her disbelief—they had all drained away, replaced by chilling numbness. She was no longer struggling. She was processing. The quiet was thick, heavy with the weight of the impossible.

Finally, she let out a low, shaky laugh. It was a raw, wry sound, filled with a desperate amusement that bordered on hysteria. “Fae… vampires… multi-eyed horrors… cosmic conspiracies… and mermaids who sing you to sleep and make you promise to come back forever?” Her voice was flat, disbelieving. She turned her head, looking at him, her eyes wide, but strangely clear. “You… you really believe all of that, don’t you? This isn’t some elaborate hallucination brought on by… by near-drowning and head trauma?”

“Every word,” Eddie affirmed, his voice steady. “Every impossible, terrifying, beautiful, insane word.”

He reached out, his fingers finding the velvet cord binding her left wrist. He untied it, slowly, deliberately, then moved to her other wrist, then her ankles. The bindings loosened, then fell away, leaving her free.

Sarah didn’t move immediately. She lay there for a moment, testing the freedom, as if unsure it was real. Then, with a sudden surge of adrenaline, she scrambled off the bed. She raced to the door, her hands fumbling for the handle. Her fingers trembled as they rested on the cool metal, a hair’s breadth from escape.

She hesitated.

A wry, almost bitter laugh escaped her lips. “You know, this is the kicker, isn’t it?” she muttered, half to herself, her back still to him. “I can’t. I actually can’t tell anyone.” She turned to face him, a strange, haunted look on her face. “If I walk out of here and tell my colleagues, my family, the police, the government… anything. What will they do?”

She met his gaze, a hint of grim understanding in her eyes. “They’ll deny it. You’ll deny it. You’ll say I’m suffering from a breakdown. That I’m delusional. A stalker, perhaps. The mad one. They’ll put me in a padded cell. Or worse. You’re right. I have no choice.” The fight had drained from her, replaced by a desolate, chilling acceptance.

“A month ago,” Eddie said softly, his gaze sympathetic, “I wouldn’t have believed it myself. I was just like you. Boring. Mundane. Now… Now, look.” He gestured vaguely around the ancient, subtly magical room.

Sarah stared at him, truly studied at him, then the empty room, not a photo or memory in sight, at the general aura of antiquity that clung to the house. The reality of it, unvarnished and undeniable, settled over her. She sighed, a deep, shuddering breath, then walked slowly back to the bed. She sank onto the edge of it, burying her face in her hands.

“What do we do now?” she whispered, the raw despair in her voice cutting him to the quick. It wasn’t just a question. It was a desperate plea for guidance, for sanity.

Eddie sat beside her, maintaining a respectful distance. An unexpected connection surged through him. She was truly like him. Thrust into a world she never knew existed, robbed of her comfortable reality. He understood her fear, her disbelief, her disorientation. She was, in a way, a pure reflection of who he used to be. And that made her invaluable.

“Well,” he began, his voice softer now, almost conversational, the easy flow of explanation taking over. “This is where it gets even crazier.” He then explained the System in more detail, how it manifested, how it recorded his levels, his attributes, his skills. He demonstrated his system, projecting his sheet, allowing her to see the shimmering blue interface overlaying reality, pointing out his ridiculously high [Constitution] and his full HP. “That’s why I healed so quickly. It’s… a game mechanic, essentially. My body repairs itself.”

He then laid out the current “quests” in more detail. The dying fae Queen and the stolen Cauldron. Relic, the mad artist, and his gruesome “art” that painted portals into nightmares. The Architects of Despair and their plot to unleash cosmic horrors on Earth. His own unresolved family mystery, the murder of his father and grandfather, and the gnome loremaster, Joe the Scribe, who apparently held the answers.

“So, yeah,” Eddie concluded, leaning back slightly, “the fate of the world rests on my shoulders. Literally. And I have… two, now three, very intense, very powerful, but sometimes incredibly naive, magical creatures who are my partners, but also, you know, immortal beings with their own ways of seeing things.” He paused, looking at her, meeting her bewildered gaze.

“And you know what?” he said, his voice dropping to a low, earnest tone. “I could really use someone to talk to. Someone like me. Someone who knew nothing about all this until a few moments ago. Someone who can keep me sane. Someone who can keep my moral compass in check.” He thought of Cerys’s pragmatic ruthlessness, Gilly’s chaotic impulses. He needed a human perspective. A doctor’s perspective. A grounding force.

Sarah stared at him, her lips slightly parted. Her mind, so long trained in the empirical, reeled under the weight of the impossible. She closed her eyes, squeezed them shut, as if hoping to wake up from a very elaborate, terrifying dream.

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head slowly, her voice raspy. “No, no, no. I am not getting mixed up in your crazy, delusional world. This is… this is insane. I’m a doctor. I help people. I don’t… I don’t fight cosmic horrors or track mad fairies. You need a therapist, Mr. Strike. Not… not me.”

Just as the defiant words left her lips, a faint shimmer rippled in the air beside the bed. Abernathy, his spectral form perfectly composed, materialized out of nowhere, a silver tray laden with a decanter and crystal glasses floating beside him.

“Master Edward,” Abernathy’s crisp, quiet whisper filled the room, making Sarah jump. “Would you and your… guest… care for some refreshments? Perhaps a calming brandy?”

Sarah’s eyes, already wide with shock, fixed on the impeccably dressed butler. But this time Abernathy was in his ghost-like form and semi-transparent. Her jaw dropped. Her face, which had just regained a faint blush of color, drained instantly. Her eyes rolled back in her head for the second time that night. And with a soft, helpless sigh, Dr. Sarah Reed, utterly overwhelmed by the relentless intrusion of the impossible, fainted once more, slumping back onto the pillows.

Eddie sighed, a long, tired sound. He looked from the unconscious doctor to the patiently floating Abernathy. “Thanks, Abernathy,” he said, rubbing his temples. “Just… put them down for now, would you?”

The spectral butler inclined his head, perfectly unperturbed. “As you wish, sir. A truly delightful, if somewhat sensitive, mortal, wouldn’t you agree?”

Eddie just groaned. This was going to be a long process. And an extremely complicated alliance. Of that, he was very, very sure.


Chapter
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The silence of the room was almost absolute, broken only by the faint, rhythmic creak of the old house settling around them. Outside the window, there was no hint of dawn, just the inky, star-filled blackness of night. Eddie slumped uncomfortably in the armchair he’d dragged over; he woke when a soft groan came from the bed.

Sarah, her blue scrubs rumpled, pushed herself upright, pressing a hand to her temple. The dim light from the bedside lamp caught the bewildered look on her face. Her gaze, bleary at first, focused on Eddie.

“Oh, for the love of God, it wasn’t a dream! Do you have any paracetamol?” she mumbled, her voice rough with sleep and what he assumed was a monumental headache.

Eddie grunted in response, still half-asleep himself. “If I need anything, Cerys just gives me a quick heal. Works better than any pill.”

Sarah rolled her eyes, a gesture of exasperation that was so utterly human, so perfectly mundane, it almost made him smile. “Of course, she does,” she muttered, the sarcasm thick in her voice. “How could I forget your personal, magical, fast-acting pain relief?”

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, her movements stiff, and padded to the window. She stood there for a long moment, staring out into the impenetrable darkness, presumably at the wild, unseen expanse of the Irish Sea. The silence stretched, filled by the distant, rhythmic crash of waves against the cliffs.

“Say I do believe you,” she finally said, her voice quiet, almost lost in the vastness of the night. “Say everything you told me… the fairies, the vampires, the cosmic horrors, the magic… say it’s all true.” She paused, a shiver running through her. “How do you square it all away? How do you handle it all?”

Eddie scoffed, a short, humorless sound. He relaxed into the armchair, trying to articulate the impossible. “I don’t know that I do ‘handle it all,’ Sarah. Not really. I’ve had no choice. It came at me so fast, a tidal wave of strange things. One minute, I’m a financial analyst in New York, the next I’m… this.” He gestured vaguely at himself, at the House, at the unseen magical world beyond the walls. “I just had to deal with it. Fight, run, survive. Negotiate.” He remembered his terrifying plunge from the Crypt, his desperate bargain with the mermaids. “And then the next impossible thing comes along, and you just… you just try to stay ahead of it.”

He shifted in the chair, weariness washing over him. The initial adrenaline from her awakening faded. “That chat we had earlier, though, the whole story, it helped. It’s the first time I’ve actually talked to someone normal about it all. Someone who started where I did. Who knew nothing.” He hadn’t realized until that moment how truly isolated he’d become in this new life, surrounded by beings who had lived for centuries, who accepted magic as mundane. He needed a human anchor.

Sarah remained silent for a long while, staring out at the darkness. The distant murmur of the sea and the faint crackle from the fireplace, both comforting. He watched her, waiting, unsure what she would say, or do.

Finally, she nodded slowly, a single, decisive movement. “I think I can handle it,” she murmured, her voice still quiet, but with a new conviction. She turned from the window, her gaze settling on him, no longer bewildered, but thoughtful. “And you know… I’ve seen fairies, I’ve seen an elf, albeit a very scared one.” She paused, a faint smile touching her lips. “I’ve had a butler… he was a butler, yeah? Appear out of nowhere. Ghost, right?” She took a deep breath, and her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “And this sounds daft. Like, really daft. But… I need more. I need real, solid proof. Something undeniably, irrevocably… magical. Something I can’t explain away, even to myself.”

Her words, so full of earnest curiosity, resonated deeply within Eddie. This wasn’t a demand for proof to expose him; it was a plea for confirmation, for her mind to truly bridge the gap between her reality and his. She was asking to see it, truly see it, without the filter of fear or shock.

A surge of understanding mixed with a faint sense of shared responsibility. He had dragged her into this. He owed her this much. Owed it to himself, too, to find someone who could truly grasp the weight of his new existence. He pushed himself out of the armchair, the movement fluid and silent.

“Come with me,” he said softly, his voice low, almost a whisper, so as not to disturb anyone else in the sleeping House. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

Sarah hesitated for a moment, then, with a deep breath and a decisive nod, she followed him. They moved silently through the darkened corridors of Mooinjer Veggey, the House’s ancient stones humming with unseen life around them. The shadows felt less menacing now, more like ancient guardians.

He led her through the back of the house, past the kitchens where Mrs. Gable’s ghostly presence sometimes hummed, and out into the cool, silent night of the garden. The air was fresh and damp, carrying the scent of rich earth and blooming night-flowers. The Irish Sea murmured softly in the distance, and constellations that were bright with the absence of city lights, glittered above.

He guided her carefully towards the grove, where the ancient oak tree was a massive, looming silhouette against the starry sky. As they approached, a faint, gentle luminescence emanated from within the dense foliage. It was soft, emerald green, pulsing with a slow, steady rhythm, like a sleeping heartbeat.

“In there,” Eddie whispered, gesturing towards the grove. “Her name is Lyra.”

Sarah glanced at him, her face a pale oval in the gloom, her eyes wide with a mixture of apprehension and profound curiosity. She hesitated, then, taking another deep breath, she followed him into the grove.

The air within was different; it was cool, damp, and smelled of fresh moss, rich earth, and natural vibrancy. It was incredibly peaceful, a sanctuary within the vast, magical world. And in the center of it, radiating that soft, emerald glow, stood a figure.

Lyra.

She was rooted in the ancient oak, a part of it, yet separate. Her skin was the pale, smooth green-white of birch bark, her long, flowing hair woven from moss and living wildflowers. Her limbs were slender, elegant, and her eyes, when they turned to them, were a deep, tranquil moss-green, reflecting the gentle glow around her. She was incredibly beautiful, an elemental force of nature, utterly alien and impossibly real.

Sarah stopped dead, gaze fixed on Lyra. The curiosity drained from her face, replaced by a look of sheer, overwhelming awe. Her lips parted, but no sound came out. She simply stared, transfixed, her human mind struggling to comprehend the raw, undeniable magic radiating from the Dryad. This wasn’t a quick glimpse of a fae at a distance. This was direct, intimate proximity to a being woven from the very fabric of nature.

Eddie watched Sarah’s reactions, the subtle flicker of recognition, then the dawning, divine wonder. He saw the precise moment when her mind fully, irrevocably, broke free from the constraints of her old world, and the Veil, for her, was utterly, definitively lifted.

Then, the wonder gave way to an overwhelming sensory overload. The sheer, raw magic of Lyra, of the grove, of the newly unveiled world, was too much. Sarah’s eyes rolled back in her head. Her body swayed precariously, a silent, almost graceful swoon, and she began to collapse.

“Lyra, no!” Eddie whispered, moving to catch her.

But Lyra was faster. As Sarah began to fall, the Dryad’s hand reached out, delicate and swift. Her fingers brushed Sarah’s forehead, and a wave of pure, emerald green light, warm and vibrant, flowed from Lyra, enveloping Sarah.

The effect was instantaneous. Sarah’s eyes snapped open. The dizzying faintness vanished. Her body straightened, and a gasp, sharp and clear, escaped her lips. But this was not a gasp of fear, or even disbelief. It was a gasp of pure, unadulterated wonder.

The green light pulsed around her, and in that moment, Eddie saw it too. Sarah was experiencing magic, truly, deeply. Not just seeing it with her eyes, but feeling it in her bones, in her very soul. The world, for her, had just exploded into a kaleidoscope of unseen energies, unheard harmonies, and unfelt vibrations. It was a baptism of pure magic, a healing not just of the body, but of the mind and spirit, opening her to the fundamental truths of the universe.

Her breath came in ragged, awe-filled gasps. Her hands, still trembling, reached out, not in fear, but in wonder, as if trying to grasp magic from the air surrounding her. She stared at Lyra, whose moss-green eyes radiated gentle power.

“Oh,” Sarah whispered, the sound raw with emotion, her voice thick with wonder. “Oh, my God. It’s… it’s real. All of it. It’s… beautiful. And terrifying. And… infinite.” She looked at Eddie, her eyes shining with tears, yet alight with a fierce, burning comprehension. “I… I can see it. I can feel it. The magic. It’s everywhere. It’s… it’s you.” She gestured wildly around the grove, her hand trembling. “It’s everything.”

She took a shaky breath, then met his gaze, her eyes unwavering, clear, and filled with a resolve that matched his own. “You know,” she said, her voice quiet but firm, imbued with a newfound strength, “when I asked what we do now… and you said you could do with someone to talk to…”

She stepped closer to him, then reached out, her hand finding his. Her grip was strong, steady, a tangible anchor in the swirling chaos of their new reality.

“I’ll help,” she stated, her voice clear, decisive, utterly devoid of any doubt. “I’ll be your anchor, Eddie. I’ll keep you sane. I’ll keep your moral compass in check. And together… together we’ll figure this out.”

She spoke her words like an oath, a binding so irrevocably absolute. Eddie looked at her, truly seeing her now not just as a bewildered doctor, but as a potential ally, a confidante, a vital piece of the intricate puzzle that was his new life. The weight on his shoulders, for the first time in what felt like forever, felt a little lighter. She grabbed his hands harder, bringing him close. His silence appeared to scare her.

“Don’t take it away from me, Eddie. Please, Eddie, please.” Her tone was a desperate whisper, tinged with a fear that transcended her recent terror. She wasn’t afraid of the monsters anymore; she was afraid of losing this newfound, impossible truth. She was afraid of the Veil descending again, of being forced back into a world where everything was mundane and explicable.

Eddie understood completely. He squeezed her hand, a silent promise. “I won’t,” he murmured, his voice equally quiet. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

She nodded, a single, deep breath filling her lungs. The sheer weight of the night, the unbelievable revelations, settled on her shoulders. “Right,” she said, her voice regaining a touch of its professional crispness, though still strained. “I… I have to work tomorrow. Early shift.” She gave a weak, almost embarrassed chuckle. “Got to pay the bills, even when the world’s ending, right?”

“Right,” Eddie agreed, a small smile touching his lips. The ordinary reality of her life, so starkly contrasted with his own, felt oddly comforting, a tether to the familiar.

She pulled her hand away, then, with a final, lingering look around the ancient grove, she turned and moved with a new purpose. She was still Sarah Reed, the pragmatic, logical doctor. But she was also something more now. She was a witness. A believer.

Eddie watched her walk out of the grove, her silhouette disappearing into the pre-dawn gloom. A few moments later, he heard the distant click of a car door, then the familiar, slightly asthmatic putter of a small engine. Her little, pale blue Mini Cooper snaked its way down the winding, narrow road leading from Mooinjer Veggey, its tiny headlights cutting through the darkness, until it finally disappeared around a bend.

He stood for a long moment in the tranquil grove, the soft, emerald glow from Lyra’s tree illuminating the gentle sway of the moss in her hair. The silence, after Sarah’s dramatic revelations and equally dramatic departure, was vast. He was exhausted, but it was a deep, bone-weary fatigue that settled into his very soul, a consequence of the emotional and mental gymnastics he’d performed. The constant influx of information, the desperate gambles, the fleeting moments of peace—it was all taking its toll.

Tiredness washed over him.

He sighed, the sound echoing softly in the quiet grove. His own bed, a long, deep sleep, and perhaps a moment of uninterrupted intimacy with the women who shared this strange life with him, sounded like absolute heaven.

He made his way back through the sleeping House, the old floorboards creaking softly under his bare feet. The moonlight, now streaming through the leaded windows, cast long, silvery shadows across the hall. The air was cool, carrying the faint, comforting scent of old wood and beeswax.

He reached the door to his bedroom, his hand hovering over the cold, brass handle until he pushed it open, stepping into the familiar space, ready for the quiet solitude of rest.

Then, he stopped.

His eyes adjusted to the gloom and he did a double-take. He blinked once, twice, but the image remained.

Sprawled across the vast expanse of his four-poster bed, bathed in the pale, ethereal glow of the moonlight that pierced the window, was Gilly. She lay on her back, her slender limbs stretched out, her head resting against the plush pillows. Her long, vibrant green hair, woven with subtle glints of silver from the moonlight, fanned out around her. Her exquisite fae features were softened by sleep, her lips parted slightly, her expression utterly serene.

And her wings.

Her four vast, translucent, monarch-butterfly wings were spread wide, shimmering with an iridescent sheen in the dim light, nearly filling the entire bed. They pulsed faintly, breathing with her, casting intricate, shifting shadows across the ceiling.

She was utterly, completely naked, her body a breathtaking vision of fae grace and natural beauty. Her skin, soft and unblemished, glowed with a faint internal luminescence that was a hallmark of her true form, a subtle shimmer that seemed to chase away the shadows around her. Her delicate, pointed ears were just visible beneath the cascade of her hair.

As he watched, her eyes fluttered open. Her pupils, usually sharp and mischievous, dilated in the low light, reflecting the moonlight like twin pools of liquid silver. A slow, languid smile spread across her face, a hint of ancient desire in its depths.

“About time,” she murmured, her voice a low, husky purr, thick with sleep and desire. The sound was like warm honey, laced with the wildness of the untamed forest. “I’ve been waiting for you, big guy.”

The weariness that had been washing over Eddie evaporated instantly, replaced by a sudden, exhilarating jolt of pure adrenaline. His heart hammered in his chest, a frantic drumbeat against his ribs. The intellectual challenge of cosmic conspiracies and mad fae artists, the emotional turmoil of human anchors—it all faded into the background.

This was a different kind of challenge. A different kind of connection. And a promise of a different kind of sanity.

He closed the door behind him, the soft click echoing in the suddenly charged silence of the room. It seemed the night was only just beginning.


Chapter
Seventeen



Moonlight bathed the room, casting long, shifting shadows that danced with the soft sway of Gilly’s wings as she sat up. It caught the gloss of her smile, the curve of her breasts. It settled upon her flat stomach, dappling it with a magical powder. She reached for him, but he hesitated, and so she lay back, inviting him to her, opening her legs and letting the soft hair between her thighs become silvered.

Eddie could barely breathe, such was the desire swamping him. Gilly—wild and unpredictable Gilly—lay before him, exposed and vulnerable, inviting him to sleep with her. But was it a test? Was it even real? Did he, like Sarah, need concrete proof that it was happening?

“Cerys?” he said.

She rolled her eyes, and for a moment, the familiar Gilly surfaced through the meniscus of budding love. “Please,” she said, with a cheeky smile. “She told me to get up here and grab the bull by whatever I could. Is that what’s stopping you? Cerys? I told you from the outset she’d share. We’ll share. Us fae aren’t like you humans. Monogamy is as mundane as life without mana!”

“So?” Eddie asked, needing more time to adjust. Sure, he’d played the game and flirted with her, but this? Part of him yearned for it, throbbed for it, but he didn’t want to damage what he already had.

“You think you’ll stop at two? Meh! Think of Cerys as a gateway drug. She opened us all up to you.” Gilly fell silent, letting Eddie’s thoughts swamp him. “But I’m warning you. This is no casual tryst. We’re in it for the long term. Fuck about, and you’ll find out. Now, get over here and let two become three.”

His thoughts had one direction, and they led straight to the bed. He needed to commit, to cross a line—an event horizon, where, again, like Sarah, he couldn’t go back. He needed his own ‘dryad moment.’

The air became thick with unspoken desire. It hummed with a different kind of magic now, one born not of ancient spells or cosmic dread, but of raw, untamed emotion. Eddie stood by the door, watching her, hovering on a precipice, his heart hammering against his ribs, every nerve ending alive. The weariness that had gripped him moments before had vanished, replaced by an electric surge that sang through his veins.

Gilly—still sprawled on the bed—shifted, her bare form a breathtaking vision in the pale light. Her wings, iridescent and vast, rippled with her every breath, catching the moonlight and refracting it into a thousand tiny rainbows across the ceiling. Her eyes, luminous pools of silver, met his, and the lazy, seductive smile that curved her lips was an invitation he couldn’t, wouldn’t, refuse.

“Give in. Come,” she purred, her voice a low, husky whisper that promised untold delights. “You’ve been through a lot. Let me make you forget the horrors for a while.”

His hesitation ended and he shed his clothes, the fabric pooling at his feet, leaving him as vulnerable and open as she was. The small act of becoming naked freed him of everything. It crossed the line he’d hesitated at. It let him enter the world of polygamy, the source of their shared harem, and it slammed its door firmly shut behind him.

As he approached the bed, her hand reached out. Her fingers were cool and delicate against his skin, tracing a path that left a trail of goosebumps in its wake. Her touch was light, yet sent shivers through his entire body.

He lay beside her, the soft mattress yielding beneath them. The scent of her enveloped him, wildflowers and dangerous ozone, a heady perfume that intoxicated his senses. Her warmth, surprisingly human despite her fae form, pressed against him, chasing away the last vestiges of the night’s chill as her wings, vast and soft, brushed against his skin, a sensation both alien and exhilarating, like being caressed by moonlight itself.

“You’ve been so busy, Steward,” she murmured, her breath warm against his ear, her voice a low, rhythmic whisper. “Saving the world, haggling with vampires, being all grim and thoughtful.” Her fingers tangled in his hair, gently pulling his head closer. “But now… now it’s just us. Just you. Just me.”

He kissed her then, a slow, deep kiss that tasted of wild honey and unspoken promises. Her lips were soft, responsive, parting easily under his. He felt her sigh against his mouth, a sound of loving contentment as she softened further against him. The kiss deepened, becoming more insistent, a dance of growing desire that echoed the ancient rhythms of the world.

She explored him, touching, teasing, igniting sparks wherever she touched, eventually finding his manhood and caressing him, possessive and hungry. The subtle thrum of her magic was a gentle current flowing between them; it intertwined their auras, weaving their souls together in a way that transcended mere physical touch. It was a merging of spirit, a communion of senses. She moved against him, their lips pressing harder, tongues intertwining, and his passion rose. He hardened with her magical grasp as she slowly moved up and down.

The delicious pressure of her against him and the intimate press of skin on skin was a prelude to them coming together—and it stole his breath. He moved away, giving him new space to explore her. The softness of her breasts, the heave and stretch of her ribs, the heat between her legs, and its moist silk as his finger slipped inside. She met his intrusion with a gasp. He matched that as she increased her speed on his manhood.

“Oh, Gilly,” he breathed.

“Mr. Strike,” she said, and somehow, her formality made him even harder.

There was no hesitation, no awkwardness; only a deep sense of rightness when he mounted her, widening her legs and pressing against her entrance. He hesitated one more time, not for her, not for Cerys, but for the societal norms that tried to bind him, to hold him back.

But this was not just about physical release; it was about acknowledging a truth that had been building between them for days. Gilly, the chaotic, flirtatious wildcard, was also a woman of fierce loyalty, deep emotion, and an exhilarating capacity for love. This wasn’t an affair, nor an illicit encounter. It was completion, one that both ended and began as he slid into her, their bodies combining, their lips pressing together over and over.

Her laughter surprised him. It was usually a bright, bell-like peal, which now softened quickly into husky giggles and breathless sighs as they moved together.

“What?” he asked.

“I win,” Gilly said. “Cerys thought you might chicken out. But I said no. I said, ‘he’s the new Eddie Strike, not the old.’”

Her words demanded his consideration, but the pleasure radiating from his groin asked for his more immediate attention. Her body, supple and responsive, molded against his, a perfect fit. The rush of exhilaration, the satisfying culmination of a desire long held in check, swamped him. It was a release, a communion, a celebration.

A sense of unbreakable acceptance flowed over him as he reveled in the gentle caress of her hands, the warmth of her body, and the soft flutter of her wings around him. She didn’t just see the Steward, the hero, the man tasked with impossible quests. She saw Eddie, the awkward, once-mundane human… and loved him without reservation. She’d witnessed his transformation, and, like Cerys, understood it at its most basic level.

And in turn, he loved her. Her wild spirit, her unwavering loyalty, her joyous embrace of life. She was the fire to Cerys’s earth, the exhilarating chaos to his [Strategic Mind].

As their intensity peaked, a soft, ethereal glow filled the room, emanating not just from Gilly, but from the space around them. It was a beautiful, swirling manifestation of their shared magic and passion; a moment suspended in time, a perfect, unblemished fusion of bodies and souls. His pace quickened, and she matched him thrust for thrust. She tensed. He resisted, wanting time, relentless time, to stand still just this once. But it continued its steadfast march, and her body began to shiver against his. As she whispered the truly magical words, “I’m cumming,” he unleashed his own orgasm, flowing inside her with a primal grunt that shattered their magical moment with its finality.

Afterwards, they lay tangled together, breathless, bathed in the soft moonlight and the lingering magical glow. Gilly rested her head on his chest, her green hair fanned out against his skin, her wings gently folded around them in a protective cocoon. Her soft, contented breathing was the only sound—a peaceful remnant of their earlier passion.

“See?” she murmured, her voice thick with satisfaction, a whisper against his skin. “I told you I’d make you forget the horrors. Even if just for a little while.”

He tightened his arm around her, pulling her closer. “You did,” he whispered back, his voice hoarse with emotion. He was utterly content, a peace settling over him that was deeper, more intense than anything he’d known since stepping onto the Isle of Man. It was the peace of belonging, of being truly seen and loved. He only felt it with one other, and that was Cerys.

Gilly stirred, stretching languidly. “And you know,” she purred, her fingers tracing idle patterns on his chest, “this isn’t just… this. This is part of it. Part of our team. We fight together, we love together. It makes us stronger. Makes us a better team.”

He chuckled, a soft, warm sound. “So, this is how you ‘cement’ your role as dungeon-diving partner, is it?”

Gilly raised her head, her eyes sparkling with renewed mischief. “Precisely, big guy. Consider us officially bonded. You, me, and Cerys. A perfect triad. A force to be reckoned with. And speaking of reckoning… we have a lot of mad artists and cosmic horrors to deal with tomorrow.” She leaned up, kissing him softly, a playful nip on his chin. “But tonight… Tonight is ours. And you’re all mine.”

“And how does Fex fit in?” Eddie asked without a shadow of shame.

Gilly lifted her head slightly. “Exactly how she wishes to. If she shares our bed, then she’s one of us. If she doesn’t, then she never truly will be.”

Eddie pulled her closer, burying his face in her sweet-smelling hair.

“Have I told you how much I love you?”

She poked her tongue out. “Careful, human. You might show me how truly shallow you are.”

“Perhaps I am,” he said. He relaxed, enjoying the feel of her body against his, the soft flutter of her wings, and the deep sense of connection. It was equally overwhelming, exhilarating, and completing.

Gilly, his vibrant, chaotic, loving fairy had just cemented her place, not just as a lover, but as an indispensable part of his very soul. They were a team, now, in every sense of the word.

And she’d left their door open for more.


Chapter
Eighteen



The morning sun, though still low in the eastern sky, streamed through the large, restored windows of Mooinjer Veggey’s master bedroom. It cast a warm, golden glow across the rumpled sheets, illuminating dust motes dancing in the air like tiny, shimmering pixies. The air was thick with the lingering scent of fae magic and something sweet, like wildflowers after a warm rain. Eddie lay contentedly, Cerys nestled against his side, her fiery red hair a vibrant splash against the white pillow.

He was still replaying the previous night, the memory of Gilly’s uninhibited passion and unexpected depth. She had been everything he never knew he needed, a wild, exhilarating extreme to his own methodical nature. She had laughed, she had teased, and in the intimacy of the dark, she had shown him tenderness that had stolen his breath. It wasn’t just physical; it was a soul-deep connection that solidified her place in his life, not merely as a partner in adventure, but as an essential part of his growing emotional landscape. Their bodies had moved in a rhythm that felt ancient and right, a celebration of new love and desire finally given full rein. The physical release was profound, but the emotional satisfaction even more so. It was romance, raw and real, wrapped in magic.

Cerys had joined them afterward and lay with them. The three of them felt so connected that it hadn’t even been strange. Eddie had never slept so deeply. He’d never slept with such a feeling of utter safety.

Cerys stirred, her head lifting from his chest; eyes soft with sleep met his, and a gentle smile curved her lips. “Good morning, my love,” she murmured, her lyrical Manx lilt still husky from sleep. She kissed him softly, her lingering touch promising more.

“Morning,” Eddie whispered back, his voice equally soft. He felt utterly content, a quiet warmth spreading through him. For a few precious hours, the weight of the world’s doom, the cosmic conspiracies, and the maddening riddles had faded into the background, eclipsed by the simple joy of intimacy.

A faint, cheerful hum echoed from down the hall—Gilly, no doubt already up and bustling.

“Gilly’s going to the Under Club this morning,” Cerys said, anticipating his thought. “To hand in her resignation. She believes the current management is far too ‘stuffy and predictable’ for her tastes, and that her talents are better utilized elsewhere, like here. Look, she’s not freeloading.”

Eddie snorted. “We have more than enough money in the bank, thanks to Corvinus.” He chuckled, imagining Gilly’s dramatic departure from the fae speakeasy. “So, I’m good. It sounds about right. Just us for breakfast, then?”

Cerys nodded, her hand tracing a pattern on his bare chest. “And Fex. Abernathy has promised us a truly grand spread.”

Just the thought of Fex brought a new layer of warmth to Eddie. The fragile elf, broken and terrified, was beginning to bloom in the safety of Mooinjer Veggey. He felt a fierce, protective instinct towards her, a responsibility to help her heal, both physically and spiritually.

The dining room, bright with sunlight, was already a hive of quiet activity. Abernathy, as promised, had laid out a breakfast feast that would rival any five-star hotel: sizzling rashers of bacon, plump sausages, golden-brown hash browns, scrambled eggs, roasted tomatoes, black pudding, and stacks of perfectly buttered toast. It was accompanied by fresh fruit, pots of fragrant tea, and pitchers of freshly squeezed orange juice. Amy and Delilah Cooper flitted efficiently around the table, the apparitions nearly indistinguishable from the steam rising from the hot plates.

Fex was already seated, a small, tentative smile on her face as she loaded her plate. Eddie noticed it immediately: she was looking better. The gauntness was still there, but less pronounced. There was a healthy blush on her pale cheeks, and her luminous blue eyes, though still carrying a shadow of past trauma, were clearer, more settled in the golden light. A hint of an aura, a faint, almost imperceptible shimmer, clung to her, hinting at her regaining magical vitality. Her HP, he realized, was on the slow, arduous path to recovery, just as Cerys had predicted.

Abernathy, supervising the breakfast with his usual impeccable calm, poured Eddie a cup of tea. “Good morning, Master Edward. I trust you slept well?” He paused, then added, “Miss Fex, you too are looking much improved. Mrs. Gable insists that a hearty meal is essential for the restoration of vitality.”

Fex nodded, taking a large bite of sausage. She was still eating with a focused intensity, but there was less desperation now, more enjoyment.

As Eddie began to pile his own plate, Fex turned her head, fixing Cerys with a direct, curious gaze. “Cerys,” she asked, her voice quiet but clear, echoing the previous night’s conversation. “Eddie… he lies with both of you? You and Gilly?”

Eddie, caught completely off guard mid-bite, nearly choked on a piece of bacon. He flushed, a hot wave of embarrassment washing over him. It was one thing to be in a threeway; it was another for a traumatized elf, newly rescued, to inquire about his love life over breakfast.

Cerys, however, didn’t even flinch. Her serene expression remained utterly unruffled. She met Fex’s gaze with calm, unwavering honesty. “Yes, Fex,” she replied, her voice soft but firm. “He does. Gilly and I both share Eddie’s love. It is…our way.”

Fex looked from Cerys to Eddie, then back to Cerys. Her expression was thoughtful, devoid of judgment, only a quiet acceptance. She simply nodded. “I see,” she murmured, then returned to her breakfast, satisfied with the answer.

Eddie let out a silent sigh of relief, though his cheeks still burned. The simplicity of Fex’s inquiry, and Cerys’s straightforward honesty, had bypassed all his human hang-ups. He was glad he hadn’t had to explain it himself.

As he recovered his composure, the persistent, subtle irritation returned. The faint but constant mental grumble from the House, a low, demanding vibration. He’d ignored it yesterday, but it was back.

“The gull. The roof. The constant… squawking. It disrupts my very thoughts, Steward.”

Eddie sighed, pushing a piece of black pudding around his plate. “Well,” he muttered, mostly to himself, “I guess I can’t put it off any longer. Looks like I have to go into the House’s roof today and deal with the seagull problem.”

Fex, finishing her toast, looked up, a spark of excitement in her luminous eyes. “Seagulls?” she asked. “On the roof? Are they… large? Dangerous?”

“When House wants me to clear anything, he usually downplays its size,” Eddie said dryly. “But they are loud, I’ll give him that. And messy. And the House seems to think they’re an existential threat.”

To his surprise, Fex pushed back her chair, a newfound eagerness in her posture. “I can help,” she offered, her voice firm. “I am… a shadowsinger. I am quiet. I am swift. And I am quite good at… dealing with pests.” She paused, then, with a predatory glint enhancing her expression, she added, “May I… may I borrow a knife? A good one?”

Eddie blinked, startled by her unexpected enthusiasm, and the sudden, chilling shift from terrified victim to ruthless assassin. Abernathy, who was refilling a teapot, paused mid-pour, fixed his ghostly gaze on Fex with a mixture of surprise and professional curiosity. “Miss Fex does indeed require fattening up, Master Edward,” he murmured, his voice as calm as ever, but with an underlying note of approval. “But it seems she also requires… activity.” Cerys brought out the dagger they’d retrieved in the Crypt of Unbound Horrors, the one embedded in the orc’s head. She slid it across the polished table. Its blade gleamed innocently in the morning light. “Only if I watch,” she said, her voice soft, but with a hint of challenge, a flash of ancient hunter in her violet eyes. She was both testing Fex and enjoying the unexpected turn of events.

Eddie, watching the exchange, felt the familiar urge to make a ‘that’s what she said’ joke, but stifled it. His mood, after the erotic intimacy with Gilly and the strange, quiet acceptance of Fex, was way too good. He didn’t want to spoil it with a crude joke, even if the thought was perfectly natural for his human mind. Besides, the shift in Fex was genuinely compelling.

As if sensing a brief opening, Abernathy inclined his head to Eddie. “Master Edward,” he whispered, his voice hushed, “might I have a word with you in the study once you have… resolved the avian situation?”

“Of course, Abernathy,” Eddie agreed, a slight frown creasing his brow. Abernathy rarely requested private meetings. Whatever it was, it was important.

They finished up their breakfast, a silent, unspoken excitement bubbling beneath the surface. Fex, now holding her new dagger, looked more alive than Eddie had ever seen her. There was a faint hum of anticipation around her, a hunter’s focus that was both unnerving and fascinating.

The ascent to the attic was a dusty, creaking affair. The stairs groaned under their combined weight, the air growing colder and mustier with each step. They finally reached a narrow, cramped ladder that led directly into a small, dark opening in the ceiling—the access to the crawl space in the roof, a place where cobwebs reigned supreme and forgotten things huddled in the dark.

Eddie clambered up first, pushing aside a heavy wooden hatch. The air was thick with the scent of old wood, dust, and a distinctly unpleasant, musky odor: the unmistakable smell of large, avian tenants. The sound, when it hit them, was deafening. A furious, guttural squawking, accompanied by the frantic flapping of powerful wings and the sharp peck-peck-peck of a beak against wood.

“Okay,” Eddie said, peering into the gloom, the soft glaze of a single light bulb softening the darkness. “Looks like it’s a single one. A big one.”

From the shadows of the attic, a truly monstrous seagull emerged. It was easily the size of a dog, its eyes gleaming with malevolent intelligence, its beak a formidable, yellow weapon. Its feathers were ruffled, its posture aggressive, clearly intent on defending its territory. It let out another ear-splitting shriek, then lunged towards the opening, aiming its powerful beak directly at Eddie’s face.

“Stand back!” Eddie yelled, instinctively raising his arm, ready to block.

But Fex was already gone.

One moment, she was standing directly behind him, her frail body almost invisible in the dim light. The next, she simply… wasn’t there. She vanished, not with a shimmer or a fade, but as if the shadows themselves had swallowed her whole.

The giant seagull, mid-lunge, shrieked again, its focus entirely on Eddie as it prepared to strike.

Then, a blur. A whisper of motion from above, a flicker of something too fast to follow. A faint, almost imperceptible shush of air.

A flurry of feathers erupted from the seagull’s back. A choked squawk, wet and gurgling, replaced its furious shriek. Its lunge faltered. The monstrous bird stumbled, its powerful wings beating erratically, then it collapsed onto the dusty attic floor, a dark, rapidly spreading stain blossoming beneath its corpse. It twitched once, twice, then was still.

Ruthless, efficient, and without mercy. The words echoed in Eddie’s mind.

Fex reappeared, materializing out of the shadows as silently as she had vanished. She stood over the dead seagull, Cerys’s silver dagger clutched in her hand, its blade now slick with avian blood. Her face, in the dim light, was utterly impassive, almost serene. There was no triumph, no malice, just the quiet satisfaction of a job expertly done.

She turned to Cerys, her hand extending the bloodied dagger. “Here,” she said, her voice quiet. “Thank you for the loan.”

Cerys took the dagger, her eyes wide with surprise and the beginnings of respect. She stared at the blade, then at Fex, then at the brutally dispatched seagull. “Remarkable,” she murmured, a word Eddie had heard quite a bit lately, always in moments of the impossible.

Eddie, his mouth agape, stared from Fex to the dead seagull. The sheer speed, the absolute silence, the chilling efficiency – it was terrifying. The seagull hadn’t even known what hit it. He had known Fex was an assassin, but seeing her operate, seeing the pure, unhesitating lethality of her skills, was a different matter entirely. He felt a shiver run down his spine, a visceral understanding of why she had survived the Crypt.

“Right,” Eddie said, his voice a little hoarse, pulling himself back from his stunned silence. “Right. Well. That was… efficient. I’ll go see Abernathy, then.” He began to turn, intending to descend the ladder.

But Fex moved. She stepped in front of him swiftly and silently, blocking his path. She placed her hands on his shoulders, turning him gently but firmly to face her. Her blue eyes, no longer haunted, but clear and direct, met his.

“Just because I’m in your team, Eddie,” she said, her voice soft, but with an unmistakable steel beneath it. “Doesn’t mean I’m in your bed.”

Eddie stared at her, still a bit stunned, and at least a little bit scared of her unexpected ferocity. “Right,” he managed, his voice a little high. “Right, oh. Noted.”

Fex held his gaze for another moment; then, a faint, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips, and she released his shoulders. He began to descend the ladder, his mind reeling.

As he reached the bottom, he heard her voice, a quiet addition from the dusty attic above.

“Doesn’t mean I’m not either.”

He paused, one foot on the ground, the other still on the ladder. The silence stretched. Eddie just shook his head, a bewildered smile forming on his face. His life, he realized, was going to be even more complicated, and infinitely more interesting, than he had ever imagined.

He checked his notifications—or lack of them.

Fex did have one thing to answer for: Eddie hadn’t gained any XP from the seagull encounter, and House’s quest had vanished too.

“Fex! We need to talk!” he shouted after her.


Chapter
Nineteen



The silence of the House weighed on him and muddled his thoughts after the frantic energy of the seagull dispatch and Fex’s startling parting shot. Women had always confused him—and now he was surrounded by them.

He descended the creaking attic ladder, lost in visions of Fex’s unexpected brutality and her sublime efficiency. They conflicted with the casual intimacy of her final remark. He shook his head, a wry smile touching his lips. His life, truly, was a perpetual state of culture shock.

He made his way through the dimly lit upper corridors, the scent of dust and old wood giving way to the faint, comforting domestic aromas of beeswax and polished furniture. Abernathy waited for him in the study, a silent, impeccably dressed ghost, his translucent form shimmering gently in the soft lamplight.

“Master Edward,” Abernathy greeted, his crisp, quiet whisper devoid of any surprise, as if he had always known Eddie would appear at this precise moment. He gestured towards one of the comfortable leather armchairs by the fireplace, where a low fire crackled warmly. “Do take a seat. I believe a moment of quiet contemplation, perhaps with a calming beverage, is in order. After such… strenuous avian pest control.”

Eddie sank into the armchair, feeling the day’s accumulated exhaustion finally begin to settle over him. He accepted a glass of amber liquid—a fine, warming brandy—from Abernathy. The heat from the fireplace was a comforting embrace against the subtle chill that still clung to him from the attic.

“Abernathy,” Eddie began, taking a slow sip of the brandy, its smooth warmth spreading through him. “You wanted a word. About… things?” He fell silent, waiting for Abernathy to begin. The butler was meticulous and rarely wasted words.

He inclined his head, his gaze settling on the flickering flames in the hearth. “Indeed, Master Edward. Matters of some… import. Matters that perhaps extend beyond my usual purview of household management.” He paused, his translucent form almost imperceptible against the shadows of the room.

“As you know, sir,” Abernathy continued, his voice a low, steady whisper, “I am, by my very nature, bound to this House. But being spectral, existing on the ethereal plane, offers certain… advantages. The veil between worlds is thinnest for those of us who dwell between. And the Spectral Plain, Master Edward, is not merely a realm of echoes and memories. It is, for want of a better term, the center for all gossip.”

Despite the fatigue, Eddie raised an eyebrow in a flicker of amusement. “Gossip, Abernathy? You?” The idea of his impeccably formal butler engaging in spectral rumor-mongering was an amusing image.

“A crude term, perhaps, sir,” Abernathy corrected, a faint, almost imperceptible tremor in his voice that might have been indignation, or simply the shifting of his ethereal form. “But accurate in its essence. The Spectral Plain is interwoven with all other realms. It hears the echoes of thoughts, the whispers of intentions, the lingering residue of conversations from every corner of existence. Information, sir, flows through it like a vast, unseen river. And one cannot help but… observe the currents.”

He paused, collecting his thoughts. “I painstakingly assure you, Master Edward, I am not gossiping. I am merely… hearing things. Things that pertain directly to your increasingly complex existence. And while your courage is admirable, and your recent… acquisitions… are certainly impressive, there are certain patterns I have observed. Certain dangers I feel compelled to respectfully bring to your attention out of loyalty to the Strike lineage.”

Eddie leaned forward, suddenly keenly interested. Abernathy’s wisdom was usually delivered in subtle hints and gentle nudges. For him to be so direct and earnest meant something significant.

“It is true,” Abernathy stated, his voice taking on a grave tone, “that the Fairy Kingdom is failing. The echoes of their despair, their fading joy, the very fraying of their magic… It resonates deeply within the Spectral Plain. And it is true that this ‘Relic’ fellow, the fae artist, is indeed orchestrating something of immense, horrifying complexity. His presence is a discordant note, a ripple of chaos that affects many realms. And yes, Master Edward, it is also true that there is an existential threat against the human race.”

Eddie’s hand tightened on his brandy glass. The words, though spoken so calmly by a ghost, carried an immense weight.

“However, sir,” Abernathy continued, his gaze now firm, meeting Eddie’s, “it is also profoundly true that one man—even with a couple of exceptionally powerful and charming fairies in tow—cannot solve existence’s every problem. You, Master Edward, are being pulled in too many directions. The threads of fate are intertwining around you in a dizzying array of conflicts, and there is a danger of you becoming lost in their labyrinth.”

He paused, letting his words sink in. “This, if I may be so bold, was your grandfather’s biggest fault. A remarkable man, sir. Truly. Brave, brilliant, compassionate. But he had a tendency to be pulled pillar to post, attempting to address every injustice, every threat, that crossed his path. He scattered his formidable energies, and in doing so, became vulnerable to the very machinations he sought to unravel.”

Eddie absorbed this, a faint frown on his face. His grandfather’s fate—a violent and mysterious death—was a stark reminder of the perils of their shared lineage.

“I respectfully suggest, Master Edward,” Abernathy continued, his tone a carefully measured blend of deference and quiet authority, “that you focus on one problem at a time. Prioritize. Identify the nexus, the point of greatest leverage. And currently, the most pressing problem, the one that has the most far-reaching and immediate implications for the delicate balance of all realms, is the fate of the Fairy Kingdom.”

Eddie nodded slowly. This echoed Cerys’s earlier concerns, and Faedrilan’s desperate plea.

“If the fae kingdom falls, Master Edward, everything falls,” Abernathy explained, his voice becoming almost a lecture, precise and informative. “The magic that underpins its existence is not merely contained within its borders. It resonates through the very fabric of the Veil itself. And that magic… It is inextricably linked to the forces that contain the Crypt of Bound Horrors. The two are in a delicate cosmic dance, interconnected. One might just stabilize the other. The unraveling of the fae realm could, by extension, weaken the very seals that hold those cosmic entities imprisoned. It would be… incredibly destabilizing for all of reality. Including Earth.”

The words sent a cold shiver down Eddie’s spine. The idea that his unwitting release of the Crypt’s horrors was tied to the fate of the fae was a horrifying, yet logical, conclusion. It connected two of his major problems into one terrifying, urgent priority.

“Therefore, sir,” Abernathy concluded, his spectral form seeming to glow with conviction, “I advise you to focus all your considerable talents, and the admirable loyalty of your companions, on the Goblin King, Gorok. You must retrieve the Cauldron of Abundance. And then, only then, with the fae realm stable once more, should you turn your attention to the machinations of Relic and the greater conspiracy of the Architects of Despair. Stabilize one, then tackle the other. A focused effort, sir, is often the most potent.”

Eddie sat in silence for a moment, letting Abernathy’s words wash over him. The logical clarity of the butler’s advice, coming after so much chaos, settled his overtaxed mind. It made sense. Too much sense. He had been trying to juggle too many threats, too many desperate pleas. Abernathy was right; his grandfather had suffered for it. He would not make the same mistake.

“Abernathy,” Eddie said, his voice sincere, “that’s… that’s incredibly wise advice. Thank you. Truly.” He looked at his spectral butler, a profound gratitude in his eyes. “But… where would I even start? The fae lands are vast. The Goblin King could be anywhere.”

Abernathy’s translucent lips curved into a faint, knowing smile. “The beginning, Master Edward. Always, the beginning. Where the artifact was stolen from. You must return to the fae lands. Specifically, to Queen Oonagh’s Court of Wind and Rain. It is there, amongst the decay and the despair, that you will find your first threads. The answers will be waiting for those with the courage to seek them.”

He stepped back slightly, his role as advisor apparently complete. But then he thought better of it. “Haven’t you just recruited a scout to sniff your way?” He then vanished, his words drifting through Eddie’s thoughts. The silence in the study returned. It was a comfortable, contemplative quiet that was broken only by the crackle of the fire and the distant murmur of the sea. Eddie took another sip of his brandy, the warmth in his stomach spreading, a renewed sense of purpose settling over him. Abernathy was right. One step at a time. And the first step was returning to the fae lands.

Eddie sat in the armchair, the warmth of the brandy spreading through him, Abernathy’s wise counsel settling deep in his mind. The path was clearer now: focus on the fae, retrieve the Cauldron, stabilize the Veil. Then, and only then, deal with Relic and the Architects of Despair.

Just as a sense of calm began to truly settle over him, a familiar, vibrant presence filled the doorway. Gilly. Her wings, now neatly folded and shimmering subtly against her back, glowed in the dim light. Her expression, usually so carefree, was unusually subdued, almost contrite.

“Big guy?” she ventured, stepping tentatively into the room. “Can I… can I have a word?”

Eddie raised an eyebrow. This was rare. Gilly usually bursts in, full of demands or mischievous plans. “Sure, Gilly. What’s up?”

She fiddled with a loose thread on her sundress, a gesture of uncharacteristic nervousness. “Look,” she began, her gaze not quite meeting his. “About… about this morning. The Under Club. And… and everything. I just… I know I should have consulted you first. It was impulsive. And I didn’t… I didn’t want you to think I was just freeloading. That I wasn’t pulling my weight.”

Eddie stared at her, genuinely surprised. Gilly, apologizing? Gilly, worrying about freeloading? This was a new side to her. It was endearing in a way, but also utterly unnecessary.

“And,” she continued, her voice gaining a little more confidence as she forced herself to meet his gaze, “I promise. From now on, any loot we get from dungeon diving, any magical artifacts, any coin… it’ll all go into the household income. For House. For all of us. I won’t just keep it for myself. I’ll… I’ll add my share.”

Eddie felt a warmth spread through him, separate from the brandy. Her intention was pure, her commitment clear. He reached out, gently taking her hand. “Gilly,” he said, “chill.”

She blinked, surprised by the casual admonition. A faint smile touched her lips. “Chill? That’s ripe coming from you! You’re the anti-chill. You sure that’s what you mean?”

“Yeah, chill,” Eddie repeated, a small smile of his own forming. “You don’t need to apologize. Ever. And you don’t need to promise anything. This is a team. We’re a family. What’s yours is ours, and what’s mine is, well, pretty much yours anyway. You and Cerys, you’ve both got my back in ways I never imagined. You’re not freeloading, Gilly. You’re… you’re essential. Both of you.” He squeezed her hand. “Seriously. Don’t worry about it. Just… be Gilly. That’s all I need.”

A soft flush rose on Gilly’s cheeks, and her luminous eyes softened, glistening slightly. She leaned into his touch, a grateful squeeze of his hand. “Oh, big guy,” she whispered, her voice a little shaky. “You’re… you’re alright, you know that?”

“I try,” Eddie chuckled. “Now, come here. I just had a very enlightening chat with Abernathy. And it changes things.”

He pulled her closer, guiding her to sit on the chair’s armrest, then recounted Abernathy’s advice. He told her about the Spectral Plain as a gossip hub, the interconnectedness of the fae realm and the Crypt’s seals, and the necessity of focusing on one problem at a time. Then he continued with the Goblin King, Gorok, and the stolen Cauldron.

As he spoke, Gilly’s initially thoughtful expression transformed into one of fierce resolve. Her wings flared slightly, catching the firelight. When he finished, her eyes were burning with a familiar, passionate fire.

“The Cauldron,” she breathed, her voice low and fervent. “Of course. Abernathy’s right. If Oonagh falls completely, if our realm collapses, the Veil itself will be torn beyond repair. And if that Crypt seal is connected… then this isn’t just about saving the fae. It’s about saving everything.” Her patriotic fervor for her homeland, for her Queen, was clear—even if unexpected, given her rebellious nature. “We have to get it back. Now.”

But then, a flicker of concern crossed her face. She glanced towards the dining room where Fex was likely eating again. “But Fex… she’s still so weak, Eddie. Her HP is barely ticking up. She needs rest. Proper healing. We can’t just drag her into a full-blown fae lands quest immediately. Especially not one that involves a Goblin King.”

Eddie nodded, recognizing her very valid concern. It was a problem. Fex was already crucial, but fragile. He’d just promised to help her get stronger, to give her something to live for. Throwing her into an immediate, high-stakes battle wasn’t the way.

Gilly, however, always had a solution for a problem, especially when it involved action. “Unless,” she mused, a mischievous glint returning to her eyes, “we find a way to make her stronger again, faster. A way to get her battle-ready, to raise her HP and give her a reason to fight, but in a controlled environment. A sort of… dungeon-diving bootcamp.”

Eddie frowned, trying to follow her train of thought. “A bootcamp? Where would we even do that?” House’s cellar dungeon was cleared for now, and that was the easiest of all of them.

Gilly’s grin widened. “Oh, I know just the place, big guy. A place where the enemies are tough, but predictable. Where the loot is good, and the experience points flow freely. And where Fex can truly hone her shadowsinger skills without being overwhelmed by cosmic horrors or political conspiracies.”

“Where?” Eddie asked, already intrigued. Gilly’s ‘just the place’ often meant something wildly unconventional.

“Kitterland,” she announced, her voice resonating with a strange mix of history and excitement. “Just off the Calf of Man. It’s an old, haunted island. Been isolated for centuries. A perfect training ground.”

Eddie’s eyebrows shot up. Kitterland. He’d heard of it. Cerys had pointed it out from the stone circle. It was a small, uninhabited island, rocky and windswept, known for its bird colonies and treacherous currents. And local legends.

“Kitterland?” Eddie repeated, a growing sense of dread mixing with his curiosity. “Are you talking about… the Viking legends?”

Gilly’s grin widened. She leaned closer, her eyes sparkling with anticipation. “Have you ever fought an undead Viking, big guy?”

Eddie grinned and the calm in his mind was broken only by Slicer’s cynical telepathic sigh. “Oh, joy. More heavily armored, pungent opponents. Just what we needed, Steward. At least they won’t be trying to blind us for ritual purposes, I suppose.”

Eddie managed a weak smile, a mixture of exhilaration and bone-deep resignation. He had just vowed to focus, to prioritize, and yet Gilly was already leading him down a new, Viking-infested rabbit hole. But if it helped Fex… If it made the team stronger for the inevitable confrontation with Gorok and the Architects of Despair… then so be it. This was his life now. Full of impossible choices, unexpected allies, and now, undead Vikings.


Chapter
Twenty



The morning air in Port Erin was brisk, carrying the invigorating scent of the sea and a faint promise of adventure. Eddie stepped out of his back door, the familiar hum of House’s comforting presence fading as he left. In front of him, Cerys was filled with anticipation, barely walking, almost running, eager to get started. Gilly, ever a bundle of barely contained energy, practically vibrated with eagerness. Her glowing wings fluttered subtly with her excitement. And then there was Fex.

The frail elf was wrapped in a practical, dark leather tunic Eddie had found in House’s surprisingly well-stocked armory. She appeared less terrified and more focused than before. Her gaze was still prone to darting nervously about, but it held a glint of grim determination too. She’d pulled her silver-blonde hair back from her face and the style emphasized the delicate curve of her pointed ears, and the sharpness of her cheekbones. The aura around her, while still faint, was unmistakably stronger. It was a subtle shimmer that spoke of her recovering power.

“Alright, everyone,” Eddie said, checking the straps of Aegis of the Wolf King on his arm. Slicer hummed faintly at his hip, its familiar weight a reassurance. “Kitterland. Undead Vikings. Fex, remember what we talked about. Stealth first. Intel. Only engage if absolutely necessary, or if you have a clear shot at a critical target.”

Fex nodded, clutching the silver dagger Cerys had lent her, its twin to Cerys’s own. “Understood, Steward. Observe. Infiltrate. Eliminate. As a shadowsinger should.” Her voice was still quiet, but much firmer than before.

“And Gilly,” Cerys added, her voice soft but with a warning edge, “no unnecessary theatrics. We’re here to train Fex, not to put on a show.”

“Me? Theatrics?” Gilly chirped innocently, her eyes wide. “Never!” She spun, a graceful pirouette that ended with her facing the open sea. “Let me do the portal, sis, my treat!” With a mischievous grin, she raised her hands, palms outward, and began to chant.

The air around her shimmered, rippling like heat haze over a summer road. The light, already bright, intensified. It coalesced into a swirling vortex of emerald and gold that formed a shaft headed directly over the churning waters of the Sound. It pulsed once, twice, then solidified into a perfectly circular portal, reflecting the gray sky and the distant cliffs of the Calf of Man. Through its shimmering surface, a distorted view of Kitterland was visible—a rugged, dark mass crowned by ancient, weather-beaten black rock. But before the rock, a strange, unnatural glow emanated from below the waterline.

“Portal’s open!” Gilly announced triumphantly, pulling Eddie forward. “Next stop, Viking boot camp!”

They stepped through, the transition a dizzying kaleidoscope of colors and sensations. The gray morning vanished, replaced by the damp, chilling embrace of salty, rotted air.

They landed with a soft splash; ankle-deep in frigid, murky water. The portal winked out behind them, leaving them in unsettling gloom.

[Environmental Effect: [Salt Water-Tainted] - Minor movement penalty (5%)]

[Location Confirmed: Kitterland, Isle of Man (Undead Infested Shipwreck Dungeon)]

Eddie’s eyes adjusted quickly. They were in a vast, half-submerged cavern. Across from them, the ragged, barnacle-encrusted hull of an ancient longship formed a jagged shadow, its broken mast thrusting upwards into the gloom like a shattered tree trunk. Water dripped steadily from every crevice, creating a metronomic and melancholy echo. The air was thick with the stench of decay, wet wood, and something distinctly… grave-like.

Before them, stretching into the murky darkness, lay a labyrinth of broken timbers, rusted iron, and floating debris. The water, a sickly green-brown, concealed unseen hazards. And then, he saw them.

Tall, hulking, with the unmistakable silhouette of ancient warriors.

“Undead Vikings,” Cerys whispered, her voice tight. “This, Eddie, is Kitterland’s not so well-kept secret.”

A guttural groan, thick with centuries of death, echoed through the cavern. One of the figures, its flesh rotted and barely clinging to its yellow bones, turned its head. Its empty eye sockets fixed on them. It raised a battle-ax, its rusted blade glinting ominously.

“Looks like they’re unfriendly,” Eddie muttered, drawing Slicer. The blade hummed with a faint blue light, cutting through the gloom. “Fex, find us a way around. Gilly, Cerys, prepare to engage.”

Level 1: The Wrecked Hull

Fex, already a faint shadow at the edge of Eddie’s vision, vanished completely, melting into the deeper gloom of the cavern. Her natural stealth, amplified by her powers, was uncanny.

The first two Vikings shuffled forward, their movements stiff but surprisingly steady. Their battle-axes, though ancient and rusted, swung with lethal force.

“Incoming!” Gilly yelled, nocking an arrow. It flew in a flash of light and struck the lead Viking in the chest, impacting with a wet thud. The creature barely staggered.

“They’re tough!” Cerys shouted, her dagger flashing as she met the second Viking. Her movements were a blur of grace and deadly precision as her silver blade tore at the decaying flesh. But the Vikings were relentless, their blows heavy and unyielding.

Eddie engaged the first Viking and Slicer bit deep into its putrid flesh. The undead warrior roared, its reeking breath washing over him. Its axeswung in a wide, powerful arc, forcing Eddie to raise Aegis just in time. The impact sent a jarring shock up his arm. These were no shambling zombies. These were warriors, even in death.

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Undead Viking)]

[You have dealt 35 damage to Undead Viking (Hull Guard)!]

[Undead Viking (Hull Guard) has dealt 20 damage to you! (Blocked by Aegis of the Wolf King!)]

He quickly recognized the challenge. They were slow, but hit hard. Their rotting flesh absorbed damage, making them difficult to put down. This was a test of endurance and precision.

Cerys danced around her opponent, a blur of long hair and flashing silver. She moved with exquisite fluidity, parrying blows and darting in to strike. Her attacks tore off strips of decaying flesh. But the Vikings were tireless, their roars echoing through the cavern.

Gilly, meanwhile, was a whirlwind of ranged attacks. Her arrows, imbued with fae magic, struck with surprising force, embedding themselves deep into the Vikings’ bodies, though not stopping them entirely. She focused on their joints, trying to cripple them, to slow their relentless advance.

Suddenly, a series of soft, almost inaudible thwicks echoed from the shadows. The Vikings, previously focused solely on Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly, recoiled. Their movements became jerky, disoriented.

Eddie caught a fleeting glimpse of Fex who was a wraith-like shadow moving with incredible speed among the decaying timbers. She was targeting the Vikings’ pressure points, their nerve clusters—places a traditional warrior wouldn’t even think of. Her dagger flashed in the gloom, striking with surgical precision.

One Viking stumbled, its arm falling uselessly to its side. Another let out a guttural shriek and collapsed into the murky water, its axeclattering with a metallic splash.

[Undead Viking (Hull Guard) is afflicted with [Crippled Limb] (Fex’s Precise Strike)!]

[Undead Viking (Hull Guard) is afflicted with [Disoriented] (Fex’s Calculated Blow)!]

“Now!” Eddie roared, sensing the shift. He brought Slicer down in a powerful, arcing blow, severing the arm of his crippled opponent. Cerys, seeing the opening, plunged her dagger into her Viking’s chest, twisting it with savage grace that finally brought the creature down.

The last standing Viking, its movements hampered, was swarmed by Gilly’s relentless arrows and Eddie’s aggressive thrusts. With a final, sickening crunch of decaying bone, it collapsed into the water, bubbles of murky gas rising from its rotting form.

[Undead Viking (Hull Guard) DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Undead Viking (Hull Guard) DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

“Alright!” Gilly cheered, her breath coming in shallow gasps. “First wave down! Fex, you were amazing!”

Fex rematerialized from the shadows, her dagger wiped clean on a piece of decaying canvas. A faint, almost shy smile touched her lips. “They were… slow. And predictable. Their death-sense was weak.”

“Their what now?” Eddie asked, wiping a smear of putrid Viking gore from his shield.

“Death-sense,” Cerys explained, her face grim. “Undead often possess an innate awareness of living things. Fex’s skill allows her to dampen her life-force signature, to become invisible to such senses.”

“Perfect for this place,” Eddie nodded, already mentally strategizing. “It’s decided. Fex, lead the way. Find us the path down. And scout ahead.”

Fex nodded, melting back into the shadows.

They navigated the treacherous, waterlogged cavern, the ambient chill and smell of rot clinging to them. The “dungeon” was clearly the remains of a vast, submerged Viking fleet, built into the very rock of the island. Broken longboats lay half-buried in the silt, their timbers groaning. Rusted anchor chains snaked across the floor, catching their feet.

Level 2: The Sunken Decks

Fex guided them through telepathic whispers. “Ahead… narrow passage… three more… clustered.”

They were in a deeper chamber, the water now reaching their waists. Rows of crude, stone-carved bunks lined the walls, indicating sleeping quarters. Three more Vikings shifted in the gloom, larger and more heavily armored.

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Undead Viking Berserker)]

“Berserkers!” Cerys warned, recognizing their more aggressive posture. “They hit harder, and their rage makes them resistant to pain!”

This fight was tougher. The water slowed them, making their movements sluggish, while the Vikings thrashed through the murky depths unimpeded. Eddie relied on Aegis constantly, the heavy shield absorbing blow after blow. His [Constitution] was constantly tested, his HP numbers ticking down.

He moved methodically, weaving between Cerys and Gilly, covering their flanks. He used [Shield Bash] to stagger an advancing Berserker, which bought Cerys time to unleash a powerful [Fire Craft] spell. A burst of raw flame erupted, engulfing the Viking, its decaying flesh charring and sizzling with a grotesque sound. But it still kept coming.

[Undead Viking Berserker is afflicted with [Burning]!]

[Undead Viking Berserker is resistant to [Burning]!]

“They’re not reacting to the fire as much as I’d like!” Cerys cried, her face strained.

Gilly’s arrows, now imbued with a faint, crackling frost-like aura, found their marks. “Try freezing them! Slow them down!”

The cold enchantment seemed to have more effect. The Berserkers’ movements became slower, more ponderous, their guttural growls turning into chattering grunts.

Meanwhile, Fex was a ghostly blur, a whisper of unseen death. She darted through the water, silent as a shark, appearing behind one Berserker and plunging her dagger into its skull, then vanishing before it could react. She reappeared behind another, striking at the joints of its legs, making it stumble.

[Undead Viking Berserker is afflicted with [Frostbound] (Gilly’s Frost Arrow)!]

[Undead Viking Berserker is afflicted with [Severed Tendon] (Fex’s Crippling Strike)!]

Eddie gritted his teeth, bringing Slicer to bear. His [Strategic Mind] was working overtime. They were strong, but Fex’s ability to bypass their defenses was critical. They were learning to fight as a unit—a tight, lethal trio with a deadly shadow.

Finally, with a combined effort, they brought the Berserkers down. Eddie felt the familiar rush of XP gaining, the subtle hum of his System. But he was tired. And his HP had taken a hit.

HP: 350/400

“This is… quite the workout,” Eddie gasped, leaning against a barnacle-covered timber.

“Told you it was a good place!” Gilly panted, her wings fluttering rapidly as she tried to dry herself off. “Good quality undead. Not like those flimsy cellar goblins.”

“Fex, you were incredible,” Cerys said, wiping a bead of sweat from her brow. “Your stealth, your precision… it saved us.”

Fex materialized beside them, her expression serene. “They were clumsy. Their movements telegraphed. But they are resilient. Like I said, their death-sense is primitive. Easy to fool.” A hint of pride, a genuine light, shone in her eyes. The act of fighting, of using her skills, was clearly invigorating her.

[Fex’s Aura has increased!]

[Fex’s Health Points have regenerated by 5%!]

Eddie grinned. It was working. Fex was gaining confidence, and even more importantly, HP.

Level 3: The Cargo Hold

They descended deeper, through a narrow, claustrophobic passage that opened into a vast, echoing chamber: the cargo hold. Here, the water was waist-deep in places, filled with sunken barrels, crates, and the skeletal remains of what must have been unfortunate crew members. The gloom was overbearing, pierced only by the faint light from Gilly’s [Light Orb] and the shimmering blue of Slicer.

The third level was, predictably, worse. More Vikings. And not just Berserkers. Shield Maidens, their ancient shields still intact, moved with surprising speed, creating mobile walls of defense. And one, a towering figure with a massive, two-handed ax, radiated a malevolent aura of leadership.

“Too many,” Eddie murmured, his [Strategic Mind] calculating angles, assessing threats. “We can’t take them all head-on in this water. Fex, target the leader. We’ll try to draw them away from it.”

But Fex had already gone. This time, there was no sound, no subtle shimmer. She simply… vanished.

The fight began, and it was a grueling, desperate brawl. The Shield Maidens were relentless, their formations tight, their axes swinging in deadly arcs. Cerys moved with her usual lethal grace, but even she struggled against their disciplined numbers. Eddie, using Aegis to its full potential, became a shield wall. He deflected blows and created openings for Gilly’s arrows.

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Undead Viking Squad)]

[You have dealt 40 damage to Undead Viking (Shield Maiden)!]

[Undead Viking (Shield Maiden) has dealt 30 damage to you! (Deflected by Aegis of the Wolf King!)]

[Undead Viking (Commander) is afflicted with [Silence] (Fex’s Mind Dagger)!]

[Undead Viking (Commander) is afflicted with [Blinded] (Fex’s Eye Gouge)!]

A faint, almost inaudible thwick-squelch echoed from the deepest shadows. The towering Viking leader, who had been directing his forces with guttural commands, suddenly stumbled, his massive axeclattering into the water. He let out a raw, wordless shriek of agony, thrashing blindly, his eyes—or where his eyes should have been—now dark, empty holes.

Fex had struck at his senses, indeed. She’d crippled his ability to lead and fight.

“The Commander is down!” Eddie roared, sensing the shift. “Break their formation! Hit them hard!”

The tide of battle turned. Without their leader’s coordination, the Shield Maidens faltered, their disciplined movements dissolving into chaotic individual attacks. Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly pressed their advantage, their combined attacks overwhelming the leaderless Vikings. It was a prolonged, brutal fight, filled with desperate dodges and powerful strikes, but they slowly whittled down the numbers.

[Undead Viking (Commander) DEFEATED! XP GAINED! (BONUS XP for tactical elimination!)]

[Undead Viking (Shield Maiden) DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 21!]

A wave of fresh energy surged through Eddie. He felt the familiar rush of power, the strengthening of his core. He barely registered it amidst the carnage, but the System had already started allocating new points, bolstering his reserves.

HP: 180/400

They stood panting among the ruins of the cargo hold, the stench of decaying Viking and salt water thick in the air. The physical exertion had been immense, but the victory was undeniable.

Fex rematerialized from the shadows, her body more vibrant, her eyes burning with a quiet intensity. She wiped her dagger clean on her tunic, a faint, almost satisfied smile playing on her lips.

[Fex’s Aura has increased significantly!]

[Fex’s Health Points have regenerated by 15%!]

[Fex has gained the [Shadow Strike] Skill!]

“She’s recovering faster now,” Cerys noted, looking at Fex with a mixture of awe and concern. “The fear is receding. The thrill of the hunt, the act of using her skills… it is feeding her essence.”

“And she’s getting stronger,” Eddie added, realizing the implications. This ‘bootcamp’ was literally bringing Fex back to life.

Eddie quickly allocated his new points to [Dexterity]. He needed to dodge faster and his legs were sluggish in the water. He needed more mobility in his upper body.

Level 4: The Chieftain’s Burial Mound

Fex, now leading with an almost-eager confidence, guided them through a narrow, partly submerged tunnel. The water grew deeper, reaching their chests, and the air became heavier, filled with a primal, metallic tang.

The tunnel opened into a vast, dark chamber, not part of the shipwreck, but clearly carved into the very heart of Kitterland. It was a burial mound, illuminated by an eerie, phosphorescent glow that emanated from ancient runes carved into the rock walls. In the center, on a raised dais of rough-hewn stone, stood a colossal, heavily armored Viking. This was no ordinary undead. This was the chieftain.

He was immense, easily ten feet tall, and his ancient, gleaming chainmail rippled with ghostly energy. His helmet was adorned with massive, curved horns; in his hands, he clutched a truly enormous, two-handed greataxe, its edge humming with malevolent power. His eyes, unlike the empty sockets of the others, burned with a cold, blue fire, radiating an aura of ancient, unwavering malice. Around him, four heavily armored Viking Honor Guards stood like statues, their spectral shields forming an unbreachable wall.

[Boss Encounter Initiated! (VS Undead Viking Chieftain Gorm the Unbroken & Elite Honor Guard)]

“Well,” Gilly whispered, her voice a little breathless, “looks like we found the main event. Have you got any of those potions, sis–the ones Elara makes? Might as well keep your mana for emergencies.”

Cerys passed around some health potions, and once they’d all topped up, they moved into range.

The Chieftain let out a guttural roar that vibrated through the stone and rattled their bones. He raised his greataxe, and the Honor Guards moved forward, their lurching perfectly synchronized.

“Fex,” Eddie ordered, his [Strategic Mind] racing, “the Honor Guards are too strong for a head-on assault. Target the Chieftain. Use everything you have. We’ll draw the Guards.”

Fex nodded, and vanished.

The battle began, and it was the toughest fight they had faced yet. The Honor Guards were a living, unyielding wall of steel and decaying flesh, their synchronized strikes forcing Eddie and Cerys onto the defensive. Eddie used Aegis to deflect blow after blow, and the shield groaned under the force. Cerys’s daggers flashed, darting in to strike, but the Guards’ armor was thick, deflecting most of her blows.

HP: 280/400

Gilly, meanwhile, was a flurry of ranged attacks, but even her frost-imbued arrows seemed to glance off the heavily armored Honor Guards. She focused on their legs, trying to trip them, to break their formation.

[Undead Viking Honor Guard is highly resistant to physical and magical damage!]

The Chieftain, Gorm the Unbroken, strode forward, his massive greataxe swinging in devastating arcs, targeting Eddie specifically. Each blow was bone-jarring, forcing Eddie to focus all his concentration on parrying and deflecting the sheer, brute force.

HP: 160/400

His HP began to tick down rapidly, his [Constitution] being pushed to its absolute limits. This was a powerful dungeon, perhaps too powerful for a fledgling human and recovering Rogue. For a moment, Eddie wondered what Gilly was playing at.

HP: 75/400

“He’s too strong!” Cerys cried out, pushing back against an Honor Guard. “We can’t break their defense!”

“Fex, now!” Eddie yelled, gritting his teeth against the ache in his arms as [Rage of the Ancients] gathered.

HP: 25/400

The familiar berserker fury flooded through him, boosting his strength and constitution. His body pulsed with raw power and the pain receded to a dull thrum. He lunged at Gorm, his attacks becoming a furious, relentless storm that forced the Chieftain back.

[[Rage of the Ancients] Activated! STR +10, CON +10, 100 HP Shield! Immunity to Fear/Pain!]

This was the opening.

From the shadows behind Gorm, there was a flicker. Then, a single, silver blade, wielded by an unseen hand, shot forward. It wasn’t aimed at the Chieftain’s armor, or his exposed flesh. It was aimed at a single, glowing rune on his greataxe; a subtle, ethereal connection that shimmered around his chest, and a magical anchor that seemed to draw power from the mound beneath him.

[Undead Viking Chieftain Gorm the Unbroken is afflicted with [Disenchanted Weapon] (Fex’s Soul Sever)!]

[Undead Viking Chieftain Gorm the Unbroken is afflicted with [Weakened Binding] (Fex’s Precise Ritual Sever)!]

Fex severed the ethereal connection with a silent snip of magic. The glowing rune on Gorm’s axeflickered, then died. The ancient magic that had held the Chieftain together, that had made him so formidable, visibly weakened. His blue eyes dimmed and his movements became sluggish.

Fex, a blur of motion, appeared on his shoulder, a shadow clinging to a behemoth. Her dagger—so small against his massive head—plunged again. Not into the skull, but into a narrow, almost invisible seam in his ancient helmet, aiming for the single, flickering blue light that glowed within.

A silent, precise, deadly strike.

The light in Gorm’s eyes extinguished completely. The enormous Chieftain shuddered, his limbs locking, then he began to crumble. His ancient armor rusted, its decaying flesh turned to dust, his massive body collapsing into a heap of bone and rusted metal.

[Undead Viking Chieftain Gorm the Unbroken DEFEATED! BOSS XP GAINED! (BONUS XP for tactical elimination!)]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 22!]

The Honor Guards, their connection to their Chieftain severed, stumbled, their blue eyes fading. They roared, but it was a raw, mindless sound of pure agony. With their leader gone, their magic dissipated, and they were merely mindless, powerful undead.

Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly, sensing the shift, converged. It was a brutal, but quick, clean-up. The Honor Guards, no longer coordinated, fell before their combined might, their rotting forms collapsing into dust.

[Undead Viking Honor Guard DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Undead Viking Honor Guard DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Undead Viking Honor Guard DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Undead Viking Honor Guard DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

Silence descended on the chieftain’s burial mound, broken only by their heavy breathing and the distant drip of water.

Fex materialized beside Cerys, calmly wiping the dagger clean once more. She held it out. “Here. Thank you.”

Cerys took her dagger back, her gaze fixed on Fex, a look of profound awe and admiration on her face. “Fex,” she breathed, “you were magnificent. You took him down. You found his weakness. Your skill is… beyond anything I have witnessed.”

Gilly, panting, dropped onto a crumbling stone. “Magnificent doesn’t even cover it! You were like a little shadow ghost of death! That was amazing!”

Eddie also looked at Fex. He felt the berserker rage beginning to recede, leaving him physically drained but mentally clear. She stood tall, her slender form radiating a newfound confidence. Her eyes, still luminous, held a vibrant spark, a triumphant light.

[Fex’s Aura has solidified! Your companion’s HP is regenerating rapidly!]

[Fex has gained a new Title: [Chieftain’s Bane]!]

[Fex has gained a new Skill: [Shadow Form]!]

Fex—no longer the terrified, emaciated elf clinging to Cerys—was back to being a formidable warrior. She had found herself and her strength, and was recovering her skills. The ‘bootcamp’ had worked wonders.

Eddie grinned, a genuine, wide smile that reached his eyes. “Right,” he said, the word rough with satisfaction. “I’ll go see Abernathy. And Fex…”

He turned to her, meaning to praise her further, to congratulate her on her extraordinary transformation.

But Fex moved, swift as a whisper. She was in front of him in an instant, her hands on his shoulders, turning him to face her fully. Her blue eyes, no longer darting, held his gaze directly. There was a raw, quiet power in them now, an unwavering certainty.

Gilly formed a portal back to the House, and Eddie turned and walked through. As the static of its ozone enveloped him, he heard Fex say, “Does that make me one of your girls, Eddie?”

He just shook his head, a bewildered, slightly terrified smile forming on his face. His life, he realized, was going to be even more complicated, and infinitely more interesting, than he had ever imagined. Especially now that his team included a recovering, already incredibly lethal, and subtly flirtatious shadowsinger.

He allocated two points to [Dexterity] and three to [Charisma] knowing he was going to need all his charm to keep Dr. Sarah Reed on side and their secret safe.
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Twenty-One



The scent of roasting meat still lingered faintly in the dining room as Eddie made his way to the study. The brief, brutal interlude in Kitterland, culminating in Fex’s chilling display of efficiency, had left him both invigorated by his team’s growing cohesion and profoundly aware of the darkness they faced. The subtle hum of House, a constant, grounding presence, told him he was home. That calmed his adrenaline-fueled heart. Abernathy was waiting, standing patiently by a massive, antique globe, his translucent form barely disturbing the dust swirling from the lamplight.

“Master Edward,” Abernathy greeted, his voice a low, crisp whisper, “I trust your recent excursion was… fruitful?” A faint, knowing smile ghosted across his spectral lips.

Eddie settled into his usual leather armchair, accepting a small, steaming mug of something that smelled faintly of ginger and cinnamon. “You could say that, Abernathy. We cleared out the Vikings, and Fex proved herself invaluable. Beyond invaluable, actually. We are forming a new team, and she will be a very important part of it.” He took a sip of the drink. “You wanted a word?”

“Indeed, sir. A matter of some urgency,” Abernathy replied, his gaze settling on Eddie. “My… sources, on the Spectral Plain, have been quite active since our last conversation. They have made contact with a healed and rejuvenated Captain Faedrilan of the Fairy Queen’s guard.”

A spark of keen interest ignited within Eddie. Faedrilan. The fae captain who had delivered the desperate plea for the Cauldron while on death’s door. He was lucky Cerys had been able to stabilize him. “And? What did he say?”

“He confirms the dire state of the fae kingdom, Master Edward,” Abernathy stated, his voice devoid of unnecessary inflection, yet conveying the gravity of the news. “The decay is accelerating. Queen Oonagh’s condition worsens daily. Her gluttony, her despair… it is consuming the very essence of the Court of Wind and Rain. Forces from the north, from the Court of Ice and Thunder, blame her for losing the cauldron. They attack. They send dire monsters. Faedrilan’s forces are dwindling, stretched thin by the internal strife and the encroaching shadows that drain the magic from the land.”

Abernathy paused, then continued, “More pertinently, he has conveyed a message for you. He and the remnants of the loyal guard will be awaiting your party in the Queen’s Throne Room. It seems they anticipate your arrival, and are desperate for your assistance.”

It was at this point that a stunning realization solidified in Eddie’s [Strategic Mind]. He had accepted Abernathy’s advice as wise, and saw him as a valuable source of historical data for the House. But now, the full scope of the butler’s capabilities, of the Spectral Plain’s function, clicked into place. Abernathy wasn’t just a knowledgeable ghost; he was an unparalleled intelligence asset. He could gather real-time intel from other dimensions, from factions hidden behind magical veils, from conversations in places no living being could easily access. He was a living, breathing—or rather, non-breathing—espionage network.

Abernathy appeared to sense Eddie’s internal epiphany. He shifted his translucent form slightly. “You are realizing, Master Edward, the… unique position that the Spectral Plain offers. It truly is a center for all gossip, as I humbly put it. A center for information, for understanding the intricate threads of power across the myriad realms. It is a conduit and a whisper network that transcends physical boundaries.”

Eddie leaned forward, his voice low with newfound appreciation. “You could aid us immensely, Abernathy. Perhaps gathering intel. Knowing what’s happening in parallel dimensions, keeping tabs on these factions… the Architects of Despair, even Corvinus’s movements. You could be our eyes and ears.”

A faint smile touched Abernathy’s lips. “It would be my distinct pleasure, Master Edward. I did, in fact, attempt to aid your grandfather in a similar capacity. He was, however, a very brusque man. Driven, certainly. But brusque. He rarely took advice, preferring to confront challenges head-on with a remarkable, if occasionally reckless, bravery.”

Abernathy’s gaze held a hint of wistful sadness. “He carried the weight of everything on his shoulders, Master Edward. A true Steward. But he was largely not inclined to share his burden as he believed it was his alone to bear. This, I fear, contributed to his… ultimate demise. He isolated himself, even from those who could have offered significant assistance.”

Eddie felt a pang of understanding, a kinship with the ghost of his grandfather. He too, often felt the crushing weight of responsibility, the urge to shoulder everything himself. But he had learned the hard way, first in the Crypt, and then with Sarah, that he couldn’t do it alone. He needed his team. He needed every advantage he could get.

He vowed to himself, making it a silent, ironclad promise, that he would use every asset available to him. Every skill, every ally, every piece of intel. He would utilize Abernathy to his full potential and would share his burden. He would embrace all who offered their aid for as long as the fate of House, the fae, and all of humanity, were tied to his. He would not be his grandfather in that regard.

“Thank you, Abernathy,” Eddie said, his voice sincere. “Your advice is invaluable. And yes, your… ‘gossip network’ will be put to good use. Consider yourself our Chief Intelligence Officer.”

Abernathy shimmered with quiet satisfaction. “It would be an honor, Master Edward. Now, if you would permit, dinner awaits. I believe Mrs. Gable has prepared a rather exquisite lamb stew to steel your nerves and fire your muscles. To the food!” Abernathy strode away, filled with his new purpose.

The rich and savory aroma of lamb stew filled the dining room. Fex, sitting more comfortably, laughed at one of Gilly’s outrageous jokes, and it was a soft, musical sound that completed Eddie’s satisfaction. The subtle aura around Fex was noticeably brighter, her movements more fluid, her eyes holding a deeper sparkle. The Kitterland bootcamp had clearly worked wonders. She was still slender, but her movements were imbued with growing strength, a resilience that belied her previous frailty.

Cerys, graceful as ever, watched Fex with a fond, maternal air and a quiet smile on her lips. She explained the intricacies of fae social structures to Fex, preparing her for their return to the fae lands. Even Gilly, usually impatient with such details, listened with a rare, focused attention.

After the meal, with the plates cleared by the ever-efficient Cooper twins, Eddie turned to the girls. “Alright, team,” he said, pushing back his chair. “Time to go. Abernathy’s got Faedrilan waiting. We must see what’s left of the fae Court. Cerys, Gilly, prepare yourselves, it’s not going to be pretty.”

Cerys nodded, her expression serious. She produced a small, exquisitely carved wooden token, barely larger than her thumb. It was intricately detailed, depicting a swirling vortex surrounded by tiny, almost microscopic fae runes. “This is a token of the Wind and Rain Court,” she explained, holding it up. “It will allow us passage. A direct route to the Throne Room, I hope.”

She closed her hand around the token, her fingers glowing with a soft, ethereal light. Her voice rose, weaving a delicate, complex pattern of fae syllables, ancient and resonant. The air shimmered around her, coalescing into a sparkling, emerald-and-gold portal, exactly like the one Gilly had created, but with a more ancient, potent feel. This one pulsed with the very essence of the fae wilderness.

“Ready?” Cerys asked, looking at each of them.

Gilly nodded, her usual exuberance tempered by a grim determination. “Ready. Time to see how bad it really is.”

Fex, clutching her dagger, gave a firm, silent nod, her face set.

Eddie took a deep breath, summoning Slicer instinctively. He was ready. This was the core mission. This was the central point of the knot they had to unravel.

They stepped through, the transition less jarring than the Crypt’s portal, but far more emotionally unsettling. The vibrant colors of Mooinjer Veggey and its comforting warmth vanished; in its place, their spirits were weighed down by an oppressive gloom.

[Environmental Effect: [Fae Decay Aura] (Passive) - Minor stat penalty (5% reduction to all stats while active). MP regeneration significantly reduced. Spirit drained.]

[Location Confirmed: Court of Wind and Rain (Decaying Fae Realm)]

What confronted them was a scene from a horror movie. Not one of gore or jump scares, but of dread and agonizing decay.

The Queen’s Throne Room, which once must have been a place of breathtaking beauty and vibrant life, was now a tragic ruin. It was vast, its vaulted ceiling lost in semi-darkness. The light that filtered down from above was oddly muted, lacking any vibrancy. It was as if the air had been bled of its color, leaving only shades of bruised purple, sickly green, and oppressive gray. The light was wrong, utterly wrong, as if the land itself was tilting irrevocably towards evil, towards an eternal twilight of despair.

The opulent hall, meant for grand celebrations, was a grotesque parody of its former self. There were filthy, overflowing couches, strewn haphazardly across the marble floor, their once-vibrant velvet now stained, ripped, and covered in dried vomit and unidentifiable grime. Golden goblets lay scattered everywhere, tarnished and empty, alongside silver trays smeared with the desiccated remnants of a celebration gone terribly, horribly wrong. Shattered wine bottles and splintered plates lay among drifts of withered leaves and dead, iridescent insects. It was a scene of debauchery and abandonment, frozen in time.

But it was the inhabitants that truly drove the horror home. Fairies. Hundreds of them. They lay sprawled across the littered floor, draped over the filthy couches, or slumped against the ornate, crumbling pillars. Some were clearly dead, their beautiful fae forms shriveled, their once-shimmering wings brittle and broken. Others were merely drunk, lost in a stupor of despair. Their bodies were bloated, their skin a sickly greenish-white, their faces contorted into vacant, grotesque parodies of their former beauty. They muttered incoherently, or moaned in a low, continuous chorus of self-pity and sorrow. The air was thick with the cloying, sickly sweet smell of fermented fruit, stale wine, and profound decay. It was the stench of wasted potential, of beauty corrupted.

Gilly gasped, a raw, pained sound, her wings fluttering with distress. “No,” she whispered, her voice choked with horror. “It’s worse than I imagined. The light... it’s all wrong. It lacks any vibrancy, any life. Like the very heart of the land is dying.” She looked at Cerys, despair etched on her face.

Cerys stood rigid, her face pale, her lips pressed into a grim line. Her usual calm was shattered by the pervasive sadness of the scene. “The despair… it’s palpable,” she murmured, her voice strained. “It’s poisoning the very essence of the realm.”

Suddenly, a figure appeared from a doorway by the far end of the throne room, near the elevated dais where the Queen’s throne would usually sit. It was Faedrilan, the fae Captain. His silver armor, though still dented and scarred, was clean; he held himself with desperate dignity amidst the chaos. He was still gaunt, but the sense of immediate death had receded.

He saw them, his eyes lighting up with desperate, fragile hope. He moved towards them, his steps careful, weaving through the fallen figures.

“Captain Faedrilan!” Cerys cried, rushing towards him. “The Queen?”

“Locked away for her own safety. A price my head will pay, so she screams at me.” Faedrilan reached them, his face grim. “Steward Strike,” he said, his voice hoarse, but clear, a note of urgency in it. “You have returned. And you brought… an extra companion. Good, I suppose. It is a shame that our elven friends see us in such a mournful state.”

He bowed to Fex, who said nothing back, but instead, glowered at him.

“This is Fex. Excuse her. The High Council wronged her in a way difficult to forgive. I fear she’ll blame everyone until they prove themselves.”

Faedrilan nodded in understanding. “No doubt a tale for another time.” He took a breath. “To business. I fear we are nearly out of time.”

He gestured vaguely at the desolate scene around them. “The land… it groans. The glamor fades. Her Majesty, Queen Oonagh… as I said, she is lost to us. The despair, the gluttony… it has consumed her. It won’t be long before the land is no more. Before the Court of Wind and Rain collapses entirely into shadow.”

A chill wind swept through the decaying throne room, carrying with it the mournful sighing of the dying fae and the heavy stench of despair. Eddie looked around at the fallen, drunken figures, and then back at Faedrilan, noting the desperate hope in the man’s eyes.

He was here. The first step on Abernathy’s prioritized quest. And it was going to be even harder than he had imagined. It seemed the weight of the world was still firmly on his shoulders.


Chapter
Twenty-Two



The dark despair of the Throne Room clung to them, a sapping weight in the stagnant air. Faedrilan, though gaunt and barely healed, moved with a grim determination, gesturing for them to follow. “Come,” he urged, his voice raw. “There is no more time to waste here. We must move.”

He led them out of the Queen’s chamber, and through a concealed side door. It was intricately carved and almost swallowed by the encroaching shadows. The passage beyond was narrow and dimly lit by a faint, sickly glow from distant, unseen sources. As they walked, the pervasive reek of decay and fermented glamor intensified, a constant assault on their senses.

“The Cauldron’s theft,” Faedrilan explained, his voice low and echoing in the confined space, “has not merely affected our Court of Wind and Rain. It has sent ripples of despair throughout all the fae lands. Our magic, our very essence, is tied to the vibrancy of our Courts, to the energy of An Dagda’s Coire. Without it, we wither.”

“How did it happen?” Fex asked unexpectedly.

The guard paused, a bitter sigh escaping him. “It was Gorok. The cunning King of the Deep Goblins. He orchestrated the theft. He came during the height of our Summer Solstice festival, under the guise of diplomacy, offering lavish gifts. His final offering to Queen Oonagh was a small, obsidian music box. When opened, it released a ‘Daughter of Shadow’—a being of living darkness that began to dance in the center of the throne room. This shadow drew in the magical light of our court, weaving it into its form to become a beautiful, captivating creature. Its silent, hypnotic dance mesmerized the entire court for hours; from the lowest pixie to Queen Oonagh herself. We were all utterly enchanted, oblivious to everything else.”

Faedrilan’s voice dropped, laced with profound bitterness. “That dance was the ultimate misdirection. While a projection of the shadow captivated us, the true shadow—a non-corporeal being of pure stealth—slipped away unnoticed. Because it had no physical form, it bypassed all our powerful magical wards and physical locks, flowing directly into the deep vault where we kept the Cauldron. It enveloped the An Dagda’s Coire, and flowed out again, leaving no trace. Gorok and his entourage simply departed while we were still enthralled. By the time we awoke from our stupor the next morning, the shadow had vanished, and the Cauldron was gone. Gorok was long departed, deep within his untraceable subterranean kingdom.”

He clenched his fist. “The loss of An Dagda’s Coire, Fex, is the direct source of our Court’s current decay and Queen Oonagh’s…transformation. The Cauldron is the source of our vitality, beauty, and magic. It also explains the waning of Relic’s own immense power, as he, too, is connected to the Cauldron’s essence.”

Faedrilan then continued, his voice gaining a desperate urgency, “The other Courts... They blame us. Our kin in the Court of Ice and Thunder to the north, have been particularly vocal. They always resented our perceived frivolousness, our focus on beauty and growth. Now, they’ve spread their evil and made their intent plain. They accuse Queen Oonagh of weakness, of losing the Cauldron and putting all fae in jeopardy. They speak of a new order, a cleansing fire to burn away the perceived corruption of Wind and Rain.” His words painted a grim picture of internal fae strife, a civil war brewing amidst the kingdom’s decay. “They have become... harsher. More rigid. More aggressive.”

The passage opened into a larger, crumbling corridor, where the faint, unnatural light revealed cracked marble and shattered statues. Remnants of a once-beautiful palace lay in remnants, now a mere husk. “Caution, Steward,” Faedrilan warned, his hand on the hilt of his sword. “The palace itself is compromised. Despair and corruption breed true monsters. And the gardens... they are no longer safe.”

He pushed open a heavy, ornate door, its hinges groaning like tortured souls, and they stepped out into what was once the Royal Gardens of the Court of Wind and Rain.

The change was immediate and stark. This was no longer a place of beauty or curated nature. It was a vicious, tangled wilderness, a landscape of malevolent neglect. What might have once been manicured hedges were now snarled thickets of thorny brambles, each spike unnaturally long and wickedly sharp. The ground was choked with towering, stinging nettles, their broad leaves vibrating with threat. Not a single pretty flower was in sight. The beds were choked with aggressive, strangling weeds, their forms twisted and sickly. The once-clear pathways were overgrown, forcing the party to push through tangles of hostile vegetation that clawed at their clothes and skin. The air, heavy with the stench of stagnant water and decaying flora, hummed with a low, oppressive malice.

[Environmental Effect: [Corrupted Fae Garden] - Minor ongoing damage (1 HP/sec while in dense vegetation). Movement penalty (10%).]

Faedrilan’s remaining guards, a dozen grim-faced fae warriors, formed a protective circle around them, their swords drawn, their movements cautious. They hacked at the encroaching thorns, creating a broader, winding path—but behind them, that path quickly closed. The light was still wrong, filtered through a canopy of sickly, overgrown trees, and casting the garden into perpetual twilight.

They moved slowly and carefully, the thorny branches snatching at their clothing, the stinging nettles brushing against their exposed skin, which caused an unpleasant itch and a faint, burning sensation. Eddie could feel his HP subtly ticking down as they pushed through the densest parts.

Midway through the overgrown nightmare, the air suddenly grew heavy and silent. The subtle rustling of the wind through the thorns ceased. The buzzing of unseen insects died. Unnatural stillness descended.

Then, from the deep shadows of the choked undergrowth, they came.

A pack of wolves. Not ordinary wolves, but creatures of nightmare. Their fur was the color of shadow and night, blending seamlessly with the gloom. Their eyes, twin points of malevolent crimson light, burned with predatory hunger. They moved with a chilling silence, their lean, powerful bodies flowing through the dense vegetation like wraiths. Foam, thick and greenish, dripped from their bared fangs. They were clearly rabid.

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Shadow Wolf Pack)]

“Shadow Wolves!” Faedrilan roared, recognizing the threat. “Corrupted beasts! Hold the line!”

The guards immediately formed a tight defensive circle, their swords flashing. The wolves attacked with terrifying speed. They were snarling, snapping, their bodies a blur of dark motion. They tore into the fae guards with savage ferocity, their fangs ripping flesh, their claws ripping through armor. The fae guards fought bravely, their silver blades leaving trails of dark, ephemeral mist where they connected with the shadowy forms of the wolves, but the creatures were relentless. They kept coming, an endless tide of snarling darkness, driven by a corrupted, insatiable hunger.

One guard screamed as a wolf, so swift it defied logic, dodged his parry and sank its teeth deep into his leg. He crumpled, and another wolf immediately lunged for his throat.

“They’re overwhelming them!” Gilly cried, her wings flaring. She drew her bow, sending a flurry of frost-tipped arrows into the fray. The arrows struck with chilling accuracy, encasing two wolves in crackling ice, and slowing their brutal assault.

Cerys, her face grim, moved with fluid, deadly grace, her daggers flashing. She became a whirlwind of blades. She deflected attacks and darted in to strike, her movements a blur of lethal beauty. She targeted the wolves’ eyes, their weakest point, plunging her silver daggers with surgical precision.

Eddie, drawing Slicer and raising Aegis, sprang into action, fighting alongside them. The heavy thud of his shield, the sharp clang of Slicer meeting sinew and bone, joined the cacophony of snarls and shouts. His [Strategic Mind] immediately recognized the wolves’ pattern: pack hunters, circling, looking for weaknesses, overwhelming with numbers. He focused on drawing their attention, protecting the flanks of the fae guards, and opening opportunities for the others. He battered one wolf with his shield, sending it sprawling, then followed up with a quick, decisive strike from Slicer.

[You have dealt 50 damage to Shadow Wolf (Corrupted)!]

[Shadow Wolf (Corrupted) is afflicted with [Staggered] (Shield Bash)!]

[Shadow Wolf (Corrupted) has dealt 15 damage to you! (Glancing Blow, absorbed by Aegis of the Wolf King!)]

Fex, meanwhile, was a ghost in the melee. She vanished, melting into the deeper gloom of the tangled undergrowth. Her invisibility was absolute. A few seconds later, a wolf, previously focused on Cerys, suddenly stiffened. A faint, almost inaudible thwick echoed, and then it collapsed, a small, precise puncture wound visible on its head. She was targeting their brains and their spinal columns, striking with a chilling efficiency that bypassed their rabid ferocity.

[Shadow Wolf (Corrupted) DEFEATED! XP GAINED! (Fex’s Precise Kill!)]

Wave after wave, they kept coming. The fae guards, though valiant, were tiring. Their numbers were dwindling. But the support of Eddie, Cerys, Gilly, and Fex turned the tide. Eddie’s raw strength and defensive prowess, Cerys’s graceful lethality, Gilly’s accurate ranged attacks, and Fex’s silent, surgical eliminations formed a formidable, unyielding front.

The ground became slick with shadow-blood, the air thick with the smell of death and decay. Eddie felt the familiar burn in his muscles, his HP ticking down, but the exhilaration of the fight, the perfect coordination with his team, spurred him on. They were working together; a well-oiled machine of death and defiance.

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 23!]

[Shadow Wolf (Corrupted) DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Shadow Wolf (Corrupted) DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

Finally, with a last, desperate snarl, the remaining Shadow Wolves crumpled, their bodies dissolving into wisps of dark smoke. The garden fell silent once more, save for their ragged breathing and the mournful cries of the wounded fae guards.

“Casualties?” Eddie panted, his gaze sweeping over the exhausted fae.

Faedrilan, wiping blood from his sword, shook his head grimly. “Two dead, Steward. Three wounded. They were... relentless. And so many. We thank you. Your timely intervention saved many more.” His gratitude was profound.

“We need to keep moving,” Cerys urged, her voice strained. “More will come. This place... it’s a festering wound, and I’ll heal your wounded, then we must…”

“They’ll be fine. Speed is of the essence.” Faedrilan, grim faced, pointed. “Follow me. We are close.”

They pressed on, pushing through the last, most aggressive tangles of thorns and nettles. The malignant flora resisted their passage, their thorns catching and tearing.

As they broke free of the densest thicket, their destination loomed before them: a structure of ancient, gleaming white marble, which appeared somehow wrong amidst the decay. It was a pillared temple, its classical columns rising majestically towards the gloomy sky. Though overgrown with creeping vines and stained with grime, it still exuded a powerful, sacred aura, a beacon of former beauty.

“This way!” Faedrilan yelled, pushing open the heavy bronze doors of the temple.

As they darted inside, a terrifying roar ripped through the air behind them. A colossal, shadowy form, larger than any of the other wolves, burst from the undergrowth. Its eyes burned with an unholy blue flame, and its fangs, enormous and dripping with foam, resembled daggers. A huge direwolf, a creature of pure, corrupted nightmare. It lunged with incredible speed.

One of Faedrilan’s remaining guards let out a terrified scream. The direwolf struck, its immense jaws snapping shut around the fae’s torso. A sickening rip echoed through the air as the beast tore the guard in two, a spray of blood and gore erupting into the twilight.

“Close the doors!” Eddie yelled, shoving the last of his party inside.

Faedrilan, his face a mask of grief and fury, slammed the heavy bronze doors shut just as the direwolf smashed into them with a thunderous impact that made the entire temple shudder. The ancient bronze held—just—but the enraged snarls of the beast reverberated through the stone, echoing ominously.

They raced down a flight of wide marble stairs, the sounds of the direwolf’s furious assault fading behind them. The air grew colder, damper, and carried the faint scent of stagnant water and something strangely floral.

The stairs opened into a vast, circular chamber, clearly designed for rituals and prayer. It was filled with a dozen large, circular baths, carved from white marble, their surfaces now stained and discolored and filled with murky, still water. Around the perimeter of the room there were intricate, lifelike statues of fairies; they stood sentinel, their poses graceful, their expressions serene. They were depicted in various acts of reverence, their hands raised in silent prayer, their faces upturned to some unseen light.

In the very center of the chamber was a single, circular indentation raised on a low ornate dais. It was empty. The spot where the Cauldron of Abundance should have been. The focal point. The heart of the ritual.

Faedrilan slumped against a cold marble pillar, his breath coming in ragged gasps, his body trembling with exhaustion and grief. He looked around the empty chamber, then back at Eddie, a profound despair settling over his features.

“That’s it,” Faedrilan rasped, his voice hollow, devoid of its earlier hope. He gestured vaguely at the empty dais. “This is where An Dagda’s Coire was kept. This is where it was stolen from. It was secured. Heavily warded. No one should have been able to pass through this room undetected, let alone escape with the Cauldron.” He shook his head, a gesture of utter defeat. “Only something incorporeal, like that Daughter of Shadow, could have moved through these wards without a trace.”

He looked back to where the faint, rhythmic thud of the direwolf’s continued assault echoed ominously. “I... I can do no more, Steward,” he said, his voice laced with resignation. “My last loyal guards are with me. My strength is spent. This is the end for us. We will hold the doors while you fathom the shadow’s path.”

He drew his sword, its silver blade now dull with effort and grief, and moved towards the steps. His stance was defiant, yet utterly weary. He was preparing for his last stand.

“You must search for clues,” Faedrilan urged, his gaze sweeping the circular room, coming to rest on the empty dais. “The thief... he never left this room. Not through the doors. He disappeared from here. He must have left traces. You must find them. Find out how he did it. It is your only chance to retrieve the Cauldron. It is our only hope. Gorok will defend his stronghold with thousands. The only way in is to find a way that shouldn’t be there.”


Chapter
Twenty-Three



The dire wolf slammed against the bronze doors, the thick metal bending with its colossal impact. Eddie hesitated, unsure how long they’d hold.

“We will guard the doors, Steward,” Faedrilan said, his voice hollow and imbued with the grim resignation of a warrior facing his last stand. His remaining guards, less than a dozen weary but resolute fae, drew their swords.Their faces were set in grim lines. “Search for clues. Find out how he did it. It is your only chance to retrieve the Cauldron. It is our only hope.” He looked at the empty dais, then back at the groaning doors. “As I just said, Gorok will defend his stronghold with thousands. The only way in is to find the way that shouldn’t be there.”

Eddie looked at the fae captain, then at his men, their faces etched with a bone-aching weariness that mirrored his own. He saw the flicker of defiance in their eyes, the desperate courage that still burned amidst the decay. He saw their unwavering loyalty to their dying Queen, to a realm that was rapidly fading. But he also saw the futility of their sacrifice. They were too few, too wounded. The direwolf was a harbinger of a far greater threat, one that even their combined might would struggle to contain. Their lives, however bravely offered, would gain them nothing but a few precious moments after the beast broke through.

“No,” Eddie said, his voice firm, cutting through the rising tension and causing Faedrilan to pause, his brow furrowed in confusion. “No, Captain. Your men are too valuable for a holding action. We fight together, or we fall together. And if we’re going to fall, it will be in pursuit of the Cauldron. Not defending a crumbling door.”

Faedrilan stared at him, a flicker of surprise in his weary eyes. He gave a slow, almost imperceptible nod. “As you wish, Steward,” he said, his voice gaining a new, fragile hope. “Lead the way. We’ll follow.”

Eddie turned, his gaze sweeping the circular chamber, searching for clues.

He approached the dais, his footsteps echoing in the vast room. The stone was cold and smooth beneath his touch. He ran his hands along the rim of the indentation, his mind already working, dissecting, calculating.

“How?” Eddie murmured aloud, the question a raw whisper in the vast chamber. “How did he get it out? Faedrilan said it was heavily warded. That only something incorporeal, like that Daughter of Shadow, could have passed through. But the Cauldron…”

He paused, visualizing it. “The Cauldron of Abundance,” he continued, turning to Cerys and Gilly, his voice thoughtful. “How big is it? What does it look like? I need to know the dimensions.”

Cerys stepped forward, her voice soft. “It is… immense, Eddie. A thing of ancient magic and raw power. Imagine a vessel of shimmering, living bronze, about five feet in diameter, easily as tall as a man when standing upright. Its surface was always subtly shifting with vibrant fae glamor, depicting scenes of plenty, of life, of beauty. It pulses with light. It is heavy beyond measure and radiates a constant warmth. It is not something one simply carries out.”

Eddie closed his eyes, picturing it. A five-foot wide, man-tall, bronze cauldron. Heavy. Imbued with active magic. His [Strategic Mind] was operating at full capacity as he ran through the possibilities.

“So,” he said, opening his eyes and looking around the chamber, his gaze sweeping from the empty dais to the distant, thudding doors, “if it’s five feet in diameter, and it was here, then it didn’t go out through the doors. Not even that Daughter of Shadow could have physically moved it without a trace, not something that size. It means…”

He paused, letting the implication sink in. “It means there had to be some form of spatial storage involved,” he mused, tapping a finger against his chin. “Or some sliding between dimensions. A temporary pocket realm, perhaps, where it was stored before being moved. Or a portal big enough to swallow it whole, opened right here.” He gestured to the dais.

“But then,” Gilly interjected, her wings fluttering slightly, her brow furrowed in concentration. “If it was a dimension-shift, or a pocket realm, or a portal that big, how did they get it to Gorok’s kingdom? You said he just… departed. He left. Plus, a magical item transferring through a portal would create an immense surge of mana and ozone. It would likely destroy the artifact and explode, killing all.”

“Precisely. If all precious, magical talismans could be transported through portals, then they would always be stolen. All would be targets. No, something else is afoot,” Eddie affirmed, a new, unsettling thought beginning to form. He began to pace the circumference of the dais, his boots making soft scuffing sounds on the marble. “Faedrilan’s story. The Daughter of Shadow. It danced for hours. Hypnotizing the entire fae Court, from the lowest pixie to Queen Oonagh herself. They were all utterly enchanted, oblivious to everything else. Is that correct, Captain?”

“All were enchanted,” Faedrilan replied.

Eddie stopped, turning to face them, his expression grim. “If this ‘Daughter of Shadow’ was truly incorporeal, a being of pure stealth, capable of bypassing all wards and physical locks, flowing directly into the vault to envelop and steal the Cauldron… why did it need to occupy the fae for so long? Why did it need hours of mesmerizing dance?”

“It could have slipped in, taken the Cauldron, and slipped out in minutes,” Cerys mused, her voice low. “No need for a prolonged display. Unless…”

“Unless the ‘Daughter of Shadow’ wasn’t exactly what it was,” Eddie finished, the pieces clicking into place with chilling precision. “Or, rather, its purpose wasn’t just to steal the Cauldron immediately. Its purpose was to keep everyone mesmerized, to buy time. Time for something else. Something physical. Something that needed undisturbed access to this chamber, to this dais.”

He remembered a film he had watched, an old diamond heist movie set in Covent Garden. The thieves hadn’t just smashed and grabbed. They had tunneled from beneath, using the distraction above to create a hidden entry point. They’d taken days—days of loud tunneling.

“What if the ‘Daughter of Shadow’ story was just… the fae way of saying their security was impenetrable?” Eddie speculated, his voice low, almost a whisper. “A convenient narrative to explain away a colossal failure without admitting weakness. To say, ‘Our magic is fine, our security is sound, but this was a force beyond our control.’ But if it was Gorok, the Goblin King, involved… Goblins aren’t known for subtle, incorporeal magic. They’re known for digging. For brute force. For engineering. For tunnels. For spite and crudity.”

He looked at Faedrilan, whose face was a mask of confusion, then at Cerys and Gilly, whose eyes had widened in dawning comprehension.

“So,” Eddie continued, his voice gaining momentum, “the shadow was the distraction. The show. While everyone was enchanted, oblivious, Gorok and his goblins were likely working from below. Digging. Tunneling. Preparing a physical route. A way to get a five-foot-diameter cauldron out, not through magic, but through sheer, brute-force access. And the shadow only needed to maintain its dance for as long as it took to secure that access, to get the Cauldron out and the tunnel sealed.”

Cerys’s daggers flashed in her hands, her eyes burning with new understanding. “So, the theft was not just a breach, but a covert operation designed to circumvent the wards,” she murmured, rare ferocity in her tone. “A physical incursion disguised as magical sleight of hand. They needed the time to prepare the exit.”

“Precisely,” Eddie affirmed, a grim satisfaction settling over him. “So, what we need to do now is not look for a magical portal that’s long gone. We need to look for a physical breach. A way in, a way out, that a goblin could have created. A tunnel. A hidden passage. Something wide enough to fit a five-foot-diameter cauldron through.”

Faedrilan, who had been listening with rapt attention, nodded slowly, a fierce light replacing the despair in his eyes. “A tunnel,” he repeated, the word a foreign concept for fae palaces. “It would have to be disguised. Flawlessly.”

“Let’s assume nothing about their methods was flawless, Captain,” Eddie replied. “If it was a quick job, they’ll have left traces. Dust. Scuff marks. Anything that points to a heavy object being moved. We’re looking for the way that shouldn’t be there.”

The pounding on the heavy bronze doors intensified, each thud a visceral reminder of the direwolf’s relentless assault. The ancient bronze groaned, a deep, resonant sound. A faint, metallic scraping accompanied each impact, hinting at the integrity of the material failing. It would not hold much longer.

“Split up,” Eddie ordered, his voice sharp. “Cover this chamber. Check every pillar, every bath. Focus on the dais. Anything out of place. Anything that suggests it’s been moved. Fex—use your shadowsense. Look for disturbed earth beneath the marble. Cerys—feel for subtle shifts in the flow of magic around the stone. Gilly—look for any scuff marks, any drag lines that would suggest something heavy was moved.”

They scattered, moving with frantic urgency. The rhythmic thudding from the doors grew louder, more insistent, interspersed with the direwolf’s guttural snarls. The air began to vibrate with the sheer force of its attack.

Eddie dropped to his knees by the dais, running his hands over the cool, smooth marble. He felt for cracks, for seams, for any deviation in the perfectly smooth surface. The statue-fairies around the room watched them with serene, unblinking eyes, silent witnesses to the impending doom.

Gilly, meanwhile, darted around the perimeter, her sharp fae eyes scanning the floor, looking for any discolored dust, any faint scratch marks. “Nothing here, big guy! This floor is spotless! Or so old that it’s impossible to tell.”

Cerys, her eyes closed, moved her hands slowly through the air, her brow furrowed in concentration. “I feel… residual magic,” she murmured, “but it’s old. Pervasive. It could be part of the original wards, or the Cauldron’s lingering aura.” She opened her eyes. “Nothing new. No fresh portals. No sudden shifts.”

Fex, a wraith-like whisper in the deeper shadows, moved with uncanny silence, her sensitive fingers brushing the dust-laden surfaces of the floor around the dais. She disappeared behind one of the larger marble baths, then reappeared, shaking her head.

The direwolf roared again, a sound of frustrated, incandescent fury, and the bronze doors shrieked. It was a high-pitched, metallic whine that sent shivers down Eddie’s spine. A faint sliver of light, a jagged crack, appeared between the doors, growing wider with each impact.

Thump. Crack. Groan.

Eddie continued his frantic search, his fingers brushing against the base of the dais itself. It was a square pedestal, carved from the same gleaming white marble as the rest of the temple. He ran his hand along its base, searching, probing.

Then he felt it. A barely perceptible ridge. A faint, almost invisible seam where the pedestal met the floor. It was slightly rougher than the surrounding marble, as if it had been scraped, or ground against something. And next to it, a faint, almost imperceptible slither of disturbed dust—a hairline track barely visible against the polished stone.

“Here!” Eddie yelled, his voice strained with urgency. “The dais! It’s off its alignment! There’s a seam here, a track in the dust!”

Cerys and Gilly immediately converged on his position. Faedrilan and his men, still guarding the groaning doors, cast anxious glances over their shoulders.

“It’s been moved,” Cerys confirmed, running her own fingers along the faint ridge. “But it’s immense. How could they have shifted it back without anyone noticing?”

They tried to push it. Eddie braced himself, muscles straining, grunting with effort. Cerys applied her surprising strength, her face taut. Gilly, despite her slight frame, pushed with a surprising amount of leverage, her small hands digging into the stone. But the dais remained stubbornly in place, a colossal weight of marble. It didn’t budge. Not an inch.

The direwolf roared again, closer now, a chilling sound of triumph. The bronze doors groaned and the jagged crack widened ominously. More faint light streamed through. The beast was breaking in.

“It’s too heavy!” Gilly cried, panting with effort. “We can’t move it!”

Eddie looked from the immovable dais to the groaning doors, then back to Faedrilan and his men, grimly awaiting their final confrontation. A desperate plan, audacious and perhaps suicidal, began to form in his mind.

“Faedrilan!” Eddie screamed, his voice raw, cutting through the din. “Your men! We need your men! Get over here! Now!”

Faedrilan hesitated, looking at the rapidly failing doors, then at Eddie. “Steward, we must hold the line! The beast⁠—”

“Forget the beast!” Eddie roared, his voice cracking with desperate urgency. He knew he sounded mad, but there was no time for subtlety. “Without the Cauldron, your Queen is dead, your kingdom is dead, and you’re all dead anyway! I told you, there’s no point in dying here to buy us five more minutes! Come with me! Now! This is our only chance!”

The raw desperation in Eddie’s voice, the undeniable logic of his words, pierced through Faedrilan’s grim resolve. The fae captain stared at him for a long moment, then, with a sharp nod, barked an order to his men. “To the Steward! Now! Every one of you!”

The fae guards, battered and weary, hesitated for only a second, then abandoned their hopeless vigil at the doors. They raced across the chamber, their footsteps echoing urgently on the marble, towards Eddie and the dais. Just as the last of them reached the center, a truly deafening CRACK ripped through the air behind them. A massive splinter of bronze, the size of a man’s arm, exploded inwards from the doors, followed by a triumphant, guttural snarl. The direwolf was almost inside.

“Now!” Eddie yelled, pointing at the dais. “Everyone! Push! On my count! One… two… THREE!”

A wave of fae warriors, their faces grim, their muscles straining, added their combined strength to Eddie’s, Cerys’s, and Gilly’s. They pushed, grunted, and strained; their collective will focused on the massive block of stone. The direwolf’s roars filled the chamber, closer now, more triumphant. But the dais remained in place.Eddie thumped the floor, but then he remembered his five unallocated points and dumped them all in [Strength] bringing it to a massive thirty points. They pushed again, Eddie straining so hard that his veins nearly burst.

With a dry, grinding groan, like ancient gears turning for the first time in centuries, the dais began to move. Slowly, agonizingly, it slid along the faint track, revealing an inky darkness beneath. The smell of damp earth, stale air, and something faintly metallic wafted up.

The opening was ragged and hastily carved. A gaping maw led straight down into the earth. Within it, a crude but functional system of levers, pulleys, and a long, thick chain hung precariously, disappearing into the blackness. This was it. The goblin tunnel. The way out. The way in.

Cerys leaned over the opening, her face grim. She extended a hand, her fingers sensing the air. “Magic,” she murmured, her voice tight. “Strong. Brutal. Not subtle fae magic. Goblin magic. Applied force. It would have been used to haul the Cauldron down and to shift the dais back into place.” She pulled her hand back, shaking her head. “I… I can’t perform this. It’s a specific kind of brute-force enchantment. We don’t have the arcane understanding of goblin engineering.”

Eddie looked at the rough tunnel, then back at the groaning doors. The direwolf was almost through. He could hear the frantic scratching of its claws on the remaining bronze, the ragged tearing of metal. It wouldn’t be long.

“We have to go down,” Eddie stated, his voice firm, resolute. “Faedrilan, you and your men first. Fex, you too. Gilly, Cerys, after them. I’ll take the rear.”

Faedrilan looked at the gaping maw, then back at the direwolf’s relentless assault. “Steward,” he said, his voice heavy, “if this beast breaks through, it will follow. And those who sent it… they will know we found the way.”

“Then we deal with them too,” Eddie replied, his jaw set. There was no going back. Only forward. “Go! Now! We don’t have much time!”

The first of Faedrilan’s men scrambled into the dark shaft, sliding down the rough-hewn tunnel. Faedrilan followed, then Fex, a silent shadow disappearing into the gloom. Gilly, a determined grimace on her face, gave Eddie a quick, fierce nod, then plunged into the darkness. Cerys, her eyes meeting his, a mixture of grim determination and weary love, followed.

Eddie turned, grabbing the heavy chain. As he began his descent, the last thing he saw was the heavy bronze doors of the temple splitting open with a final, thunderous crack. A massive, shadowy paw, tipped with razor-sharp claws, punched through the ruined metal, followed by the burning blue eye of the direwolf. It snarled a triumphant roar of pure, unadulterated fury.

He plunged into the shaft, the light from the ruined temple receding rapidly above him. The sounds of the direwolf’s enraged howls filled the air, echoing ominously down the ragged tunnel. Below him, there was only darkness—and the chilling certainty that their desperate descent was only the beginning.


Chapter
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Eddie jumped into the goblin shaft and absolute darkness. The rough-hewn walls scraped at his clothes as he caught the thick, grimy chain, and slid down. The howls of the direwolf, which echoed ominously from the gaping maw of the temple above, grew fainter with every foot he plunged. The sound was replaced by the chilling oppression of the surrounding earth. The air, thick with the scent of damp soil and ancient stone, grew colder and heavier, pressing in on him from all sides.

Soft thuds echoed up to him as Faedrilan and his men landed, followed by the almost-imperceptible whisper of Fex, who was already moving—a shadow within a shadow. Gilly’s cheerful, strained grunt was followed by Cerys’s graceful landing, their safety a comfort in the daunting gloom. Eddie dropped the last few feet, landing lightly on a compacted earth floor.

As his eyes adjusted, he saw dim lights from a scattered collection of glowing crystals embedded in the tunnel walls. They were in a cavern, crude and utilitarian, clearly excavated by unknown hands. Before them, stretching into the gloom, lay a pair of crude, iron tracks, set wide apart and scored deep into the earth. The tunnel itself was immense, easily wide enough to transport a five-foot diameter cauldron, its ceiling arching high into the darkness.

“Fex,” Eddie whispered, his voice hushed, the sound swallowed by the cavern’s vastness. “Scout ahead. Be cautious. Report back anything.”

Fex melted into the shadows, becoming one with the deeper gloom, her departure as silent as a breath held. Her presence, a subtle prickle at the edge of his senses, faded into nothingness.

Eddie stared back up the rough-hewn shaft. It was a gaping wound in the earth, a black maw leading back to the abandoned fae temple. The howls of the direwolf, which had faded into a distant echo, wrapped around him, a tangible presence. He could feel its malevolent gaze and frustrated rage rolling down the shaft like a physical wave as it hunted them.

The seconds stretched, thick and heavy as Eddie debated whether to run or wait for the inevitable fight. Then, the howls stopped. Abruptly. Completely. A deeply terrifying silence descended; it was more oppressive than any noise. It was the silence of a predator, primed and ready to strike. The air grew colder, charged with a palpable tension.

Eddie exhaled slowly, a raw, ragged breath. “It’s coming,” he breathed, the words barely audible in the sudden, terrifying quiet. He reached for Slicer, its familiar weight a small comfort.

Faedrilan, his face grim, stepped forward. His remaining men lined up beside him, their swords drawn, their eyes fixed on the black shaft above. There were perhaps ten of them left, including Faedrilan – a grim remnant of the Queen’s guard, battered but unbroken. Their courage, Eddie realized, was born of desperation, of a lifetime of duty and a love for a dying land.

He looked at their weary faces, at their resolute stances. They couldn’t run. Not from something that could tear through bronze doors and hunt them through secret passages. They had to defend this choke point. This was where the chase ended. This was where they made their stand.

Eddie took his place beside Faedrilan, his shield raised. Cerys, her daggers gleaming, moved to his other side, her body radiating fierce resolve. Gilly, her bow drawn and wings shimmering faintly, took up position behind them, ready to unleash a barrage of arrows.

“We’re a team, big guy,” Gilly whispered, her voice surprisingly steady, even playful, despite the grim reality. “We don’t split up. Not now. Not ever.”

She handed around a couple of health potions. Eddie downed his, replenishing his health points to almost full. A surge of warmth—and a fierce loyalty for his women—rippled through him. They had become his anchors, his family. “Damn right,” he muttered, a grim smile touching his lips. He called up his System, doing a quick mental check.
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He tightened his grip on Slicer, readying himself. His HP was a little down, his berserker rage on cooldown, but his [Constitution] was monstrous, and his will was firm. This was a battle for their lives, and he wouldn’t yield.

A low, guttural growl, thick with triumph, rumbled down the shaft. Then a massive, shadowy form resolved in the dimness above. The direwolf. Its burning blue eyes, like twin coals in the gloom, fixed on them, radiating pure, malevolent hunger. Its enormous fangs, dripping with foam, glinted in the faint light. It was even larger and more terrifying than he recalled.

The beast descended rapidly, not sliding but scrambling, its massive claws tearing at the rough rock and sending down a shower of loose earth and small stones. It moved with astonishing speed, its heavy body thudding against the tunnel walls. This was no mere animal; it was a corrupted engine of destruction, driven by a primal, unholy fury.

“Stand firm!” Faedrilan roared, his voice cracking but resolute. His men braced themselves, swords raised, their faces pale but determined.

The direwolf hit the bottom of the shaft with a thunderous impact, shaking the ground beneath them. It landed and crouched low, its glowing blue eyes sweeping over their small, defiant line. It let out another earth-shattering roar—a challenge, a promise of swift and brutal death.

“Charge!” Faedrilan screamed, and the remaining fae guards, with a desperate courage born of duty, surged forward to meet the beast head-on. Their silver blades flashed, striking at the direwolf’s massive legs and its shadowy fur.

The battle exploded into a maelstrom of furious snarls, ringing steel, and desperate cries. The direwolf was a whirlwind of claws and fangs, a blur of shadowy destruction. It moved with a terrifying grace, its enormous head snapping, its massive paws swatting aside the fae warriors like ragdolls.

One of Faedrilan’s men, a young warrior with a brave, unyielding face, lunged at the direwolf’s flank. The beast whirled, its fangs flashing, and with a sickening crunch, it tore the fae in half. His body, barely given time to register the agony, collapsed into a limp heap.

[Fae Guard (Loyalist) DEFEATED!]

Another fae warrior, attempting to distract the beast, was swatted aside by a massive paw. He slammed against the tunnel wall with a sickening crack and lay motionless, his sword clattering beside him.

[Fae Guard (Loyalist) DEFEATED!]

Faedrilan fought with the ferocity of a cornered badger, his silver sword a blur, striking at the direwolf’s legs and exposed neck. But his blows merely glanced off its shadowy hide, doing little more than annoying the colossal beast. He parried a savage lunge, and the force of the impact sent him stumbling backwards.

Eddie plunged into the fray, Slicer humming with furious energy. He positioned himself between Faedrilan and the direwolf, raising Aegis. The beast lunged again, its fangs aiming for Faedrilan’s throat. Eddie met the charge head-on, his shield slamming into the direwolf’s massive snout. A jarring shock ran through his arm, but the blow deflected the beast, sending it reeling back a step, momentarily disoriented.

[You have dealt 60 damage to Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian)!]

[Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian) is afflicted with [Staggered] (Aegis Shield Slam)!]

[Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian) has dealt 40 damage to you! (Blocked by Aegis of the Wolf King!)]

HP: 340/400

“Hit it hard!” Eddie roared, following up with a powerful, arcing swing from Slicer. The blade bit deep into the direwolf’s side, drawing a gush of dark, viscous fluid. The beast screamed with enraged pain before spinning to pin its burning blue gaze on Eddie.

Cerys moved like a deadly dancer, her daggers flashing. She darted beneath the direwolf’s belly, striking upwards, targeting its softer underbelly, its vulnerable joints. Her silver blades, imbued with fae magic, sparked against its shadowy hide, leaving faint trails of shimmering light.

[Cerys has dealt 55 damage to Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian)!]

Gilly, meanwhile, was a relentless storm of arrows. Her frost-tipped shafts flew true, striking the direwolf’s eyes, its nose, its massive paws. Each arrow exploded with a burst of crackling ice, slowing the beast’s movements and making it snarl in frustration.

[Gilly has dealt 45 damage to Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian)!]

[Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian) is afflicted with [Blinded] (Gilly’s Frost Arrow)!]

[Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian) is afflicted with [Slowed] (Gilly’s Frost Arrow)!]

The direwolf, enraged and partially blinded, thrashed wildly. Its enormous paws tore at the air, its fangs snapping. Its roars of fury echoed through the tunnel, shaking the very stone beneath them. But even with its enhanced power, it was struggling against their combined, relentless assault.

But they were tiring. Faedrilan and his remaining men, though fighting valiantly, were being pushed to their limits. Their blows were weaker, their movements slower. One of them screamed as a swipe from the direwolf sent him sprawling, his leg unnaturally twisted.

[Fae Guard (Loyalist) CRITICALLY WOUNDED!]

Eddie felt the burn in his muscles and the strain on his arms as he blocked another devastating lunge. His HP was ticking down, slowly but surely. This was a battle of attrition, and the direwolf, despite its wounds, seemed limitless in its rage.

HP: 320/400

“It’s too much!” Gilly yelled, her voice strained. “It’s just too big! We can’t keep this up!”

The direwolf lunged again, its massive jaws snapping at Eddie. He raised Aegis, bracing for the impact. This was going to hurt.

Then suddenly—a flicker of movement from above.

It was a faint, almost imperceptible shifting of air. From the very top of the shaft, where the dark tunnel met the dim light of the temple, a shadow detached itself from the gloom. It moved with tremendous speed, spiraling down the shaft like a falling leaf, yet with the lethal precision of a guided missile.

The direwolf, focused entirely on Eddie, didn’t sense her. It couldn’t. Fex was a creature of shadow, a master of stealth, her death-sense dampened, her life-force signature virtually non-existent.

In a breathtaking display of acrobatic prowess, Fex landed squarely on the direwolf’s massive back, her slender form swallowed by its bulk. She moved fast, a blur of silver-blonde hair and flashing steel. The fae dagger, a mere pinprick against the beast’s shadowy fur, plunged deep, not once, not twice, but three times; she targeted the junction between its skull and spine, stabbing its ancient, corrupted nerve centers.

[Fex has inflicted [Crippling Strike] on Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian)!]

[Fex has inflicted [Vital Strike] on Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian)!]

[Fex has inflicted [Mortal Wound] on Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian)!]

A raw, agonizing shriek of pure, unadulterated pain ripped from the direwolf’s throat. The sound tore at the very fabric of the cavern. It stumbled, thrashing wildly, its huge body convulsing. Fex, a silent wraith, disengaged just as quickly, melting back into the shadows of the tunnel walls.

“Now!” Eddie roared, seeing the opening and sensing the shift in the beast’s focus. The direwolf was reeling, its senses shattered, its movements chaotic. This was the moment.

He lunged forward, throwing every ounce of his remaining strength into a single, devastating attack. Slicer, glowing with an inner blue light, screamed through the air. He aimed for the direwolf’s exposed neck, where Fex’s final strike had left a gaping, festering wound.

The blade bit deep, shearing through shadowy sinew and decaying bone with a sickening crunch. A torrent of dark, putrid fluid erupted from the wound, spraying over Eddie and soaking him in its vile stench. The direwolf shrieked again, a high-pitched, guttural sound that ended in a wet, choking gasp. Its massive body shuddered, then slowly, agonizingly, it collapsed. Its huge frame slammed against the cavern floor with a resounding thud that shook the entire tunnel. Its burning blue eyes flickered, dimmed, then extinguished, leaving only empty, black pits. The overwhelming aura of malice and corrupted power dissipated, leaving behind only the stench of decay and stagnant water.

[Corrupted Direwolf (Guardian) DEFEATED! BOSS XP GAINED! (BONUS XP for team coordination and tactical elimination!)]

Silence.

Absolute silence descended upon the tunnel, broken only by their ragged breathing and the faint, distant drips of water. The tension that had gripped them for so long snapped, leaving them weak and trembling.

Eddie stood over the colossal, decaying form of the direwolf. Slicer was still clutched in his hand, its blade dripping with black fluid. He was panting, his body screaming with exhaustion, his muscles aching with a deep, bone-weary fatigue. But he was alive. They were alive.

HP: 180/400

Status: Exhausted

The remaining fae guards, leaning against the tunnel walls, their faces pale and streaked with grime, let out a collective, ragged cheer. Faedrilan, slumped against the wall, wore a weary but triumphant smile as he gave Eddie a weak nod of appreciation.

Gilly rushed forward, throwing her arms around Eddie, her relief palpable. “You did it, big guy! We did it! That was… that was incredible!” Her wings fluttered with excitement, even as her body trembled with the aftermath of the fight.

Cerys, her daggers dismissed, gently touched Eddie’s arm, her violet eyes shining with pride and relief. “Magnificent, Eddie. All of you. True teamwork.”

Fex materialized from the shadows, her face impassive, but a subtle glow radiated from her slender form. She gave a faint nod of acknowledgment to Eddie, then to the fae.

[Fex’s Aura has reached a new peak!]

[Fex’s Health Points have regenerated by 20%!]

[Fex has regained a Skill: [Shadow Form Mastery]!]

[Fex has regained a Trait: [Ghostly Presence] (Passive)!]

The victory was undeniable. They had faced down a true horror, a beast that had torn through ancient bronze, and they had prevailed. The surge of XP, the newfound strength in Fex – it cemented their growing power, their evolving cohesion as a team. A feeling of triumph and fierce, hard-won victory, swelled in Eddie’s chest.

But then, as the adrenaline began to recede, a cold, hard truth settled over him. He looked around the tunnel at the vast, crude tracks disappearing into the perpetual gloom. He looked at Faedrilan and his remaining fae guards— just seven of them now, battered, bruised, and utterly exhausted.

“Eight of you total,” Eddie muttered, the words hollow in the vast space. “Twelve of us to face Gorok. To fight his thousands. To recover a five-foot diameter cauldron that weighs a ton.”

The elation of victory began to taper, replaced by a grim resignation. The scale of the task ahead suddenly loomed larger than the monstrous direwolf they had just defeated.

Faedrilan, sensing the shift in Eddie’s mood, pushed himself away from the wall, his weary gaze fixed on the endless tunnel. “It is a formidable task, Steward,” he conceded, his voice devoid of its earlier triumph. “Gorok’s kingdom is vast. His armies, numberless. And the Cauldron… It will be well-guarded.”

“But we have come this far, my love,” Cerys said, her voice quiet. A spark of her innate fae optimism and a resilience born of ancient blood glimmered in her eyes. “We found the way. We defeated the beast. And we have each other.”

Gilly nodded, her usual mischief returning, albeit with a dark edge. “Besides, big guy, what’s the alternative? Go back to that rotting fae Court? Let the world end? Not exactly a great option, is it?”

Eddie absorbed Faedrilan’s grim determination, Cerys’s unwavering resolve, Gilly’s chaotic optimism, and Fex’s silent, lethal presence. They were a motley crew; an unlikely alliance forged in fire and chaos. But they were all he had. And they were all the fae had. And perhaps all that humanity had too.

He sighed a long, weary exhalation that stirred the dust on the cavern floor. The monumental task ahead was daunting, terrifying in its scale. But there was no turning back. No other choice.

“Right,” Eddie said, his voice firm. He pushed aside the creeping despair. He straightened his shoulders, the exhaustion temporarily forgotten. “Let’s go find a Goblin King.”

He looked down the tracks, into the darkness of the tunnel, knowing that with every step, they were delving deeper into a conflict that threatened to unravel the very fabric of existence. The faint smell of rust and damp earth clung to his nostrils, a grim reminder of the long, arduous journey that lay ahead. They were twelve against thousands, seeking an artifact in a world teetering on the brink.

And so they pressed on to whatever fate awaited them.


Chapter
Twenty-Five



The colossal body of the beast lay sprawled across the crude, iron tracks of the goblin tunnel. Its shadowy fur was now dull and lifeless, peeled back, its innards exposed. Even with the surge of exhilaration from victory, a deep weariness settled into Eddie’s bones, an exhaustion that went beyond mere physical exertion. The relentless pace of his new life, the constant barrage of world-ending threats, and the emotional whiplash of cosmic dread followed by intimate connection—it was all taking its toll.

“We should take some of its meat,” Eddie stated, his voice a low rasp in the cavern’s silence. It was a grim necessity, a primal act of survival. He carved large, dark slabs from the direwolf’s massive legs, the shadowy flesh surprisingly firm beneath his blade. The others watched, silent, their faces drawn. Faedrilan and his remaining fae guards slumped against the rough-rock walls, their weapons resting heavily at their sides. Their breathing was ragged, their bodies trembling with the aftermath of the brutal fight. Cerys, though outwardly composed, moved with a subtle stiffness, her usually fluid grace slightly hampered by fatigue. Gilly’s wings drooped and she hummed a low, mournful tune under her breath.

Only Fex seemed unfazed. She stood observing them, her slender body radiating a quiet energy that contrasted sharply with their collective weariness. Her silver-blonde hair, pulled back from her face, emphasized the sharpness of her cheekbones. Her movements were fluid, effortless. The faint aura around her, once faint, now shimmered with a growing vibrancy, hinting at a rapid, astonishing recovery. The Kitterland bootcamp had not only honed her skills but was reversing the magical and physical drain she had endured in the Crypt. She was not merely healing; she was blossoming, regaining her lost power with every challenge met, every shadow navigated, every enemy expertly dispatched.

As they moved deeper into the tunnel, leaving the grisly remains of the direwolf behind, the air grew colder and dampness clung to their skin. The crude iron tracks, wide enough to accommodate the colossal Cauldron, stretched endlessly into the subterranean darkness, reflecting the scattered light from the glowing crystals embedded in the walls. The tunnel curved gently, a massive, goblin-made artery carving through the earth.

Fex, as always, scouted ahead. She was a silent whisper in the gloom, her presence dissolving into the deeper shadows. She remained ahead, marking her progress by the occasional slaughter of a goblin guard. We passed crumpled, lifeless forms in her wake that were sprawled across the iron rails, each with a single, precise dagger wound in their crude leather armor. Each body was a sign of Fex’s ruthless efficiency and a chilling reminder of the phantom death that walked ahead of them.

Eddie fell into a comfortable, mundane rhythm as they walked. The clang of their boots on the iron tracks, the distant drip of water, and the quiet hum of their own exhaustion—it became a backdrop to his thoughts. He glanced at Cerys, then at Gilly, who both walked beside him. Cerys, ever the warrior, moved with controlled readiness, her gaze sweeping their surroundings, vigilant. Gilly, despite her weariness, still managed a playful smirk, her attention divided between the path ahead and the spectral forms of the fae guards trailing behind them.

“You know,” Eddie mused, his voice low, breaking the silence, “it’s… so much easier with Fex. Killing monsters, I mean.” He paused, thinking it through. “In fact, she kind of… kills them for the most part, doesn’t she?”

Gilly chuckled, a dry, tired sound. “Oh, big guy, you’re only just realizing? Yes, our little shadow-elf is quite the specialist. Never misses. Never makes a sound. It’s almost boring how good she is.”

Cerys, usually more measured, nodded in agreement. “Her precision is unmatched. And her ability to bypass the senses of certain creatures… It’s truly rare. She wields silence as a weapon.”

Eddie’s [Strategic Mind] clicked into gear, dissecting the recent battles. The hulking undead Vikings, the colossal direwolf. All powerful. All dangerous. But against Fex’s silent, precise strikes at their vulnerabilities, they had been less of a threat and more of a puzzle to solve. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, the wrinkles around his brow deepening as he processed the implications. The faint glow of his System indicated his active thought processes.

There are big monsters, and then they surround themselves with smaller monsters—or lesser monsters. There are evil wizards and they have protection.

The thought solidified into a clear, undeniable strategy. “Right,” Eddie muttered, more to himself than to them. “That’s it then.” He opened his eyes, a determined glint in them. “We’ve been doing it wrong. Or, not wrong, but… inefficiently.”

He turned to Cerys and Gilly. “Look, we’ve faced these big, heavily armored bruisers. And they always have weaker minions. Or they’re protected by some kind of magical ward. And Fex… Fex can just walk right past their defenses, right to their weak spots.”

“Her skill is in finding the fatal flaw,” Cerys confirmed, understanding dawning in her expression. “The unseen crack in the armor, the vital organ that no physical blow could reach.”

“Exactly,” Eddie pressed, his voice gaining conviction. “So, from now on, this is how it works. We—you, me, Faedrilan and his men—we focus on the melee squad. The grunts. The distractions. We hold the line. We create an opening. We draw their attention. We make a mess. And Fex… she takes out the big one. The leader. The wizard. The boss. Whatever it is that’s coordinating them, that’s making them tough.”

Gilly’s grin, weary though it was, widened. “Oh, I like that! Eddie, you really are a genius! A giant, lumbering distraction, while our tiny little assassin gets to do all the fun stuff!”

“It makes sense,” Eddie insisted, ignoring Gilly’s playful jab. “It’s what she does. It’s her strength. We’ve seen it. She brought down Gorm, the Chieftain, like he was a ragdoll. She brought down that direwolf. While we were hammering away at its hide, she was putting it down for good. We clear the path, she gets the kill. It’s efficient. It’s… logical.”

Cerys nodded slowly, her expression thoughtful. “It is a sound strategy, Eddie. We have always fought as generalists, adapting to threats. But to specialize, to utilize Fex’s unique talents to their fullest… it would indeed maximize our efficiency and minimize our casualties.”

“So, from now on,” Eddie concluded, a new sense of grim purpose settling over him, “that’s our plan. We are the shield and the hammer. She is the precise, silent blade that finds the heart. Agreed?”

Cerys and Gilly exchanged a look, then turned to Eddie, a shared resolve on their faces. “Agreed,” they said in unison, their voices firm.

The decision made, a subtle shift in their collective dynamic, they continued their march through the goblin tunnel, informing Fex of their new plan when she strayed close enough. The monotonous rhythm of their footsteps, the distant drip of water, and the cool, damp air filled the silence. After what felt like an age, the tunnel widened, the hewn walls giving way to something more substantial. The iron tracks converged onto a massive, flat rock bank.

The cavern ahead was immense, echoing with the soft gurgle of unseen water. As they rounded a final bend, the full scope of the chamber revealed itself.

A large, subterranean river flowed past the rock bank, its dark waters churning sluggishly in the gloom. The river was wide, its current slow but powerful, and it disappeared into the darkness both upstream and downstream. On the river bank, stretching for what looked like hundreds of feet, was a crude but functional wharf. Thick timber beams, rough-hewn and still smelling faintly of damp earth, extended out over the water, secured by heavy iron bolts driven into the rock. Attached to the wharf were several massive pulleys and manually operated winches, their mechanisms caked with grease and grime. Behind them, along the bank, were numerous loading bays that were carved directly into the rock face. They were wide enough for large objects to be easily maneuvered. It was clear, undeniable evidence of immense, heavy traffic.

This was the logistical heart of Gorok’s operation. Everything the goblins would need to load the Cauldron onto a barge and transport it through their subterranean river network, was here. The sheer scale of the operation spoke of an enemy far more organized, far more technologically advanced, than Eddie had given the Goblin King credit for. This was not a primitive hoard; this was an empire, capable of massive feats of underground engineering.

As they stood at the edge of the bank, marveling at the scale, a subtle hum filled the air. It was a constant vibration that spoke of latent power in the cavern. The faint light from the glowing crystals illuminated the water, revealing its dark, murky depths.

Then, a voice. Soft. Clear. And chillingly close.

“Not just goblins.”

Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly whirled. Slicer was already in Eddie’s hand. The fae guards stiffened, their swords raised, their eyes scanning the cavern.

It was Fex.

She sat on a massive, jagged rock at the very edge of the riverbank, her legs dangling casually over the murky water. She had materialized as silently as she always did, a wraith in the gloom, her presence unnoticed until she chose to reveal it. She looked remarkably comfortable, almost serene. Until she reached a slender hand behind her. With a single, fluid motion, she pulled something into view.

It was a head. But not a goblin’s.

Its skin was a mottled gray-green, like old moss. Its face was bestial, with a short, blunt snout, beady black eyes that were still surprisingly intact, and a wide, lipless mouth filled with tiny, needle-sharp teeth. Two small, leathery horns protruded from its forehead, and its neck was a ragged, bloody mess.

It was a kobold’s head.

“They had help,” Fex stated, her voice quiet, devoid of emotion, as she held up the grisly trophy for their inspection. The head dripped sluggishly, a faint, dark pool forming on the rock beside her. “Kobolds.””

Silence descended, broken by the gentle gurgle of the subterranean river. The implications of Fex’s discovery settled like a cold stone in Eddie’s stomach. He’d heard of them, of course, from his games, but this was real life, and he needed to know if they were the same.

“Kobolds?”

“Small, reptilian humanoids, known for their cunning, their traps, and their fanatical devotion to dragons. They’re rarely seen outside their tightly knit, underground warrens. And they’re, usually, notoriously territorial, rarely allying with other races unless a powerful dragon commanded it,” Cerys explained and confirmed to Eddie that the games were based on this reality.

“Kobolds?” Gilly whispered, her previous weariness forgotten, replaced by a profound unease. “What are kobolds doing helping goblins? They hate each other! And they typically don’t work for anyone but their dragon masters.”

Cerys’s face was grim. “This complicates matters significantly. Kobolds are notoriously skilled tunnelers and trap-setters. And fiercely loyal. Their involvement suggests a deeper hand and a more… sinister influence rather than mere goblin ambition.”

Eddie looked at the severed head, then at the vast, industrial-scale wharf. It suddenly made a chilling kind of sense if everything he knew about the games was true to life. Goblins were laborers, yes, but this level of engineering, this kind of logistical planning, felt more refined. Kobolds, with their innate connection to earth magic and their meticulous, industrious nature, were master builders of underground complexes. This wasn’t just a goblin operation; it was a joint venture.

“This changes everything,” Eddie muttered, his [Strategic Mind] racing to connect this new piece of information to the overarching conspiracy. The Architects of Despair. Thermillion’s plea. The High Elf Council.

He stared at the kobold head, then at the massive pulleys and winches. A decision solidified in his mind.

“Right,” Eddie declared, his voice firm. “We camp here for the night. We need to rest and eat. We need to plan.”

Faedrilan looked at him, then at the vast machinery. “I wish we could destroy this abomination, but the truth of it is, we’ll need it to transport the cauldron back, if we find it.”

“It’s not if. It’s never if,” Eddie countered, a determined glint in his eye.

“He has a large army,” Faedrilan grunted, his expression dire.

“Faedrilan, your men need rest. Set up a perimeter. Cerys, Gilly, help me. We’ll pull up some wood, make a fire.”

Gilly, her eyes gleaming with renewed purpose, produced a small, glowing orb of fae light, which cast a soft illumination over their makeshift camp. Cerys began to pull up wooden planks and gather luminous moss for the fire. Faedrilan’s men, though exhausted, moved to secure their positions, their weary forms melting into the shadows of the rock bank.

The wolf meat, skewered on hastily fashioned sticks, soon began to sizzle over the fire. It had a surprisingly rich, savory aroma, which was unexpected in the grim subterranean cavern—but a welcome comfort. The warmth of the fire chased away the chill and created a small oasis of normalcy in the heart of the goblin port.

They gathered around the fire, eating the roasted wolf meat in silence. The taste was surprisingly good—primal and nourishing. The act of sharing food was strangely grounding; a moment of quiet camaraderie amidst the overwhelming danger.

The crackle of the fire filled the silence, punctuated by the gentle lapping of the river against the bank. Eddie looked at the kobold head, now resting on a flat stone beside the fire, its beady black eyes staring blankly into the gloom.

“Alright,” Eddie said, breaking the silence, his voice thoughtful. “The kobolds. Why are they helping the goblins? What’s the angle?”

Gilly, finishing a mouthful of meat, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Kobolds are isolationists, usually. Fanatically loyal to their dragons. They almost never ally with other races, especially not goblins. Unless… unless a dragon commanded it. A very powerful dragon.”

“Let me get this straight. Dragons are a thing?” Eddie said. “I heard you mention it a while ago, but thought I’d heard wrong. They’re a thing, right?”

“They are a thing.” Cerys frowned, her gaze fixed on the kobold head. “But there are no known dragons under the Isle of Man, or even under the surrounding European realms. At least, none that would involve themselves in such petty conflicts. Not openly, at least. Most are ancient, reclusive. And few would deign to associate with goblins.”

Eddie nodded, remembering his own limited knowledge of mythical creatures. “So, conspiracy theory number one,” he began, leaning forward. “Gorok, the Goblin King, has acquired a dragon. Or found a dragon. And this dragon is powerful enough to command kobolds and is pulling the strings.”

Gilly shivered, despite the warmth of the fire. “A dragon commanded by a goblin. That would be… as problematic as it is unlikely. They are forces of nature. Untameable.”

“Or,” Eddie continued, “it’s not a dragon they’ve acquired. What if it’s the other way around? What if the kobolds are helping Gorok, not because of a dragon, but because their dragon is already involved in the larger conspiracy? The Architects of Despair. Thermillion mentioned high-ranking elves, a plan to unleash cosmic horrors.”

“So, conspiracy theory number two,” Gilly picked up, her mind already racing. “The Architects of Despair have subverted a dragon. Or a dragon has joined them. And that dragon is using its kobold minions to aid Gorok, because Gorok’s role in stealing the Cauldron is crucial to the Architects’ plans.”

“But why?” Faedrilan asked, his voice low, his expression grim. “Why would a dragon involve itself in releasing horrors from the Crypt? What would it gain from the unraveling of reality?”

“Power,” Cerys stated, her voice quiet. “Or knowledge. Ancient dragons are often obsessed with hoarding power, with arcane secrets. Perhaps they believe they can control the unleashed entities, bend them to their will. Or perhaps they seek to gain knowledge from the Crypt itself, to plumb its depths for forbidden lore.”

Eddie chewed on that. It made sense. Dragons, with their insatiable greed and lust for power, were always a wildcard in any world-ending scenario.

“Or,” Eddie said, his gaze sweeping the shadowy cavern, and a new, chilling thought crystallizing in his [Strategic Mind], “what if it’s simpler, and far more insidious? Conspiracy theory number three. What if the Architects of Despair are the kobolds’ dragon? Not a literal dragon, but a metaphorical one. A cult. A powerful, unseen force that has somehow enslaved or co-opted the kobold race for their own purposes. Maybe by promising them power, or a place in a new world order.”

Gilly’s breath hitched. “A cult. That would be… terrifying. Far more terrifying than a single dragon. An insidious, pervasive influence, working from the shadows, bending entire races to its will.”

“And the high-ranking elf Thermillion,” Cerys added, her voice barely a whisper. “A member of the High Elf Council. What if he is connected to this dragon or this cult? What if the Architects of Despair are a multi-racial, multi-dimensional conspiracy, with agents in every major magical faction?”

The implications were chilling. It meant the enemy wasn’t just a Goblin King, or even a rogue faction of vampires. It was a network, operating from within the very power structures of the magical world.

Fex, who had been listening in silence, her luminous eyes fixed on the flickering fire, suddenly spoke. “Kobolds worship dragons. It is their very nature. If they are here, aiding goblins… it is because they believe they serve a dragon. Or something they perceive as a dragon. Something that commands their absolute loyalty.” Her voice was soft, but carried the weight of ancient racial truths.

Eddie looked at Fex, then at the kobold head. “So, either a real dragon, or a very convincing imitation. Something powerful enough to earn that kind of fanatical devotion.”

“Or,” said Fex, “what if it is about power? Killing humans gives power. Killing millions gives more.”

Eddie nodded. Fex’s words actually made sense. What if the apocalypse was just an excuse to level up?

The night deepened around them, the small fire casting shadows on the cavern walls. The subterranean river gurgled, a constant, low murmur in the darkness. The wolf meat, though surprisingly nourishing, did little to quell the gnawing dread that settled over them.

They had defeated one monstrous beast, found a hidden path, and gained a crucial ally. But the path ahead was darker, more complex, and far more dangerous than they had ever imagined. The Architects of Despair, the stolen Cauldron, the dying fae, the cosmic horrors of the Crypt – it was all intertwined, a Gordian knot of conspiracy and ancient evil.

As the last embers of the fire died down and the cold, damp air of the cavern began to seep into their bones, exhaustion finally claimed Eddie. He lay back on the cold rock, Slicer resting beside him, his mind still racing with the implications of the kobold’s involvement. The weight of the world was still firmly on his shoulders. But now, at least, he had a team. A formidable, eccentric, and fiercely loyal team. And a plan.

A terrifying, desperate, yet strangely logical plan.

He closed his eyes and images of the five-foot cauldron, the swirling depths of the river, and the blank, staring eyes of the kobold head flickered behind his eyelids.

The true fight, he knew, was just beginning.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



The chill of the subterranean river embraced them as they prepared to depart. They selected a crude, flat-bottomed barge from the dozen moored to the wharf, its aged timber smelling of damp earth and goblin sweat. It was a sturdy vessel with a single, large oar for steering. Faedrilan and his remaining guards clambered aboard, their weary faces grim. Cerys, Gilly, Fex, and Eddie followed, the boat settling low in the murky water under their combined weight.

“Alright,” Eddie said, taking the steering oar, its thick shaft rough beneath his hands. “Downriver. Quietly. Fex, keep us updated.”

Fex, a silent shadow at the bow, gave a faint nod. Her body, outlined by the dim glow of the scattered crystals in the cavern walls, hummed with subtle power, a quiet strength that set her apart from their shared weariness.

The current was slow but steady and pulled them deeper into the earth. The light from the crystals soon faded, plunging them into near-total darkness. Cerys conjured a [Light Orb], a sphere of shimmering golden energy that floated above their heads, pushing back the oppressive gloom. Its soft radiance illuminated the tunnel, transforming the drab stone into a breathtaking panorama.

The subterranean river tunnel was a marvel. Stalagmites, vast and ancient, rose like colossal spears from the water, their tips reaching for the unseen ceiling. From above, immense, intricate stalactites hung like frozen tears, some coalescing into fantastical, otherworldly sculptures. Huge, crystalline formations, sharp and multifaceted, jutted from the walls, catching the Light Orb’s glow and scattering it into a thousand glittering facets of emerald, amethyst, and sapphire. Patches of luminous fungi, soft and glowing with an ethereal blue and green, carpeted sections of the rock, casting an otherworldly shimmer that danced on the water’s surface.

It was a hidden world of incredible beauty, untouched by the sun, shaped by millennia of water and rock. But beneath the wonder, a constant threat of primordial life permeated the air and a sense of an ancient, lurking presence, which kept their nerves on edge.

As they glided deeper, the wonders gave way to omens. Shapes stirred in the inky depths beyond the [Light Orb]’s reach. Vast, indistinct forms, massive and shadowy, drifted through the water. Ominous monsters. Their presence, though unseen, was palpable—a chilling sense of being watched from the crushing darkness. Occasionally, a pair of glowing, unblinking emerald or crimson eyes would emerge from the blackness, fix on them for a long moment, then silently recede, leaving ripples of unease in their wake. They were being sized up. Appraised.

The fae guards shifted nervously, their hands on their swords. Even Gilly’s playful grin faded, replaced by a tense vigilance.

“Things are getting… bigger,” Gilly whispered, her voice tight, a rare tremor of fear in it.

Eddie kept his gaze fixed on the water ahead, his grip on the oar firm. His senses were on high alert, his [Strategic Mind] racing, trying to anticipate what might emerge from the depths. Fex, a silent statue at the bow, suddenly shifted, her body tensing.

“Movement,” she whispered, her voice cutting through the silence. “Below. Fast. Large.”

No sooner had the words left her lips than the water beside the barge exploded upwards. A colossal, sucker-covered tentacle, thick as a tree trunk and mottled with slimy, iridescent scales, erupted from the depths. It slammed against the side of their crude boat with astonishing force.

The barge lurched violently, tipping sharply to one side. The fae guards screamed, scrambling for purchase, their swords clattering. Eddie fought to keep the steering oar steady, bracing himself against the sudden impact. Cerys and Gilly shouted, their own balance tested.

“Hold on!” Eddie yelled, his muscles screaming with strain as he tried to counteract the tentacle’s immense leverage. The barge rocked precariously, water sloshing over the sides.

The tentacle whipped back, then lunged again, this time snaking over the side of the boat. Its sucker-covered tip slapped onto the deck, adhering with a sickening squelch. It wrapped around one of Faedrilan’s guards, a young warrior named Renk, who had bravely moved to block its path.

Renk let out a strangled cry, her hands clawing at the thick, slimy tentacle that coiled around her and pulled her inexorably backwards.

“Renk!” Faedrilan roared, lunging forward, his sword flashing. He hacked desperately at the tentacle, but the blade glanced off its tough hide, leaving only shallow gouges.

The beast below tugged. The tentacle tightened, pulling Renk, struggling and screaming, over the side of the barge. Her terrified eyes, wide with horror, locked onto Eddie’s for a fleeting moment.

Then, with a sickening SCHLOP!, she was yanked downwards. Her screams cut off abruptly. A vast, black maw, lined with rows of razor-sharp teeth, briefly broke the surface of the murky water, swallowing her whole. The tentacle retracted, disappearing back into the depths as swiftly as it had appeared, leaving only widening ripples and a faint, coppery tang in the water.

[Fae Guard (Loyalist) DEFEATED!]

A stunned silence fell over the barge. Another one gone. The monster had struck with terrifying speed and lethality.

“Damn it!” Eddie snarled, slamming his fist against the steering oar. His HP, already eroded, felt even more fragile. He had just vowed to protect them, to keep casualties to a minimum, and already another life was lost.

“Hold position, Eddie!” Cerys yelled, her face pale, her daggers gleaming. “It will come again!”

Gilly, her breath coming in ragged gasps, nocked an arrow. Her body trembled with grief and fury. “You monstrous… thing! Come back and face us!”

The water remained still, ominously quiet. The [Light Orb] pulsed softly, casting long, dancing shadows that mocked their vulnerability. The absence of the tentacle, of the monstrous maw, was more terrifying than its presence. They were floating, exposed, in its territory.

Eddie took a deep breath, forcing his fear down, pushing his [Strategic Mind] into overdrive. They were vulnerable here. Too exposed. The monster was a master of the deep, striking from unseen depths.

“We need to get out of the water!” Eddie barked, his voice sharp with urgency. “Faedrilan, men, paddle! To the bank! Anywhere! Now!”

Faedrilan and his remaining fae, galvanized by Eddie’s command, grabbed paddles and began to row with desperate, furious strokes. The barge lurched forward, slowly, sluggishly, towards the nearest rock bank. Every second felt like an eternity. Eddie’s gaze fixed on the murky water, waiting for the next strike; for the colossal tentacle to erupt once more.

It didn’t. The journey to the bank was agonizingly slow, but miraculously, undisturbed. They slowed as the current picked up and white water folded around them. There was a distant sound of bubbling, and then a deep, resonant roar filled the air.

“A waterfall,” Cerys observed, her voice tight. “A large one, by the sound of it.”

As they rounded a final bend, the river plunged into an abyss. A colossal waterfall greeted them with a roaring cascade before it plummeted into a vast, churning pool below. It sent up a thick, cold spray that soaked them to the bone. The sheer power of the water was immense and vibrated through the rock around them.

“We can’t go down there with the boat,” Gilly yelled over the roar of the falls as they paddled backward, trying to slow, still aiming for the bank. “It’ll be smashed to splinters!”

Eddie surveyed the scene. The cliff face beside the waterfall was steep and treacherous, but not impassable. There was a narrow, rocky ledge snaking downwards, slick with spray. Below that, fed by the waterfall, a massive lake stretched into the impenetrable darkness.

They battled for the shore as one, paddling like their lives depending upon it—because they did—before finally managing to wedge the bow between two jagged rocks.

“We carry the boat,” Eddie announced, his voice firm, projecting over the roar of the water. “We carry it down the ledge. We’ll need it for the lake.”

Faedrilan looked at him, then at the heavy barge, then at the treacherous descent. “Steward,” he said, his voice strained, “it is heavy. And the path is perilous. But there are boards and chains. The goblins passed this way, though how they transported the Cauldron is a mystery.”

“Probably sent it over the edge,” Gilly said. “Legend has it the Cauldron is indestructible via physical means.”

“We have no choice. We have to go down,” Eddie retorted, already moving towards the barge. “We just lost a man. We are down to seven of you, and us. We need every advantage. That boat is our only way across that lake.”

It was a grueling task. They worked in shifts, first pushing the heavy barge to the edge of the falls, then slowly, agonizingly, lowering it down the slick, perilous ledge. Eddie used his enhanced [STR] to brace the weight, guiding it carefully even while his feet slipped on the wet rock. Cerys used subtle magic to add purchase and steady the heavy timber. Gilly provided bursts of surprising strength through heaving and pushing. Faedrilan and his men, though weary, mustered their remaining strength, straining under the effort.

It took hours, and every inch was a battle against gravity and exhaustion. The roar of the waterfall was a constant, mind-numbing presence. By the time they reached the bottom, their muscles screamed in protest, and their bodies were soaked and shivering. Their HP, even Eddie’s, had taken a battering.

[Environmental Damage Taken! (Physical Exertion/Exposure)]

HP: 110/400

They pushed the barge into the inky blackness of the lake. The waterfall’s roar, a rumbling backdrop. The water was unnaturally still, its surface reflecting the faint glow of the [Light Orb] like a dark mirror.

“This place… it feels wrong,” Gilly whispered, her voice barely audible. “Too quiet. Too still.”

They paddled across the lake, their strokes muffled; the only sound was the soft splash of the oars. The vastness of the subterranean lake was intimidating as its depths surely concealed unseen terrors.

After what felt like an eternity, the [Light Orb]’s beam pierced the gloom ahead, revealing a distant shore. They pulled the barge onto a small, muddy bank, their bodies crying out for rest.

Just as they were about to collapse, a new sound cut through the silence—distant and faint, but unmistakable. Chopped and guttural voices. Goblin voices. And with them, the rhythmic clang of crude metal and the faint murmuring of a large encampment.

“Sounds like a lot of them,” Faedrilan whispered, his hand on his sword.

Eddie nodded, his exhaustion momentarily forgotten. They had found Gorok’s forces. The Goblin King awaited them.

“Stay here,” Eddie commanded, his voice low. “Fex, you’re up.”

Fex melted into the shadows, a silent ghost disappearing into the gloom of the underground cavern. Her enhanced senses and uncanny ability to bypass detection were their only hope for reconnaissance.

The wait was agonizing. Minutes stretched into an eternity. The goblin voices grew clearer, louder, tantalizingly close—yet frustratingly out of sight. Eddie felt his heart pounding against his ribs, a frantic drumbeat of anticipation and dread. He checked his HP again. Still low. He needed a plan, and he needed one fast.

Then, Fex was back. As silently as she had left, she rematerialized beside him, her form coalescing from the shadows. Her face, usually so impassive, held a subtle grimness.

“Twenty,” Fex whispered, her voice devoid of inflection, yet heavy with the weight of the number. “Twenty goblins. And five… larger ones. Hobs. Heavily armored. They are camped in a cavern ahead. They have torches. Weapons. They are… vigilant.”

Twenty-five. A formidable number for a head-on assault with their reduced forces and exhaustion. Their HP was low. The fae guards were exhausted.

“Twenty-five,” Eddie repeated, his voice grim. He looked at Faedrilan, then at Cerys and Gilly. “Too many for a direct charge. Not in our condition.”

Fex, however, had a different idea. She pointed to the dark, murky water of the subterranean lake. “Swim,” she whispered. “Attack from the water. They are… distracted. Unprepared. Their camp is on a higher bank. No direct access from the water. But… a small cave mouth. Below the waterline. Leads directly to their rear flank. Unmanned. Undetected.”

Eddie’s [Strategic Mind] seized on the idea. A surprise attack. From an unexpected angle. A covert insertion. It was dangerous. Incredibly so. But it might just work.

“Alright,” Eddie said, his voice firm, resolute. He looked at each of them. “We go in the water. We swim. Fex leads. Cerys, Gilly, you cover our flanks. Faedrilan, you and your men be ready to engage the moment we breach their camp. No mercy. No hesitation. We hit them hard, and we hit them fast.”

The fae guards, though wary, nodded grimly. This was their duty. Their fight.

They stripped down, leaving their armor and heavy gear on the bank. The cold, dark water of the lake was a brutal shock, stealing their breath and seeping into their bones. But the chill also sharpened their senses, stripping away their exhaustion, replacing it with a cold, desperate resolve. Eddie, with his [Aquatic Acclimatization], felt a subtle comfort in the water, a bizarre sense of being in his element.

Fex slid into the water first, becoming a faint ripple then a phantom in the dark. Eddie followed, Slicer strapped to his back, Aegis held tightly against his chest. Cerys and Gilly slipped in beside him, their fae forms shimmering faintly in the dimness. Faedrilan and his men, grim-faced, followed.

They swam in silence, their strokes muffled, the water cold and heavy around them. The goblin voices grew louder, their guttural chatter and coarse laughter echoing through the cavern alongside the clang of metal.

Fex surfaced silently by a small, hidden cave mouth, barely above the waterline. She gestured for them to follow. They submerged, swimming through the narrow, twisting passage, the darkness absolute. It was tight and claustrophobic with the water pressing in on them.

Then, they broke the surface. The air was warmer, thick with the scent of goblins. Before them there was a small, natural ledge. Above them, there was a mottled cavern that flickered with the orange glow of torches.

The goblin camp.

Twenty. Fex was right. Twenty crude goblins, their faces ugly and brutish, their small, beady eyes gleaming with low cunning. They were sprawled around a crude fire, some gambling, some sharpening their crude weapons, their guttural chatter filling the air. Five larger, more heavily armored hobgoblin guards with massive weapons, stood at the perimeter. Their attention was drawn to the main tunnel entrance. The camp was in disarray—relaxed and completely unaware of the deadly shadows rising from the water behind them.

“Now!” Eddie hissed, his voice low and commanding.

They scrambled onto the ledge, their movements swift and silent. Eddie drew Slicer, the humming blade a cold comfort. Cerys’s daggers flashed. Gilly’s bow was already drawn with an arrow nocked. Faedrilan and his men, grim and determined, drew their own swords.

The attack was a bloody, brutal whirlwind.

Eddie plunged into the nearest group of goblins, and Slicer became a blur of steel. The crude goblins, taken completely by surprise, barely had time to react. He moved with a furious efficiency, his blows powerful and decisive, cutting through their ranks like a hot knife through butter.

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Goblin Camp)]

[You have dealt 60 damage to Goblin Grunt! (CRITICAL HIT!)]

[Goblin Grunt DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

Gilly’s arrows flew, a deadly rain of precise strikes, silencing goblins before they could even raise an alarm. Cerys was a whirlwind of motion, her daggers flashing, her movements a blur of lethal grace. She weaved through the chaotic melee, leaving a trail of collapsed goblin bodies in her wake.

Faedrilan and his guards, though weary, fought with a desperate ferocity, their silver blades cutting through the goblin ranks. They were outnumbered, but the element of surprise, and the sheer skill of Eddie’s party, turned the tide.

The battle raged, a cacophony of goblin shrieks, clanging metal, and the furious roars of the fae. It was a bloody, brutal grind. The goblins, though surprised, rallied quickly, and their numbers threatened to overwhelm. They swarmed, their crude weapons striking.

[Goblin Grunt has dealt 10 damage to you! (Glancing Blow)]

HP: 100/400

Eddie felt the sting of blows, his HP ticking down, but he pushed through the pain, his focus absolute. He used [Shield Bash] to knock goblins sprawling, creating vital breathing room for his allies.

Then, the larger goblins, the heavily armored guards, finally reacted. They bellowed, their crude axes swinging in wide, dangerous arcs, and their attention drawn to the heart of the chaos. They were tougher, their armor deflecting blows, their attacks more powerful.

This was where Fex’s strategy came into play.

As the heavier goblins engaged, there was a faint ripple in the air. Fex, a silent specter, melted into the deeper shadows of the cavern. She bypassed the melee, moving with incredible stealth, her focus on the heavily armored guards.

A hobgoblin guard, its back to her, suddenly stiffened. A faint, almost inaudible thwick echoed. The guard slumped, a small, precise dagger wound in its neck. Another fell, its skull pierced by an unseen blade. Fex was merciless, precise—a phantom assassin eliminating the biggest threats from the shadows.

[Hobgoblin Guard (Elite) DEFEATED! XP GAINED! (Fex’s Precise Kill!)]

The tide turned decisively. Without their heavy guards, the remaining goblins were quickly overwhelmed. They broke, scattering into the deeper parts of the cavern, their shrieks of terror echoing through the tunnels.

Silence descended once more, broken only by their ragged breathing and the groans of the wounded fae. They stood amidst the scattered bodies of goblins, blood staining the rough cavern floor.

Victory.

A weary, but huge sense of triumph washed over Eddie. They had done it. Against the odds, against their exhaustion, against a numerical disadvantage, they had won. He looked at Cerys and Gilly and saw that despite the grime and sweat on their faces, their expressions were alight with grim satisfaction. Faedrilan and his men were battered but resolute and leaned on their swords, their chests heaving. They had avenged their fallen comrade.

[Combat Encounter Concluded! (Goblin Camp DEFEATED!)]

[BONUS XP GAINED for strategic surprise attack!]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 24!]

Eddie felt the familiar surge of power and the subtle shift in his being. He had leveled up again. The System was rewarding their grit, their cunning, their teamwork.

HP: 80/400

Status: Exhausted

“Alright,” Eddie panted, his voice raw but triumphant. “Good job, everyone. That was… that was a close one. But we won. We secured the area.”

He turned, expecting to see the path clear ahead of them so that they could continue their relentless pursuit of the Cauldron.

A single road led away from the dock, snaking upward. Fex raced up it but quickly returned and pulled Eddie with her. “Trouble,” she said. “Lots of trouble.”

Eddie followed, the muted silence vanishing, his breath fleeing his lungs.

“Goblin city,” she said.

Beyond the rise, a new cavern stretched away, opening into a vast subterranean complex. And in the distance, bathed in the lurid glow of thousands of flickering torches, lay the Goblin King’s stronghold.

It was colossal. A sprawling, multi-tiered fortress carved into the living rock, its sheer walls bristling with watchtowers, its gateways guarded by what looked like hundreds, perhaps thousands, of heavily armed goblins. Massive, crude siege weapons were visible on its ramparts. A constant thrum of activity—guttural shouts, clanging metal—echoed from its depths. It was an entire subterranean city, a military stronghold bristling with defenses.

The realization hit him like a physical blow, stealing the last vestiges of his triumph. They had just defeated twenty-five goblins. This was a force of thousands. An army. A tide of green, scuttling warriors.

He looked at Faedrilan, then at his remaining fae guards: a mere six now, who were exhausted and wounded. Their numbers dwindled with every engagement. Six fae warriors, one human, two dungeon fairies, and a shadow-elf. Ten souls against an army.

The victory, so fiercely won, was snatched away from them, replaced by chilling despair. It was impossible. Utterly, undeniably impossible. They couldn’t take on that many. Not like this. Not head-on.

The whispers of the Architects of Despair—of their vast, insidious conspiracy—echoed in his mind. Gorok wasn’t just a thief; he was a warlord. And this fortress was his impregnable seat of power.

Eddie looked at the vast stronghold, then back at his exhausted, diminished team. His shoulders slumped with the weight of the monumental task. His [Strategic Mind], usually so quick to find a path or a loophole, was silent. There was no direct way in. No way to fight an army.

They needed a plan. And they needed it fast. A very different kind of plan. One that didn’t involve direct confrontation. One that involved cunning, not combat. One that involved a gamble more audacious than anything they had attempted yet. He needed to survive, but was low on HP. Cerys needed to preserve her mana. So he allocated his points to [Constitution] and gave himself a small boost.


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



The sprawling, torchlit expanse of Gorok’s stronghold loomed before them. Carved from the surrounding rock, crude but functional, it displayed all the feral traits that Eddie already associated with goblins. They were survivors. They were average warriors. But they weren’t connivers, innovators, or strategists. Walls towered. Thousands of beady red eyes probably watched from those ramparts, ready to defend their King. But for what reason? What could possibly attack them in this remote, spartan place?

If goblins grasped the simple concept of motivation, they would understand that no one apart from them would want to claim their city. The guttural clamor of the place contrasted with the deathly quiet of the tunnel they’d just crept through, and sent Eddie’s adrenaline surging. Direct assault was, of course, suicide. They needed a different way.

“Fex,” Eddie whispered, his voice low but firm, the unspoken plan barely needing explaining. “You’re up again. Find a way in. Quiet. Fast. Something we can exploit, something they won’t expect.”

Fex nodded, a faint shimmer preceding her as she melted into the cavern’s deeper shadows. Her departure was so utterly silent, so seamless, that even Cerys and Gilly, who were accustomed to her abilities by now, blinked. She was a ghost, a whisper, a phantom in the dark. Their only hope.

The wait was intolerable. The distant sounds of the goblin city—previously a chaotic din—now resolved into individual shouts, the clatter of weapons, and the rhythmic thud of crude machinery. Every minute stretched taut with anticipation. Eddie watched the entrance to the stronghold, his senses on high alert, his hand never leaving Slicer’s hilt. The exhaustion from the previous battles gnawed at him, but the adrenaline of impending infiltration sharpened his focus.

An hour crawled by. Then another. Just as the first whispers of doubt began to creep into his mind, a faint, almost imperceptible thwip echoed from the darkness at the edge of the cavern. It was followed by a soft thud. And then, silence.

Fex rematerialized, coalescing from the shadows, her body barely visible against the dark rock. She held a limp goblin in one hand, its beady red eyes staring blankly into the gloom. A single, precise knife wound, told his fate better than words could.

“Way in,” Fex whispered, her voice devoid of emotion. “Rear access. Sanitation tunnels. Leads into lower residential districts. Unmanned. Guard patrols… predictable. Interval: ten minutes. Two guards. They are… slow. And careless.” She dropped the goblin body, which landed with a soft, unpleasant squelch. “This one… his skin is unblemished. Intact. Could be… useful. More at the entrance.” She grinned. “Even a big one for you, Eddie.”

Eddie looked at the dead goblin, then at Fex’s impassive face.

Disguises.

It was audacious. It was dangerous. It was exactly what they needed.

“Perfect,” Eddie breathed. “Alright, everyone. Let’s go.”

They followed Fex back to her tunnel, trudging through until they came to a guard room. Corpses lay everywhere. There were empty jugs and half filled mugs strewn about. Fex had clearly disturbed them while they drank their guard duty away.

Getting in disguise was a grim, messy business. They stripped the dead goblins and the single hobgoblin and took what they could use. The goblin armor was ill-fitting for all of them, Eddie included. The hobgoblin was much bigger than him and its clothes hung off him like he was a rake.

Their stench was horrendous; a mix of stale sweat, damp earth, and something vaguely sulfurous. But Eddie and the girls led the way, barely breathing and only gagging occasionally.

Faedrilan and his remaining guards followed suit with even greater reluctance. Their attempts at disguise were even less convincing and their revulsion more apparent. Everyone wondered if it was worth it. Eddie, especially, looked nothing like a goblin. But maybe in the dim light of the tunnels with the inherent perception filter of the goblins themselves, it would be enough.

Fex, of course, was already gone, a silent shadow blending perfectly with the darkness. Her disguise was inherent; she was simply invisible.

“Masks,” Eddie stated, looking at the crude leather and bone masks that the dead goblins had worn. They were ugly, brutish things, designed to conceal identity rather than enhance it. They strapped them on and the smell got even worse.

“This is humiliating,” Gilly grumbled, her voice muffled by the mask. A flicker of her usual mischief still danced in her visible brow. “I look like a particularly angry turnip.”

Cerys simply sighed, her expression resigned. “For the Cauldron, my love. For the Cauldron.”

They moved into the sanitation tunnels, which were a maze of chiselled stone and dripping water. The air was thick with the stench of refuse and the distant, unseen activities of the goblin city. Fex’s silent signals guided them—a slight shift in the air, a faint whisper to Eddie’s mind. They encountered the patrols as Fex had predicted: two goblins, clumsy and bored, shuffling along with their crude spears dragging on the ground. Fex dispatched them with chilling efficiency, her dagger flashing once, twice. There was a faint squelch, and the guards crumpled.

They ascended slowly and stealthily through the lower residential districts. The tunnels here were busier and lined with crude, squat dwellings carved directly into the rock. The sounds of goblin life filtered through the rough stone: guttural arguments, raucous laughter, and the faint cries of goblin children. They passed goblins going about their daily lives, their beady red eyes rarely lifting from their tasks. Their disguises, however flimsy, held; they were aided by the goblins’ inherent disinterest in anything beyond their immediate focus.

Eddie found himself in his element. His [Strategic Mind] was buzzing, absorbing every detail. The layout of the city, the density of its population and the flow of traffic. He discounted the winding, chaotic residential districts immediately. Their target wasn’t here.

“Religious centers,” Eddie muttered, the thought clear in his mind. “Temples. Places of power. The Cauldron is an artifact of immense magical and spiritual significance. Gorok wouldn’t just hide it in a warehouse. Hell! He wouldn’t even want it. Perhaps he’s offering it to the Gods? Something more?”

They moved deeper, navigating the tight alleys with an almost instinctual sense of direction. They were guided by the subtle shifts in the flow of goblin traffic and the increasingly elaborate carvings on the walls. The air grew cleaner as the stench of refuse gave way to the faint, metallic tang of ozone and something resembling burning incense.

Finally, after what felt like hours of sneaking through passageways and with plenty of close calls, they emerged into a vast, open space. The sight that greeted them was startling. This was no mere temple. Its center was a cathedral of rock, a monument to unlikely goblin ambition that lay before them.

It was a monstrous pillar of crude, riveted iron and braced wood, square in its base and spiraling upwards like a twisted, industrial tower. Thick chains snaked around it, disappearing into the darkness overhead. And as Eddie’s gaze swept upwards, he saw it. A series of massive, goblin-engineered pulleys and winches, far larger and more powerful than the ones at the wharf. They were embedded into the tower’s structure, leading to a central, open shaft that ran vertically through the cavern’s ceiling. The shaft itself was wide, easily wide enough to accommodate something the size of the Cauldron.

“That’s it,” Eddie breathed, his voice raw with a grim certainty. “That’s how they did it. This confirms it. They didn’t just wheel it out. They winched it. All the way to the top. To some unseen chamber above, probably a vault or a hidden portal room.”

He looked at Cerys and Gilly, his face set in grim lines. “The goblins didn’t just steal the artifact on behalf of someone else. They were paid for their tunneling, for their labour, for their brute force. But they were actually working for the kobolds. Or rather, for whatever entity the kobolds serve. Not the other way around. Gorok is just a tool, a means to an end.”

Cerys nodded, her expression grim. “It adds up. The sophistication of this engineering, the meticulous planning… It’s beyond goblin ambition. They were the muscle. The kobolds were the architects. The unseen hand. Perhaps connected to the Architects of Despair.”

“So, we follow the trail,” Gilly stated, her usual zest now a quiet determination. “To the top. To whatever lies above.”

The goblin city, though bustling during the day, gradually fell silent as the subterranean night descended. Torches flickered and died. The guttural clamor subsided into a low, pervasive murmur of sleeping masses. The air grew colder, the shadows deeper.

They waited, hidden in the alley, until the city fell truly quiet. Only the rhythmic clanging from within the central tower and the faint hum of unseen machinery broke the oppressive stillness.

“Now,” Eddie whispered, a single word of command.

Fex, a silent ripple, was gone before he finished the word. She was their vanguard, their infiltrator. They reached the base of the towering structure, its immense form disappearing into the cavern’s ceiling.

The entrance to the ascent was a heavy, iron-bound door, cleverly disguised as part of the tower’s solid base. Fex, who had silently reappeared, indicated a small, almost invisible seam. Cerys, using a delicate touch of fae magic, coaxed the ancient locking mechanism, and with a soft click, the heavy door swung inwards, revealing a dark, narrow passage.

They stepped inside, the air immediately growing thick with the scent of old grease. The passage opened into a vast, vertical shaft, illuminated by a series of small, glowing crystals embedded in the scaffolding. It was a colossal system of ascending platforms, each large enough to carry a heavy load, and anchored to thick, groaning chains that disappeared into the darkness above. These were the winches and pulleys that Eddie had seen from below. Now, up close, their purpose was chillingly clear.

“This is it,” Eddie breathed, his gaze sweeping upwards into the vast, black maw of the shaft. “The Cauldron went up here. So do we.”

The ascent was treacherous. The platforms were wide, but their movements were slow and ponderous. The chains groaned under their weight, echoing ominously in the vast shaft. They moved with extreme caution, checking each platform before committing their weight, their senses on high alert.

They climbed in silence, the rhythmic clang of the chains and the creak of the old pulleys the only sounds. The goblin city receded below them, its scattered lights becoming distant. The air grew colder and thinner as they ascended higher and higher.

They were perhaps halfway up the colossal shaft when disaster struck.

A guttural shout, rough and angry, echoed from below. It was followed by the frantic clang of metal on stone and the unmistakable sounds of a chase.

“They’ve spotted us!” Gilly whispered, her voice tight, her wings flaring instinctively.

“Goblins!” Faedrilan snarled, drawing his sword. His men, who were spread out on the platforms below them, tensed.

From the dark narrow passage came a wave of goblin guards, armed with crude spears and wickedly curved blades. They swarmed onto the lowest platform, their beady red eyes accustomed to the gloom, and immediately fixed on the ascending figures. These goblins were short and squat but surprisingly agile, and scrambled up the set of platforms with incredible speed.

“Move! Faster!” Eddie roared, hauling himself onto the next platform, his muscles screaming in protest, Slicer already in his hand.

The climb became a desperate, vertical scramble. The goblins, relentless in their pursuit, swarmed upwards, their numbers endless. They leaped from platform to platform, their guttural shouts filling the shaft and echoing menacingly.

Eddie turned, positioning himself at the edge of a platform with Aegis raised. Cerys and Gilly formed a protective line beside him, their weapons ready. Faedrilan and his men, grim-faced, arrayed themselves to meet the onslaught.

The first wave of goblins slammed into them, their crude weapons clanging against steel and shield. Eddie battered one with Aegis, sending it sprawling over the edge of the platform to fall screaming into the black abyss below. Slicer followed, carving a bloody path through another.
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Gilly’s arrows flew, swift and deadly, picking off goblins as they clambered upwards. Cerys was a blur of motion, her daggers flashing, defending their position with lethal grace. But for every goblin they cut down, two more took their place.

Then, from higher up the shaft, a new, more imposing threat descended. A wave of hobgoblins. Taller, stronger, and far more disciplined than their smaller kin, they were clad in dark, riveted plate armor, and wielded heavy, two-handed swords. Their faces were brutally scarred and their deep-set eyes burned with a cold, malevolent intelligence. These were the elite, the heavy hitters of Gorok’s army.

“Hobgoblins!” Faedrilan roared, a note of grim despair in his voice. “They are Gorok’s personal guard! They won’t stop!”

The hobgoblins came with terrifying speed, their heavy boots clanging on the platforms, their massive swords whistling through the air. They moved with a chilling efficiency, cutting down the fae guards who tried to slow their advance.
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The fight became a desperate scramble for survival. Eddie parried blow after blow from another hulking hobgoblin, its massive sword raining down with bone-jarring force. His HP began to tick down rapidly from its already depleted level, and his [Constitution] was tested to its limits.

HP: 240/450 (DANGER!)

“We’re getting swarmed!” Gilly yelled, her wings beating frantically as she unleashed a flurry of arrows.

Cerys, her face grim, fought with furious determination, but even she was struggling against the sheer numbers and brute force of the hobgoblins. Faedrilan and his remaining fae, their numbers dwindling, fought with desperate courage, but they were being overwhelmed.

Just as a hobgoblin’s massive sword arced towards Eddie’s head, a flicker of movement came from above. It was so subtle and fast that it was almost imperceptible.

Fex had ascended beyond the immediate fight, melting into the shadows of the highest platforms. Now, she descended, a silent, lethal phantom, raining death from above. Her dagger flashed, striking at the hobgoblins’ exposed necks, their eye slits, their vital joints.
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The hobgoblins, previously having gained a foothold, suddenly stiffened. Their huge bodies toppled from the platforms to fall screaming into the abyss. Their once-disciplined formation shattered and the tide of battle turned.

“Now!” Eddie roared, unleashing a [Shield Bash] that sent his hobgoblin opponent reeling. He followed up with a furious series of strikes from Slicer, driving the hobgoblin back and creating a vital opening.

Cerys and Gilly, sensing the shift, pressed their advantage, their attacks becoming more aggressive, more lethal. Faedrilan and his remaining men, renewed by Fex’s intervention, fought with desperate fury, pushing back against the now-disoriented goblins.

The ascent became a chaotic, bloody climb. Goblins and hobgoblins fell screaming into the darkness below, their bodies slamming against the distant floor of the cavern. But they were still coming.

Frothing at the mouth, driven to frenzy, the relentless goblins attacked regardless of casualties. Another fae guard crumpled, his life extinguished by a hobgoblin’s blade.

[Fae Guard (Loyalist) DEFEATED!]

The fae guard dwindled, with only four remaining including Faedrilan. Their faces were streaked with sweat and blood, their bodies trembling with exhaustion.

“Almost there!” Cerys yelled, her voice strained, pointing upwards.

The top of the shaft became visible and a distant light. But the platforms were narrower, slicker, the climb even more perilous.

Eddie, bruised and battered, gritted his teeth, and pulled himself upwards, his muscles screaming in protest. He could hear the goblins snarling at his heels, their crude weapons clanging. He pushed, he pulled, and he climbed—Slicer biting into any goblin that got too close.
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A surge of fresh energy, a familiar hum of power, washed over him. He felt his wounds knit, his exhaustion recede, if only for a moment. His HP was replenished by Cerys’s precious healing spells. She was using her depleted mana reserves sparingly, no doubt down to the dregs of her reserves.

HP: 150/450

They continued the climb.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity of desperate scrambling, Eddie touched rough rock. He pushed, grunted, and with a final heave, burst free.

The air was cold, sharp, and biting, carrying the distinct tang of ash and sulfur. Above him, a twilight sky stretched into an infinite, starless void.

He pulled himself onto a jagged lip of rock, then helped Cerys and Gilly out. Faedrilan and his three remaining guards clambered out after them, their bodies trembling with exhaustion. Fex, as always, simply materialized beside them, her form coalescing from the shadows of the vent opening.

They were on a mountaintop. Not a pristine, snow-capped peak, but a desolate, scarred landscape of charred slopes and burned forests. Twisted, skeletal trees, devoid of leaves, clawed at the oppressive sky like gnarled, bony fingers. The ground was black and covered in a fine layer of ash that coated their boots. The air was still, heavy with the reek of ancient fire and profound desolation. This was a land ravaged by an inferno, a landscape of death and ruin.

“Why aren’t they following?” he asked.

“Perhaps,” Faedrilan said breathlessly, “they are too scared of whatever’s out here.”

Eddie closed his eyes, berating a god from long ago.

There was no sign of the Cauldron. No temple. No vault. Just the wind, whispering through the burned trees and carrying the chill of an empty, blighted world.

Disappointment, sharp and cold, pierced through Eddie. They had come so far, fought so hard. The colossal tower below, the brutal climb: was it all for nothing?

But then, as his eyes adjusted to the bleak landscape, he saw something else. Something that twisted his gut with a new, unsettling dread.

Signs of a slaughter.

Faedrilan was right.

Strewn across the charred ground, amidst the blackened trees and smoldering ash, lay the gruesome remains of dozens of creatures. Their bodies were small and reptilian, their skin a mottled gray-green. Horns protruded from their foreheads, and their limbs were twisted into unnatural angles. Kobolds. Dozens of them. Their bodies were scorched, many still screaming, as if caught in a sudden, devastating conflagration. Their crude weapons lay scattered around, broken and useless.

This was not the aftermath of a minor skirmish. This was an annihilation. A massacre.

The sight sent a cold shiver down Eddie’s spine. Kobolds. The same creatures who Fex had just revealed were likely the true orchestrators of the Cauldron’s theft and the hidden hands behind Gorok’s operation. They had come here, to this desolate peak, for a reason. And something, or someone, had found them. And utterly obliterated them.

“What… what happened here?” Gilly whispered, her voice hushed, tinged with horror. Her wings, which had been fluttering with excitement moments before, now drooped, trembling faintly.

Cerys’s face was grim, her eyes wide as she surveyed the carnage. “This was not a battle, Eddie. This was a purge. Something incredibly powerful did this. And quickly.”

Faedrilan and his guards stared at the scene, their faces etched with a dawning horror that surpassed even their exhaustion. The pervasive silence and the vast, desolate landscape spoke of a power beyond their comprehension.

Eddie walked slowly among the bodies, his gaze sweeping the scene, searching for clues. What had unleashed such destruction? His [Strategic Mind] was buzzing, desperately trying to comprehend the impossible. Who could have done this? And why?

Then he saw it. A faint twitch amidst a pile of charred rubble. A barely perceptible movement.

A survivor.

He rushed forward, his heart pounding. Buried beneath a shattered rock, its mottled gray-green skin blistered and burned, was a single kobold. It was small—no larger than a child—and its body was terribly broken, its limbs twisted. Its beady black eyes, remarkably still intact, were wide with a profound, pervasive terror. A low, ragged whimper escaped its lips, its tiny chest heaving with desperate, shallow breaths. It was clinging to life by a thread, its fear a palpable aura around it.

“Cerys!” Eddie yelled, his voice urgent. “Here! Quick! One’s alive! Barely!”

Cerys rushed to his side, dropping to her knees. Her hands, radiating a soft, emerald light, hovered over the dying kobold. Her face was a mask of intense concentration, brow furrowed. She began to channel her healing magic, a steady stream of life energy flowing from her palms into the broken creature.

The kobold convulsed, its tiny body writhing, and its whimper turning into a faint, pained shriek. It was resisting the magic, as if the life force itself contributed to its agony. But Cerys was relentless, her magic pushing against the brink of death, keeping the tiny spark of life burning inside it.

“It’s… it’s barely holding on,” Cerys murmured, her voice strained. “Its spirit is fractured. Its body… utterly broken. I can keep it alive, but only just. I cannot heal it fully.”

Eddie knelt beside them, looking at the tiny, terrified creature. This was their chance. Their only witness.

He pushed his [Charisma] to its limits, his voice low, gentle, filled with a calming sincerity. He projected empathy and understanding, focusing his entire being on the single, overriding desire to connect with the dying kobold.

“Little one,” Eddie said, his voice a soft murmur, trying to meet its terrified gaze. “We’re not here to harm you. We’re here to help. To understand. What happened here? Who did this? Tell us. We need to know. What happened to all your kin?”

The kobold’s beady black eyes flickered, focusing on Eddie for a moment. A shudder ran through its tiny body, and a low, chattering sound, half-whimper, half-growl, escaped its lips. It was a sound of profound terror.

He tried again, this time adding his five spare attribute points to his [Charisma].

“What happened here? Who did this? Tell us. We need to know. What happened to all your kin?”

The kobold reached out, the terror melting away. “They… they came,” the kobold rasped, its voice a dry, papery whisper, barely audible and laced with unspeakable fear. “From… from the sky. With fire. And… and shadow.”

Cerys continued to channel what healing magic she had left, her face pale with the effort. The kobold’s body trembled, its breathing shallow.

“Who came?” Eddie pressed, his voice urgent but still gentle. “What did they want? What happened to the Cauldron?”

The kobold’s gaze darted from Eddie to Cerys, then to the charcoaled remains of its kin strewn across the desolate landscape. Its terror was palpable. It was reliving the nightmare, caught in the grip of a trauma that threatened to consume its last breath.

“They… they took it,” the kobold whispered, its voice cracking. “The Coire. They took it… to the Black Peak. To… to the Gate of Sighs.”

A cold knot formed in Eddie’s stomach. The Black Peak. The Gate of Sighs. New names. New destinations. And the horrifying implication that the Cauldron was no longer in goblin hands, but in the possession of something far more sinister and far more powerful.

“Why?” Eddie pressed, pushing his [Charisma] further, trying to break through its terror. “Why the Cauldron? What do they want with it?”

The kobold’s body convulsed, a wave of agony rippling through it. Its eyes rolled back, its breath catching in its throat. Cerys cried out, redoubling her efforts, a faint sheen of sweat on her brow.

“No!” Eddie urged, his voice desperate. “Hold on! Tell us! What happened? What did they do? Who were they?”

The kobold gasped, its eyes snapping back to Eddie’s. They were wide and filled with a desperate, dying urgency. It struggled for breath as its tiny body writhed under Cerys’s healing touch.

Then, slowly, agonizingly slowly, as its life flickered out, the kobold spoke.

“They… they were the…”

The words hung in the cold, ash-laden air, chilling and full of secrets.
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The kobold’s last breath hitched—a faint, rattling sound swallowed by the cold mountain air. Its beady black eyes, wide with a terror that transcended death, remained fixed on Eddie for a long moment before slowly glazing over. The tiny spark of life, so fiercely maintained by Cerys’s desperate magic, flickered and died as the small, broken body went limp, its secrets slipping away with a final sigh.

Cerys slumped back, her face pale, a tremor running through her. The effort of sustaining such a grievously wounded creature had drained her, leaving her utterly exhausted. Gilly knelt beside her, a comforting hand on her arm, her own expression sombre. Faedrilan and his guards stood in grim silence, their weariness compounded by the futile loss of their only witness.

Despair settled over Eddie. So close. They had been so incredibly close to understanding the truth. But now only more questions remained, echoing in the desolate landscape. The Black Peak. The Gate of Sighs. And whatever terrifying entity the kobolds had served that could obliterate dozens of them in a flash of fire and shadow.

Just as the silence threatened to crush him, a small, insistent tug on his sleeve broke his reverie. Fex stood beside him, her face impassive as always, but her luminous eyes darted around. She didn’t speak, didn’t make a sound. She tugged again, then gestured with her head towards the edge of the devastation, towards a particularly large, dark mass on the horizon.

Eddie, his mind still reeling, followed her silent lead. He walked past the scattered, charred remains of the kobold encampment and the grim evidence of a terrible slaughter. The ash crunched softly beneath his boots, and the air grew thicker with the acrid scent of ancient fire and something else; something vast and undeniably reptilian.

As they reached the edge of the devastation, Eddie gasped, the breath catching in his throat, and his blood ran cold.

Sprawled across a wide, flat expanse of the charred slope, its immense body covering hundreds of feet—was a dead dragon.

Not a skeleton, not a forgotten myth. A real dragon. Or what was left of one. Its scales, once surely magnificent, were blackened and cracked, still smoldering faintly in places. Its vast, leathery wings, ripped and tattered, lay spread like shattered sails, casting immense, grotesque shadows across the ruined landscape. Its head was colossal and horned, resting heavily on the ash-strewn ground with one eye closed and the other half-open, a sliver of unseeing gold glinting in the dim light. Its claws, each as long as a man, were curled inward, fixed in death.

The sheer scale of it was breathtaking. It was a creature of myth and legend, brought low by an unimaginable force. The devastation around them, the burned forests, the charred slopes—it made sense now. This was its final resting place and a monument to its last, desperate battle.

Cerys moved forward, her steps slow and reverent. She knelt beside the dragon’s colossal head, her small, slender hand resting gently on its blackened scales. Her face was filled with a profound sadness and a deep, almost tearful reverence.

“The fae,” Cerys murmured, her voice a low, sorrowful whisper, “revere all dragons, Eddie. Respect them. They are ancient beings. Primordial forces. The oldest living things in creation. To see one like this… brought down… it is a tragedy beyond measure.” Her fingers were delicate against the dragon’s immense scales, and they traced a pattern of comfort and mournful respect.

Gilly stood in stunned silence, her wings drooping, her gaze fixed on the fallen titan. Even Faedrilan and his weary guards, hardened warriors though they were, stood transfixed, their faces etched with awe and sorrow. This was a desecration. A violation of the natural order of magic itself.

Eddie watched, both awe and terror gripping him. He had faced monsters, but this… this was an entirely different league. A dragon. Dead. And its killer was still out there.

Then, the inconceivable happened.

The dragon’s immense, half-open eye, previously dull and lifeless, snapped fully open.

It wasn’t a slow, groggy awakening. It was a sudden, jarring movement performed with a flash of startling, vibrant gold. The eye, the size of a wagon wheel, fixed on Eddie, then on Cerys, then on all of them. It burned with an ancient, terrifying intelligence and a raw, unyielding agony that seared into their souls.

A collective gasp—a choked cry of sheer terror—escaped their lips. Faedrilan’s men stumbled back, their faces white with shock. Gilly let out a yelp, her hand flying to her mouth. Even Cerys recoiled, her body stiff with a fear that she rarely showed. The sheer shock of a dead dragon’s eye snapping open had stripped away their composure, leaving them trembling.

The dragon, with an effort that vibrated through the mountain, attempted to lift its head. A low, rattling groan—a sound of immense pain and ancient grief—rumbled from its vast throat. Smoke, thick and acrid, plumed from its flared nostrils.

“It’s alive!” Eddie rasped, his voice raw with disbelief while his heart hammered against his ribs.

Cerys, recovering swiftly from her initial shock, immediately dropped to her knees again, radiating intense, emerald-green light from spread palms. She pressed them against the dragon’s scorched hide, her face a mask of desperate concentration. Her remaining healing magic poured into the colossal beast, a vibrant stream of life energy battling against the pervasive chill of death that still clung to it.

The dragon’s colossal body shuddered. Its breathing, which was previously a faint rattle, now deepened and became a slow, laborious rasp. The golden light in its eye pulsed brighter now, reflecting a glimmer of renewed consciousness and agonizing awareness.

“I… I can keep it alive,” Cerys gasped, her voice strained, sweat beading on her brow. “But only for a short time. Its wounds… they are beyond my full mending. Its life force is… shattered, and my mana is low from the other.”

The dragon turned its head, its golden eye fixing on Cerys with weary recognition. A low, baritonal sound, like grinding stone, rumbled from its throat. It was attempting to speak.

Eddie quickly moved closer, his [Charisma] flowing from him. He was a calming, reassuring presence. He urged the dragon to speak. “Tell us,” he said, his voice low and earnest. “What happened? Who did this? What about the Cauldron? We need to know.”

The dragon’s vast eye flickered to Eddie, then to the charred landscape, then back to the emptiness where its colossal hoard should have been. A sigh, like a dying wind, escaped its nostrils, carrying the scent of ash and sorrow.

Its voice, when it came, was not a roar, but a low, resonant rumble that vibrated through the ground, echoing directly into their minds. It was an ancient voice, filled with the wisdom of millennia and the weariness of one who had witnessed countless ages.

“I am Aerion, Weaver of Winds, Guardian of the Ash Wastes,” the dragon’s thoughts resonated, each word a slow, laborious effort. “I… I fell. By betrayal. And by overwhelming might.”

Aerion’s golden eye shimmered with a deep pain. “They came… those who call themselves the Night Scale Syndicate. They speak with honeyed words of a new age. Of dominion. Of a world cleansed of… lesser races. They pretend to be in league with certain… lessers. Goblins. Kobolds. Those who yearn for power they do not possess. They promise them dominion over human worlds. They tell them they will rule, that the surface will be theirs for the taking, once humanity is… removed. They are fools. Blinded by greed. They do not understand the true nature of the pact they forge.”

Eddie exchanged a grim look with Cerys. The Architects of Despair. The pieces were falling into place, chillingly. This ‘Night Scale Syndicate’ was either a front for them, or another powerful faction in league with them, exploiting the greed and ambition of the lesser races.

Aerion’s breath faltered, a shudder running through his immense body. “Not all dragons agree with this madness. Not all of us seek conquest for its own sake. There are those of us who remember the true balance. The ancient ways. The sacred oaths. I… I tried to stop them. To stop the Black Dragon, Vorlag, the Shadowflame. He came here, drawn by their promises and the scent of power.”

“Vorlag,” Gilly whispered, her face pale. “He is a creature of immense malice. A true tyrant.”

Aerion’s golden eye fixed on Eddie, a desperate urgency burning in its depths. “He came for the Cauldron. The An Dagda’s Coire. He brought his own forces. Not just goblins. Not just kobolds. Dark elves. Trolls. Giants. A multitude. I was outnumbered. Overwhelmed. My fire… it could not burn through their numbers or their insidious magic. I fought. I protected the land. But they… they struck from the shadows. And from within. They used my own kin against me.”

The dragon groaned, a rattling sound of distressed agony. Cerys redoubled her healing efforts, her face strained with concentration, her hands glowing with blinding light.

“You… You must seek out the Silver Dragon, Lunaea the Star-Heart,” Aerion continued, his voice growing fainter and tinged with a desperate plea. “She dwells on the Smoking Mountain. Mount Cinderheart. Tell her. Tell her that Aerion has fallen. Tell her that Vorlag, the Black Dragon, has the Cauldron. Tell her… the Night Scale Syndicate has begun their final phase. She will know what to do. She alone can… can rally the old ones. The true guardians.”

Eddie’s mind raced. Another quest. Another impossible task. Mount Cinderheart. Lunaea. This was a rapidly expanding web of conflict, drawing in ancient powers and creatures of myth. But why the Cauldron? What use could a dragon, even a black, tyrannical one, have for the fae’s artifact of abundance and glamor? It didn’t make sense.

“Why the Cauldron, Aerion?” Eddie pressed, his voice urgent, desperate for answers. “What use is it to Vorlag? What does he want with it? What will he do with it?”

Aerion’s vast golden eye flickered, a final spark of ancient wisdom and profound despair burning within it. His massive body shuddered in a long, drawn-out tremor that shook the ground beneath them. His breath became a ragged, dying sigh.

“He… he seeks to… to corrupt it,” Aerion’s thoughts resonated, fainter now, tinged with the cold touch of impending death. “To twist its essence. To use its power… to unravel the veil…”

The dragon’s voice cut off abruptly. Its colossal body spasmed once in a final, shuddering tremor. The golden light in its eye extinguished, leaving only a dull, unseeing orb. The air, heavy with the reek of ash and ancient death, grew still. Aerion, Weaver of Winds, Guardian of the Ash Wastes, had fallen silent forever.

Cerys slumped back, her hands dropping from the dragon’s hide, her face pale and drawn. She closed her eyes, a single tear tracing a path through the grime on her cheek. Gilly knelt, head bowed, a silent lament in her heart. Faedrilan and his guards, their faces etched with profound sorrow, stood with their heads respectfully lowered.

The vast, desolate landscape of charred slopes and burned forests stretched around them, a chilling testament to the dragon’s last stand. The silence was broken only by the mournful whisper of the wind through the skeletal trees. Another powerful life, another piece of the puzzle, lost. And the answer to the most crucial question—why the Cauldron?—had nearly died with it.

Eddie stared at the immense, lifeless form of Aerion, his mind reeling. The weight of the world, it seemed, was growing heavier with every impossible revelation. The Black Dragon, Vorlag. The Night Scale Syndicate. Mount Cinderheart. Lunaea. And the terrifying purpose of the corrupted Cauldron. His respite, his moment of quiet contemplation, had lasted mere seconds. The journey was just beginning all over again. And it was leading them deeper into a conspiracy that threatened to consume all realms.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



The mournful whisper of the wind through the skeletal trees broke the morbid stillness. The immense, lifeless form of Aerion, the fallen dragon, cast a grim shadow over them. It was a horrific reminder of the overwhelming power of their new enemies. The air still reeked of ash and ancient death, and the weight of the task ahead settled heavily on Eddie’s shoulders.

Then, one of Faedrilan’s remaining guards, a young warrior with keen, intelligent eyes, stepped forward. His silver armor, though dented and streaked with grime, held a quiet dignity.

“Steward Strike,” he began, his voice clear despite his exhaustion. “My name is Jerrard. I… I believe I can assist you with this. The magical lands, the shifting borders, the hidden paths… I know them. Like the back of my hand.”

Eddie looked at him, a flicker of surprise cutting through his weariness. Faedrilan, sensing Eddie’s unspoken question, gave a tired nod. “Jerrard is our finest scout, Steward,” the captain said, his voice raspy. “His skill with maps and understanding the flow of the land and its inherent magic, is… well, it is legendary among our kind. Young, yes. But immensely talented. He can walk quickly and for a long time without tiring. His endurance is remarkable.”

Jerrard, though appearing modest, held himself with a quiet confidence that belied his youthful appearance. His movements were lithe and his stance balanced, suggesting a physical prowess that matched Faedrilan’s description. Eddie, always one to value practical skills, felt a surge of renewed hope. A guide. This was exactly what they needed.

“Jerrard,” Eddie said, a faint smile touching his lips. “That’s excellent news. Can you… can you show us the way to Mount Cinderheart? And to Lunaea the Silver Dragon?”

Jerrard nodded, his gaze sweeping the desolate, ash-covered slopes. “Indeed, Steward. It will not be an easy journey. But the path, though perilous, is known to me.”

They moved away from the grim scene of the fallen dragon, seeking a sheltered spot where they could gather and plan. They found a small depression in the charred earth, protected by the remnants of a few blackened, gnarled trees. The air there was slightly less biting, the silence less oppressive.

Jerrard crouched low, his finger tracing imaginary lines on the ash-covered ground. Faedrilan knelt beside him, his scarred face etched with concentration. Cerys and Gilly huddled close, their exhaustion temporarily forgotten in the face of this new, vital information. Eddie leaned in, his gaze fixed on Jerrard’s movements, his [Strategic Mind] already working to absorb every detail.

“Mount Cinderheart,” Jerrard began, his voice low, mapping out the route with a series of precise gestures on the ground. “It is… a formidable peak. Steep. Treacherous. Its slopes are wreathed in perpetual smoke and ash, fed by the ancient fires within. And its true challenge lies not just in its terrain, but in its location.”

He paused, looking at Cerys. “It lies on the very edge of the Court of Wind and Rain’s influence, my Lady,” he explained, his voice gentle but firm. “And it actually straddles the border with the Court of Ice and Thunder. With our Court already weakened and its magic fraying… it is likely the lines between our territories, once fiercely guarded, have been blurred further. Perhaps even dissolved.”

Cerys’s face hardened. “The Court of Ice and Thunder,” she murmured, her voice tight. “They are harsher. More rigid. More aggressive, as Faedrilan said. They blame Queen Oonagh for the Cauldron’s loss. And their border patrols, even in times of peace, are notoriously unforgiving.”

“So,” Eddie stated, the grim reality settling in. “There is zero chance we won’t get attacked. From both sides, potentially. Our own kin, seeing us as encroaching on their territory. Or Gorok’s forces, if they track us.”

Jerrard nodded. “Precisely, Steward. The land itself is… contentious. There are few paths that would not lead to engagement. It is a long journey, too. Across several treacherous leagues of both blighted and frozen terrain.”

Eddie ran a hand through his hair, a weary sigh escaping him. This was not getting any easier. He looked at the vast, desolate landscape stretching before them, then back at the dark maw of the vent shaft, leading back into the goblin-infested tunnels.

“Right,” he muttered, more to himself than to anyone else. “So, what are our options? Any other routes?”

They discussed it, their voices low and grim. They looked at the next option. Could they go back underground, through the goblin tunnels, perhaps try to find a different exit? The thought was immediately, vehemently, discounted. The memory of their exhausting journey through the tunnels was too fresh, too raw.

“There is no way,” Gilly stated, her voice firm, her face pale at the mere suggestion. “No way that we are going back underground. Not that way. Not through that place.” Her wings, usually so expressive, were pressed tight against her back, as if bracing against an unseen horror.

Cerys nodded, her expression resolute. “Gilly is right. That way lies… madness. And the inevitable return of that monster. And that’s if we get past the goblins. We wouldn’t survive another such journey, not with our current strength.”

Faedrilan and his men were silent, though their tired faces spoke volumes. They had endured enough of the underworld for a lifetime.

“Agreed,” Eddie said, his decision made.

“But,” Jerrard added, his voice lowering further, “there is… even more bad news, Steward. Mount Cinderheart. It is not isolated. Rumors whispered in our Court before the decay suggest that Vorlag, the Black Dragon, the one who slew Aerion and took the Cauldron… he is rumored to make his lair right in the middle of Ice and Thunder’s land.”

A chilling silence descended. The journey, already a formidable challenge, now became even more challenging. They weren’t just seeking an ally; they were walking into a trap.

They took a moment to process the grim reality of their situation. The wind, whistling through the charred trees, sounded like a mournful lament.

Eddie closed his eyes, then opened them, his gaze fixed on Jerrard. He had to know everything. Every detail. Every hidden path.

“Jerrard,” Eddie said, his voice quiet but intense. “This map skill you have. You carry all this information in your head? The borders, the paths, the history of this land?”

Jerrard nodded. “Yes, Steward. It is part of my lineage’s gift. A memory, a cartography of the magical realms. It is always with me.” He paused, then added with a hint of pride in his voice, “But I also have a map. A physical one. Passed down through my family.”

He reached into a hidden pouch on his belt, carefully extracting a small, rolled parchment. It was old, the edges frayed, the surface brittle with age. With a gentle flick of his wrist, he unrolled it on the ash-covered ground.

Eddie leaned closer, his eyes widening. He had expected a simple, two-dimensional drawing. But this was something else entirely. The map glowed with a faint, intricate light, its lines shifting and swirling like living currents. It was a three-dimensional representation, close to holographic. It showed not just the surface, but the layers beneath and the subtle flows of magic and hidden currents of mana. It pulsed with a faint, ethereal hum. This was no ordinary map; it was a living, breathing artifact.

He felt a subtle connection to it, a resonance deep within him—as if the map itself was speaking to his System and his enhanced [Intelligence].

[New Skill Discovered: [Ancient Cartography] - Lvl 1 (Passive) - Your inherent analytical abilities, combined with exposure to a living magical map, have activated a latent skill. You gain an intuitive understanding of complex magical landscapes, ley lines, and hidden paths. Your perception of three-dimensional space and spatial anomalies is enhanced.]

Eddie blinked; a flicker of surprise. Another new skill, activated just by looking at a map. His System truly was remarkable.

Jerrard, oblivious to Eddie’s internal monologue, began to trace lines on the glowing map with a practiced finger, his voice hushed, filled with the wisdom of generations.

“Here,” Jerrard pointed, his finger touching a vast, sprawling section marked by a deep, earthy brown. “This is where the Troll Nation begins. To the east, it stretches far into the deep, winding caverns of their kingdom. They are a formidable, territorial folk. Easily angered. Best avoided if possible.”

He moved his finger, tracing a path through a swampy, verdant section. “And here, Steward, are the Wetlands. A treacherous expanse, filled with boggarts, will-o’-the-wisps, and ancient, malformed spirits. The ground is soft and treacherous, and the air is thick with poisonous fumes. A difficult passage, even for experienced guides.”

His finger swept further north, touching a section depicted by jagged white peaks and swirling mists. “Beyond the Wetlands, in the highest reaches of the north, lies the Land of the Yeti. These are fierce, territorial beasts, masters of cold magic, rarely seen, but utterly devastating in battle. Their domain is ice and snow, and their temperament is as harsh as their climate.”

Jerrard’s finger then moved to several smaller, shimmering areas that were bright green and gold. “Here,” he said, a faint smile touching his lips, “are several pixie areas. These are small, hidden enclaves, nestled deep within ancient forests. They are mischievous, often capricious, but generally harmless if treated with respect. Their magic is tied to joy and illusion.”

He lingered on one particularly vibrant section, a sprawling forest depicted with intricate, glowing lines of energy. “And this, Steward,” Jerrard said, his voice imbued with a quiet awe, “is the Land of Enchanted Trees. An ancient forest. Its trees are sentient beings that are slow to anger but utterly powerful. Their roots stretch through the very fabric of the earth, and their canopies touch the sky. It is a place of ancient wisdom and serene power.”

Eddie leaned closer, his gaze devouring every detail of the living map. The sheer scope of the magical world, the vastness of the hidden realms, unfolded before him. Each region and landmark represented a potential adventure, a new mystery, a new encounter. He pictured himself traversing these lands, learning their secrets, experiencing their wonders, like a true adventurer should.

A fierce, burning desire ignited within him, pushing back the despair and exhaustion. “I… I vow,” Eddie murmured, his voice low, filled with a sudden, potent resolve, “I vow to live long enough to see all of it. Every inch of this map. Every hidden realm. Every marvel. I will see it all.”

He took the map from Jerrard, his fingers tracing its living lines and shimmering details. The ancient parchment felt warm in his hands, pulsing faintly with a life of its own. He felt the latent knowledge within it—the intricate details of a world far older and far more complex than he had ever imagined.

As the others began to settle down for a much-needed rest, exhausted by the day’s relentless challenges, Eddie remained awake. He wrapped the map around Slicer’s hilt, securing it with a length of rope, and sat down against a charred tree trunk, his gaze fixed on the glowing parchment. He knew, instinctively, that this was more than just a map; it was a key. A roadmap to the impossible.

He studied every contour, every faint magical current, every whispered detail that Jerrard had pointed out. His new [Ancient Cartography] skill was humming, connecting with the map, drawing out its secrets and imprinting its knowledge directly into his mind. He didn’t just see the lines; he felt the distances, the subtle changes in terrain, the hidden paths.

Hours passed. The sky above remained a bruised twilight and the cold wind was a constant companion. The others slept, their exhausted breathing the only sound in the desolate landscape. Eddie remained transfixed, his mind devouring the map’s every detail, the knowledge flowing into him like a silent river. He saw the vastness of the Troll Nation, the treacherous mists of the Wetlands, the chilling expanse of the Yeti’s domain. He saw the shimmering pixie enclaves, and the ancient, sentient trees. And his resolve deepened, his vow to explore every corner of this impossible world burning brightly within him.

Without meaning to, without even consciously willing it, the subtle hum from his System intensified.

[[Ancient Cartography] - Lvl 1 (Passive) has gained sufficient experience!]

[[Ancient Cartography] - Lvl 1 (Passive) has Leveled Up!]

[[Ancient Cartography] - Lvl 2 (Passive) - Your intuitive understanding of magical landscapes is significantly enhanced. You can now predict subtle shifts in ley lines, anticipate dimensional anomalies, and discern the faint echoes of ancient magical passages.]

Eddie blinked, a surge of quiet satisfaction filling him. He had leveled up a skill simply by studying a map. The System truly was designed for him. The knowledge, previously abstract, now felt utterly intuitive, embedded deep within his mind. He could feel the contours of the land and the flow of its magic.

He traced the path to Mount Cinderheart again, his newly enhanced skill illuminating every twist and turn, every potential danger. He saw the blurred border between the Court of Wind and Rain and the Court of Ice and Thunder, now almost a chaotic maelstrom of conflicting magical energies. He saw the jagged ascent of the Smoking Mountain itself, its slopes wreathed in the dark, malevolent aura of Vorlag’s domain. And at its very heart, a pulsating nexus of dark energy, he saw the dragon’s lair.

As morning finally came—heralded by a weak, diluted light that struggled to pierce the perpetual twilight of the ash wastes—Eddie closed the map, rolling it carefully. He knew precisely where they were going. He knew every step of the journey, every potential ambush point, every treacherous turn.

And it was not good.

The path to Mount Cinderheart was a death trap. The route to Vorlag’s lair was worse. It was a gauntlet through hostile territories, across blighted lands, into the heart of a Black Dragon’s lair. But the map, the knowledge, brought with it a grim clarity. There was a way. A desperate, perilous way. And armed with that knowledge, he felt a strange, chilling sense of readiness. They would walk into the maw of the beast.

But at least they would know each step of the way.


Chapter
Thirty



The pre-dawn chill of the ash wastes still clung to them as they set off, the vast, desolate expanse of the ruined mountain stretching before them. The map, now carefully rolled and secured, hummed faintly at Eddie’s hip, a silent promise of the path ahead. His conversation with Jerrard had laid bare the grim realities of their journey, but it had also, paradoxically, instilled a new sense of calm. Knowing the dangers and seeing them charted had made them less abstract, less terrifying. Jerrard had trusted him with the precious map, a gesture Eddie would never forget.

They left the immediate vicinity of Aerion’s corpse, a respectful distance placed between them and the ancient, slumbering death. The wind, which had once felt mournful, now carried a faint, crisp note of anticipation. Their destination: Mount Cinderheart, the smoking peak that straddled the volatile border of the fae Courts. Home to Lunaea, the Silver Dragon.

Jerrard led the way, his movements light and efficient, his keen [Ancient Cartography] skill guiding them through the treacherous, ash-laden slopes. He navigated with an unerring instinct, discerning subtle shifts in the land that to anyone else would have been invisible. Faedrilan walked just behind Jerrard, his experience and wisdom complementing the younger fae’s precise knowledge. Eddie followed, his gaze constantly sweeping their surroundings, his senses attuned to any hint of movement or danger. Cerys and Gilly remained on either side of him, their presence a comforting, constant warmth against the lingering chill of the blighted land. Fex, of course, was already a whisper in the wind, a silent guardian scouting ahead.

The initial hours were a grueling trek across the charred slopes. The fine ash crunched underfoot, rising in faint clouds with every step. Skinny trees, resembling burnt offerings to some ancient, forgotten god, clawed at the perpetually bruised sky. The air, thin and cold, carried the acrid scent of ancient fire, a constant reminder of the devastation that had unfolded here. Yet, amidst the desolation, a strange, barren beauty emerged. Twisted obsidian formations rose, polished by the wind and glinting with an inner fire. Patches of unusual, phosphorescent moss glowed with a soft, ethereal light, like scattered jewels on the blackened earth.

Despite the desolate landscape, a different kind of tension hung in the air. It wasn’t the frantic, immediate terror of an ambush, but a deeper, more subtle awareness. The invisible threads of potential danger, charted by Jerrard’s map, stretched around them. They were passing through contested territories, lands where the balance was fragile, where ancient resentments simmered beneath the surface. Yet, the danger remained unseen, a promise rather than a reality.

As the pale sun climbed higher, the landscape slowly changed. Charred slopes gave way to rolling hills, still barren, but hinting at a distant, struggling life. The air grew slightly warmer, losing its biting edge.

Eddie caught up with Faedrilan, their steps falling into a companionable rhythm. The captain, usually so stoic and grim, was slightly more relaxed outside the immediate confines of the decaying Court.

“You’ve seen much, Steward,” Faedrilan remarked, his voice a low rumble, breaking the comfortable silence. He glanced at the vast, desolate landscape around them. “More than most mortals could ever comprehend in a lifetime. From a world of… ‘spreadsheets,’ you said?” A faint, dry humor touched his lips. “To this. It is quite the journey.”

Eddie chuckled, the sound surprisingly easy. “More like a plummet, Captain. Headfirst into the deep end. I’m still trying to figure out which way is up, most days.” He paused, then added, “You’ve seen much too, Faedrilan. You’ve fought for your Queen and your Court for centuries, I imagine. It can’t be easy, watching it all decay.”

Faedrilan sighed. His gaze drifted to the distant horizon, where the faint, hazy outline of taller peaks began to emerge. “No, Steward, it isn’t easy. It is… a prolonged agony. My life has been one of service. I was born into the Queen’s Guard. My father before me, and his father before him, back through generations that stretch into the mists of time. Our duty is to protect the Court, to maintain the glamor, and to serve the Queen, come what may.”

He paused, a wistful note entering his voice. “I remember the Court of Wind and Rain in its glory. A place of unimaginable beauty. The gardens were vibrant with life, singing with the magic of every bloom. The halls echoed with laughter and music, and the air shimmered with the joy of a thousand fae dancing under the moonlight. Queen Oonagh herself was a vision of ethereal grace, her presence radiating a power that nurtured all life within her domain.” A faint, sorrowful smile touched his lips. “It was… a jewel. A vibrant heart in the world.”

“And now?” Eddie asked gently, the stark image of the decaying throne room flashing in his mind.

Faedrilan’s smile faded. “Now… now it is a shadow of its former self. A memento to a stolen heart. The despair, the indulgence… it is a sickness, not merely of the body, but of the spirit. We fight not just external enemies, but the very rot within our own realm. It is… a different kind of war. One that is far more taxing on the soul.”

“You’ve lost many, haven’t you?” Eddie said, remembering the dwindling numbers of his guard.

Faedrilan nodded, his gaze fixed on the distant peaks. “Too many. Good fae. Loyal fae. They wither under the despair. Or they fall fighting the encroaching shadows, the monstrous creations that corruption breeds. Or, worse, they abandon us. Driven away by the pervasive melancholy, or lured by the stricter, colder promises of the Court of Ice and Thunder, who believe strength lies in rigidity, not in resilience.”

“You’ve stuck it out,” Eddie observed. “Despite everything; what keeps you going?”

Faedrilan turned to him, his weary eyes holding a spark of ancient fire. “Duty, Steward. And hope. The hope that the Cauldron can be recovered. That the Queen can be healed. That our Court can once again flourish. And now… you. You are a new variable. A force that has entered our despair. And you bring with you… a certain tenacity. A refusal to be overwhelmed. It is… inspiring, in its own peculiar way.”

Eddie chuckled, a genuine laugh. “Inspiring? I just keep stumbling forward, Captain. Most days, I’m just trying to keep my head attached and not get turned into a bloody sculpture. Or a monster’s snack.”

Faedrilan actually smiled, a rare, genuine expression that softened his harsh features. “And yet, you do. You prevail. You stand against impossible odds. You are not fae, not of this world, yet you fight for us. You rally others. It is a rare quality, Steward. One that reminds me of… of the legends.”

“Legends?” Eddie asked, genuinely surprised.

“The ancient Stewards of Mooinjer Veggey,” Faedrilan explained, his voice low, nearly a whisper. “They were guardians, yes. But also catalysts. Mortals who, by their sheer will and ingenuity, could tip the balance of power between realms. They were rare. And often… unpredictable. Much like yourself.”

They walked on in a comfortable silence, the bond between them subtly shifting and deepening. Eddie found an unexpected kinship with the battle-weary fae captain. Faedrilan, in turn, found in Eddie a renewed spark of hope, a pragmatic defiance that cut through the pervasive despair of his world. They spoke of battles, of losses, of the weariness of war, sharing a mutual understanding that transcended their different origins. They even shared a few grim jokes about the horrors they’d faced, finding a strange, dark humor in the absurdity of their strange lives.

Later in the day, as the sky deepened into a permanent twilight, their path led them through a region of jagged, crystalline formations, sharp and dangerous, yet breathtaking in their otherworldly beauty. Here, the air vibrated with a faint, resonant hum, and the ground beneath their feet thrummed with a subtle, unseen energy.

Eddie moved forward, walking beside Jerrard, whose knowledge of the land was limitless. His earlier conversation with Faedrilan had sparked a new line of inquiry, a deeper appreciation for the skills that bound the fae to their world.

“Jerrard,” Eddie began, his voice thoughtful. “About that map skill of yours. And the physical map. It’s… incredible. How does it work? Is it entirely inherent? Or can it be… learned? Taught?”

Jerrard’s keen eyes lit up. This was a subject he clearly loved. “It is inherent, Steward, yes. A part of my bloodline. But the deeper understanding, the nuances… those are learned. Through study. Through communion with the land itself. Through long journeys and careful observation. It is a constant process of discovery.”

He paused, then added, a hint of excitement in his voice, “And yes, Steward, it can be taught. Not the inherent gift, no. But the methodology. The patterns. The principles by which the magical landscape flows and shifts. You, with your… unique mind, have grasped it quickly. Your System already perceives many of the underlying currents. You simply need to… organize that perception.”

Eddie felt a prickle of anticipation. This was more than just a skill; it was a way of seeing. A way of understanding the very fabric of the magical realms.

“Tell me,” Eddie urged, his gaze fixed on Jerrard. “Teach me. What are the key elements? What should I be looking for?”

Jerrard, clearly delighted by Eddie’s genuine interest, began to explain. His voice was earnest and passionate, breaking down the complex magic of cartography into understandable principles.

“Firstly, Steward,” Jerrard began, his finger tracing patterns in the air, “you must understand Ley Lines. These are the arteries of the world, the invisible currents of raw magical energy that crisscross all realms. They are like rivers, but of mana. They pulse, they flow, they converge at points of great power, and they dissipate where magic is thin. Learning to sense their direction, their strength, their health—that is fundamental. They are the backbone of any magical landscape.”

Eddie listened intently, visualizing the flow of power Jerrard described. He thought of the faint hum he sometimes felt from Mooinjer Veggey, the subtle vibrations in the Crypt. He was sensing the ley lines unconsciously. Now, he could learn to consciously interpret them.

“Then there are Dimensional Echoes,” Jerrard continued, his voice lowering slightly, a hint of mystery in it. “Every time a portal opens, every time a spell of spatial manipulation is cast, it leaves a residual echo. A ripple in the fabric of reality. These echoes linger. They are like faint scent trails, invisible to the eye, but perceptible to those who know how to read them. They tell you where something has been, where it came from, where it might go. They are the footprints of trans-dimensional travel.”

Eddie’s mind immediately went to Relic’s portals, to the horrifying transition from the Crypt. The idea that these jarring experiences left subtle, traceable imprints was both unsettling and incredibly useful. He could track Relic. He could potentially understand the movements of the Architects of Despair.

“And finally, Steward,” Jerrard said, his voice gaining a touch of reverence, “the Whispers of the Land. Every land, every realm, has a spirit. A unique essence. It is not merely the sum of its parts. It holds memories. It speaks. Not in words, but in sensations. In subtle shifts of the air. In the taste of the wind. In the very feeling of the earth beneath your feet. Learning to listen to these whispers—to discern joy, or sorrow, or anger, or sickness in the land—that is the deepest art of cartography. It tells you the health of a realm, the presence of unnatural corruption, the ancient secrets that lie buried beneath the surface.”

Eddie felt a thrill of understanding. The feeling of decay in the fae Court, the pervasive malice of the Crypt—he had been feeling the Whispers of the Land too. Now, he could learn to actively interpret them.

“It is a complex art, Steward,” Jerrard concluded, a warm smile touching his lips. “But a rewarding one. It is a way of truly seeing the world, not just with your eyes, but with your soul.”

They talked for hours as they walked. Jerrard, patient and eager to share his knowledge, answered every question Eddie threw at him. He explained how to interpret the subtle shimmer of a distant ley line, how to discern the age and purpose of a dimensional echo, and how to filter the noise of the land’s whispers to find the significant message. Eddie, his [Intelligence] humming, absorbed it all, asking probing questions, pushing for deeper understanding. The conversation flowed easily, effortlessly, a genuine connection forming between the logical analyst and the intuitive scout. Eddie found himself laughing, genuinely, at some of Jerrard’s more amusing anecdotes about getting lost in the shifting landscapes of the fae Wild. The young fae, in turn, found Eddie’s relentless curiosity and analytical mind invigorating. A true friendship began to blossom, a shared intellectual pursuit forged amidst the ashes of a dying world.

As night drew in, painting the sky shades of deep violet and fading orange, the landscape shifted again. The burned slopes slowly gave way to rolling, surprisingly green hills, scattered with ancient, gnarled trees. The air grew damp, carrying the scent of rich earth and fresh water. They had reached the edges of the Court of Wind and Rain’s struggling influence, where life still clung with a desperate tenacity.

Jerrard, his internal compass unerring, led them towards a small, rocky outcrop. Nestled discreetly against its base was an unassuming building almost hidden by thick, ancient vines. Its walls were of rough-hewn stone and its roof thatched with thick, moss-covered reeds. A single dim, yellow light glowed from a small window. A faint, savory scent of cooking meat drifted on the air.

“An inn,” Jerrard announced, his voice quiet. “The Wayfarer’s Respite. It is… neutral ground. For the most part. A place where the various inhabitants of the fae lands, even those from differing Courts, can find a moment of peace. A tradition from ancient times. It is safe for a night.”

Eddie nodded, a wave of relief washing over him. A moment of true respite. No pursuit. No imminent danger. Just a warm meal and a soft bed. It felt like an impossible luxury.

They approached the inn cautiously, their weary bodies ready for rest. The heavy wooden door, worn smooth by countless hands, creaked open as Jerrard pushed it.

The interior was dim, cozy, and surprisingly inviting. A large, stone fireplace crackled merrily on one wall, casting dancing shadows across the rough-hewn timber beams of the ceiling. The air was thick with the comforting aroma of roasted meat, warm bread, and something vaguely earthy, like good ale. Several tables and chairs, sturdy and well-used, were scattered across the floor, and a long, rough-hewn bar stretched along one side.

The place wasn’t busy. At a small table in the corner, two tiny figures, their skin shimmering with a faint, internal light, giggled over small goblets filled with what looked like nectar. They were a pair of pixies, their translucent wings folded neatly against their backs, their faces alight with mischievous merriment.

Near the fireplace, slumped in a large, rickety armchair, a hulking, green-skinned figure grunted morosely into a tankard of ale. Its tusks, though small, were visible. A young and moody troll, clearly in the throes of teenage angst.

At the bar, perched on stools that were too tall for them, sat two figures with long, pointed beards and a distinct smell of damp earth and craftsmanship. Gnomes, their faces wrinkled with age and wisdom, engaged in a quiet, intense conversation over tiny mugs of what looked like mushroom beer. Next to them, nursing a formidable horn of ale, was a stout, broad-shouldered figure with a magnificent, braided red beard. A dwarf, his armor gleaming faintly under the dim lights, his gaze fixed on the bottom of his horn.

Behind the bar, wiping it with a damp cloth, was the landlord. He was a small, stooped figure, his skin sallow, his hair thin and straggly, his eyes a watery blue. He looked perpetually weary, his movements slow and methodical. His expression was one of long-suffering resignation, as he served all and was entirely unfazed by the diverse clientele.

“Greetings, Wayfarer,” the landlord rasped, his voice gravelly, as they approached the bar. His eyes, though tired, held a surprising shrewdness. “A busy night for me, it seems. And a diverse company for you.” He cast a quick, assessing glance at Faedrilan’s battered guards, at Cerys and Gilly’s subtle fae glamor, Fex, then at Eddie. He said nothing.

“Indeed,” Eddie replied, his voice low. “We seek… respite. A place to rest. Do you have a room for… eight?”

The landlord grunted, rubbing his chin. “Eight, eh? A large party. Aye, I have a large dorm room. Basic, but clean. Straw mattresses. A private bath, if you’re lucky. It’ll be… ten copper pieces for the night. And another for each meal.”

Eddie produced a few coins from his pouch. The landlord’s eyes, usually dull, brightened faintly at the sight of the gleaming metal.

“Excellent,” the landlord said, taking the coins with surprising speed. He shuffled around the bar, retrieved a large, rusty iron key from a hook on the wall, and slid it across the counter. “Up the stairs, second door on the left. Enjoy your stay, Wayfarers.”

They found the dorm room as indicated. It was indeed basic: eight straw mattresses spread across the wooden floor, a single rough-hewn table, and a small, cracked window looking out into the inky blackness of the night. But it was private. It was safe. And it was warm.

Faedrilan and his guards gratefully collapsed onto the mattresses, their exhaustion finally claiming them. Cerys and Gilly, their faces glowing faintly with relief, curled up on two of the mattresses, settling into comfortable rest. Fex, ever silent, found a shadowy corner by the window, melting into the deeper gloom, her presence almost indiscernible.

Eddie sank onto a mattress, pulling off his boots with a sigh. The weariness of the day and its relentless pace had finally begun to seep into his bones. But it wasn’t a crushing exhaustion. It was a contented weariness, the deep satisfaction of a day well-spent, dangers navigated, new bonds forged.

He felt the subtle hum of the System and the quiet satisfaction of new levels and new skills. He thought of the terrifying journey ahead—the confrontation with a Black Dragon, the elusive Cauldron, the insidious Architects of Despair. But for now, for this precious moment, all of that faded into the background. He was surrounded by his allies, safe in a small, magical inn, and despite facing impossible odds time and time again, they continued to prevail.

His head hit the straw pillow, which was rough but surprisingly soft. A small, contented smile touched his lips.

“I can’t believe the day’s gone so well.”


Chapter
Thirty-One



Eddie awoke with a rare sense of contentment, the soft straw of the mattress surprisingly comfortable beneath him. The welcome scent of woodsmoke and brewing tea drifted up from downstairs. He stretched, feeling the satisfying thrum of his fully recovered HP and the lingering effects of the [Well Rested] buff. A faint, almost smug smile touched his lips. Yesterday went so well. No major battles, no cosmic horrors, just good conversation, new friends, and a peaceful night’s rest. He couldn’t remember a time since inheriting Mooinjer Veggey that a day had unfolded with such serene predictability.

He rose, his movements fluid and light, and quickly dressed in the still-damp but clean clothes. Cerys and Gilly were already up, their fae forms veiled and their vibrant energy palpable even through their human disguises. Faedrilan and his three remaining guards, though still tired, looked somewhat refreshed, their faces less gaunt. Jerrard, ever alert, was already rolling up his sleeping mat.

They descended to the common room. In the pale light of morning that filtered through its windows, the Wayfarer’s Respite felt even cozier than the night before. The fire in the hearth crackled and the scent of sizzling bacon mingled with the earthy aroma of mushroom stew. The ratty landlord, looking as weary as ever, was already serving breakfast.

Most of the guests from the previous night were sitting at their tables. The moody young troll grunted into its bowl. The two gnomes, perched on their stools, mumbled quietly over their tiny mugs. The dwarf at the bar gnawed on a large bone, his beard catching stray bits of grease. Yet, an absence hung in the air, a quiet detail that pricked at their acute senses.

The pixies. They were pointedly absent. The table where they had giggled over nectar the night before was empty.

Cerys frowned, a slight crease forming between her brows. Her eyes held a flicker of concern. “The pixies,” she murmured, her voice low, a ripple of unease in it. “They are not here. Pixies are always the first at breakfast, the first to get their journeys started. They are usually quite… effervescent in their departures.”

Gilly’s mischievous grin faltered. “Pixies are meddlers. You know that. And they’re always buzzing around where the glamor’s thin, or where a good secret is brewing.”

“Indeed,” Cerys agreed, her voice tightening. “It has long been thought that the pixies, by their very nature, are in league with all fae factions. They are curious. They flit between the Courts, carrying whispers and planting seeds of discord, or sometimes, healing. But with the border between the Court of Wind and Rain and that of Ice and Thunder so volatile, so blurred… I worry they have gone to witness the flux. To gauge the shifting tides of power.” Her concerns were more than just idle speculation; they were born of centuries of fae politics, of understanding the subtle, often treacherous, dance between the Courts. She worried that they were already in the thick of it, buzzing around the heart of the conflict.

Her worries, as it turned out, were found to be correct within moments of venturing outside.

The crisp, clean air of the morning, which had been invigorating just moments before, was charged with a sudden, oppressive tension. The ancient trees bordering the inn seemed to hold their breath even as their leaves shimmered with morning magic. The subtle hum of the land, normally a gentle thrum of life, vibrated discordantly.

Standing at the edge of the inn’s small, overgrown clearing, and directly blocking their path, was a figure. A fae, unmistakably so, but unlike any Eddie had seen before. He was tall, significantly bigger than them, his shoulders broad, his posture radiating aggressive power. His hair was black, complete with a vivid yellow streak running through it, which was a sharp, almost insolent, contrast. He wore dark clothing and was heavily armored with bold, angular red flashes woven into the fabric. He looked dangerous, predatory. His face, sharply chiseled, held an expression of cold, arrogant disdain.

As he stood there, motionless, other figures began to emerge from the dense undergrowth around him. Other dark fairies, larger, and more imposing than the Wind and Rain fae, had their clothing mirroring their leader’s grim palette of black and red. They moved with a disciplined, military precision as they fanned out, encircling Eddie and his party. They were clearly of the Court of Ice and Thunder. Their aura was cold, unyielding, and contrasted sharply with the latent vibrancy of Cerys’s people.

The lead fae stepped forward. His voice was deep, resonant, and laced with chilling arrogance. “Well, well, what have we here? A straggling band of… Wind and Rain beggars. Two who are so ashamed of their Court that they’re disguised as humans.” He snorted in disdain and stepped forward. “And a mortal. An elf. And… Faedrilan, yes, the legendary Faedrilan. Still clinging to a dying Queen, old dog?” His lip curled into a sneer of contempt.

Faedrilan straightened, his hand going to his sword. His face was grim, but his gaze unwavering. “Fellish, you insolent whelp,” Faedrilan retorted, his voice strained. “What business do you have obstructing our path?”

Fellish gave a cold, humorless laugh that grated on Eddie’s ears. “My business? This is our land, old fool. Soon to be all land. What business do you have trespassing here, on the very borders of our burgeoning dominion?” He looked at Cerys, his expression shifting to one of calculating malice. “And you, little beauty. You threaten us with magic?” His gaze swept disdainfully over her slightly diminished aura. “Your magic, like your Queen, is fading. It won’t be your land for long.”

“It will always be our land!” Cerys retorted.

Fellish’s sneer deepened. “You’ve lost the Cauldron. And for that, Wind and Rain will shrivel and die. Just as it deserves. A pathetic end to a pathetic Court.”

A cold fury simmered in Cerys’s eyes, her body tensing, a faint shimmer of magic rising around her. She was about to unleash a furious retort, perhaps even a spell, when Eddie stepped forward.

Gilly, anticipating his move, tried to hold him back, her hand gripping his arm. “Eddie, no! This is fae business! Let Cerys handle it!” Her voice was urgent, a desperate whisper.

But Eddie ignored her. He was tired of these ancient grievances, these bitter feuds that threatened to consume everything. He was tired of their politics, their arrogance, their petty power plays. He was here for the Cauldron, for humanity, and for his new family. And this arrogant fae was standing in his way, mocking everything they had fought for.

He stepped directly between Cerys and Fellish, his posture radiating a quiet, unyielding authority that seemed to momentarily surprise the aggressive fae. His voice, when he spoke, was low, calm, but imbued with a steel that cut through the tension. The bastard was threatening his girls.

“The Cauldron,” Eddie stated, his gaze fixed on Fellish, “will be retrieved. It will be returned to the Court of Wind and Rain. And if I find out,” he continued, his voice dropping to a dangerous whisper, laced with a promise of brutal retribution, “if I find out that Ice and Thunder has anything to do with its disappearance, or the suffering of the Court of Wind and Rain, I will personally rain down ten tonnes of shit on your entire Court. And every last one of you will regret the day you ever thought of meddling with the true balance.”

Fellish’s arrogant smirk faltered. His eyes narrowed, piercing Eddie with a stare that would have withered a lesser man. He felt the weight of the fae’s ancient malice and the raw power emanating from him, trying to intimidate, to crush. But Eddie met his gaze, unflinching, his own [Charisma] holding firm, his resolve unyielding.

The moment stretched, thick with unspoken threats and the clash of wills. The other dark fairies, tense and ready for a fight, shifted uneasily, sensing the unexpected power emanating from the seemingly mundane human.

Then, Fellish, with a subtle shift in his aura, relented. A faint tremor ran through his body, a flicker of something akin to caution sparking in his eyes. He broke that contact, his gaze sweeping over Eddie’s weary but defiant allies.

“Steward,” Fellish said, his voice flat, devoid of its previous arrogance, replaced by a chilling resignation. “You picked the wrong side. This path leads only to ruin. For you, and for your… companions.” He gave a curt nod, a dismissive gesture. “Carry on, then. We will meet again.”

With that, Fellish and his dark fairies melted back into the shadows of the forest, their departure as sudden as their arrival. The tension in the air dissipated, leaving behind a lingering chill.

“That was… rude,” Gilly muttered, her wings fluttering with residual agitation.

Cerys sighed, a long, weary sound. “Fellish of the Ice Court. He is a formidable warrior. And a fool. But his words hold truth, Eddie. This journey will be fraught. We have made ourselves known. And they will likely track our every move.”

Eddie simply nodded, his jaw set. A bad start to the morning, indeed. But at least the threat had passed, for now.

They resumed their journey, leaving the inn and the chilling encounter behind. The rolling, green hills gradually transitioned into a more rugged, unforgiving terrain. The path was expertly navigated by Jerrard and they began a slow, continuous ascent. The air grew colder, thinner, carrying a faint, acrid tang that spoke of distant fires as they approached Mount Cinderheart.

The rest of the day was a grueling test of endurance. Bad luck plagued them all the way. It was a relentless series of small, frustrating misfortunes that chipped away at their energy reserves; a subtle, insidious torment that was more taxing than a direct confrontation.

First, the terrain itself became stubbornly difficult. What looked like solid ground would suddenly give way, forcing them to scramble for purchase. Narrow ravines would open unexpectedly, requiring long detours or perilous leaps. Steep, rocky ascents would appear out of nowhere, their slopes slick with unseen moisture, making every step a struggle. Jerrard, for all his skill, could only predict the land; he couldn’t change it.

Then came the constant, if minor, hazards. Unseen thorns snagged at their clothes, leaving faint, stinging trails on their exposed skin. Loose rocks, dislodged by their passage, would tumble down slopes, forcing them into desperate dodges. Patches of sickly, luminous moss released pungent, irritating spores that made them cough and sneeze. It was as if the land itself, blighted by its proximity to a dragon’s malice, resented their presence.

The weather, a fickle thing in the fae lands, began to turn. A fine, persistent drizzle fell, chilling them to the bone, soaking their clothes and making the already treacherous terrain even more slippery. The sky darkened further, pregnant with unspent energy, hinting at a coming storm. The wind, previously a crisp companion, now picked up, howling through the desolate landscape and tearing at their hair and clothes.

They encountered strange, minor creatures—not outright threats, but irritating obstacles. Swarms of oversized, buzzing insects, drawn by their warmth, would descend on them, their bites itchy and annoying. Small, chittering beasts, vaguely reptilian, would scurry across their path, startling them, forcing them to remain constantly vigilant.

Jerrard, despite his resilience, showed the strain. His swift movements became slightly less fluid, his usually bright eyes a little duller. Faedrilan and his guards, already exhausted from the previous day’s battles, walked with grim determination, their steps heavy. Cerys and Gilly, though resilient, wrapped their arms around themselves, shivering against the persistent damp and chill.

Their HP, which had recovered somewhat overnight, began to slowly tick down, a constant, low drain from the environment and the minor hazards.

HP: 300/450

As the day wore on, their morale, usually high despite the grim circumstances, began to fray. The relentless bad luck, the feeling of being constantly hindered, slowly wore them down. The laughter from the morning, the sense of camaraderie, gave way to a weary silence. Each step was an act of pure willpower.

Just as the last vestiges of the pale light began to fade from the cloud-filled sky, casting long, distorted shadows across the desolate landscape, their bad luck ran out, replaced by worse.

The ground underfoot became uneven, rising sharply into a series of jagged, razor-sharp rock formations. The air grew thick with a metallic tang, and a low, guttural growl vibrated through the earth.

From the dark recesses of the rocks, a pack of creatures emerged. They were hulking, grotesque beasts, their skin like rough, gray stone, their limbs thick and powerful. Their heads were blunt, their eyes small and feral, and their mouths were filled with rows of needle-sharp teeth. Stone Golems. Not fully animated, not truly alive, but constructs of living rock, imbued with a simple, destructive purpose. They moved with a slow, ponderous gait, but their power was undeniable. There were four of them, each as tall as two men.

[Combat Encounter Initiated! (VS Stone Golem Pack)]

“Golems!” Faedrilan roared, recognizing the threat. “They are creatures of elemental earth! Resist all but the heaviest, most precise blows!”

The golems shambled forward, their stony fists raising, each one as large as a boulder. They moved with a terrifying inevitability, shrugging off the first arrows from Gilly and the glancing blows from Cerys’s daggers. Eddie, bracing himself, met the charge of the lead golem, his Aegis slamming against its stony fist. The impact sent a jarring shock up his arm, making his teeth ache.

[Stone Golem (Elemental) has dealt 35 damage to you! (Blocked by Aegis of the Wolf King!)]

HP: 265/450

Slicer’s strikes glanced off the golem’s hide, leaving only faint scratches. The creatures were tough. Incredibly tough. Fex, ever the strategist, vanished. Her silent presence, a phantom amidst the chaos, made the golems hesitate, their simple minds unable to process her stealth. She reappeared, briefly, on the back of one of the golems, her dagger plunging into the fissures between its stony plates, seeking the magical core within.

[Stone Golem (Elemental) is afflicted with [Weakened Core] (Fex’s Precise Strike)!]

The golem shuddered, its movements becoming slightly less fluid, its attacks less coordinated. This was the opening.

“Aim for the cracks!” Eddie roared, bringing Slicer down with renewed fury, targeting the visible fissures in the weakened golem’s hide. Cerys, with a burst of elemental magic, focused a searing bolt of fire, not at the golem’s exterior, but at the shimmering core that was now visible within the cracks. Gilly’s arrows, imbued with shattering force, found the same weakened spots.

It was a brutal, drawn-out fight. The golems were relentless, their stony forms absorbing immense damage. Faedrilan and his men fought with desperation, their silver swords chipping at the edges of the colossal constructs, trying to draw their attention. Eddie, focusing on defensive and tactical strikes, became a mobile shield, deflecting blows, creating openings.

[Stone Golem (Elemental) DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

One by one, the golems crumbled, their stony bodies dissolving into piles of dust and rubble. The last one fell with a resounding thud, its glowing core flickering, then dying.

Silence descended, broken only by their heavy breathing and the faint patter of the persistent drizzle. They stood amidst the scattered rubble, their bodies aching, their muscles screaming. Their HP, once again, was perilously low. Eddie reviewed his logs. Despite the battle, his level remained at 25. But that wasn’t so much of a concern. It was his HP. He couldn’t afford another battle, and doubted anyone else could. He still had loads of MP, which, one day he had to learn to use on instinct, but he had no healing spells. Cerys, who did, was out. If only there was a way to transfer it, they’d be good.

Unfortunately, that talent had never reared its head…

HP: 90/450

As the rain intensified, washing away the dust and grime, they looked up. Through a break in the dark, swirling clouds, they saw it. Looming against the moody sky, its peak lost in perpetual smoke, was a colossal, jagged silhouette.

Mount Cinderheart.

They were close. Incredibly close. But the day, already long and arduous, was drawing to a close. The last vestiges of light were fading, swallowed by the encroaching twilight and the heavy, swirling clouds that wreathed the mountain’s peak. They had run out of time.

Jerrard, his face grim, scanned the immediate surroundings. The ground was rocky, uneven, exposed. There was no shelter. No hidden caves. No place safe from the elements, or from whatever might lurk in the desolate landscape. It was a very inhospitable night.

They had no choice but to make camp in the open, huddled together for warmth, sharing the meager rations they had. The wind howled around them, carrying the scent of ash and the promise of a freezing night. The rain, cold and relentless, lashed at their faces, chilling them to the bone. They tried to conjure a fire, but the damp, blighted wood resisted. Exposed, vulnerable, and utterly exhausted, they settled into a miserable circle.

Eddie shivered, pulling his thin clothes tighter. He looked at Cerys, shivering beside him, and Gilly, whose wings were pressed tight, her teeth chattering. Faedrilan and his men were grim-faced and shivering. But Fex was merely silent, uncomplaining. They were alive. They were at the foot of their destination. But the journey had been taxing.

“Well, Steward,” Gilly said with her teeth audibly chattering. She looked at Eddie, her expression one of utter, bone-deep weariness. “Can you believe how well today’s gone?”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



The night on Mount Cinderheart was a relentless assault as Fellish had promised. Rain, cold and persistent, lashed down and turned the ashen slopes into slick, treacherous mud. Thunder echoed through the jagged peaks with deep, rumbling growls punctuated by blinding flashes of lightning that briefly illuminated their miserable camp and revealed the stark, desolate landscape around them.

They huddled together, sharing the meager warmth of their intertwined bodies and shivering against the biting wind. The exhaustion gnawing at them was bone-deep, a heavy cloak that threatened to drag them into unconsciousness. Jerrard, his face grim, maintained a vigilant watch, scanning the swirling mists that wreathed the mountain. Faedrilan and his three remaining fae guards held their weapons ready, their bodies silhouetted against the fleeting flashes of lightning.

Then, the attacks began. Not a direct charge, not a monstrous beast, but a ceaseless, maddening torment of small monsters. They swarmed from the shadows, tiny, agile, and utterly relentless.

First came the pixies; not the mischievous sprites of Jerrard’s map, but twisted, malevolent variants. Their bodies, small and iridescent, flitted through the driving rain, their tiny, needle-sharp teeth snapping. They buzzed around like enraged hornets, their high-pitched, mocking laughter piercing the roar of the wind and thunder. Their tactics were to distract, to annoy, to drive them mad. They bit and clawed, their attacks tiny, but numerous, drawing pinpricks of blood that irritated more than wounded.

Then, the brownies, their usually benevolent forms corrupted by malice. They were squat, hairy figures that moved with surprising speed. They scrambled over the rocks, throwing handfuls of sharp gravel and trying to draw them from their meager camp, to blind them, or to steal their gear. Their movements were jerky, chaotic, and their eyes burned with a petty, destructive glee.

And finally, the knockers—small, stocky creatures of rock and earth. They emerged from the ground, their picks and shovels clanging against stone, sending shards of rock flying. They were stronger than the pixies and brownies and aimed for their shins or their ankles, trying to trip them or bury them under small rockslides. Their grunting laughter, a guttural sound, mingled with the shrieks of the pixies and the chittering of the brownies.

All of them, every single one, wore the unmistakable colors of the Court of Ice and Thunder: faint, shimmering patterns of black and red, subtly woven into their forms, a chilling declaration of allegiance. As if they didn’t know who was orchestrating these attacks. This was Fellish’s opening salvo: a relentless, demoralizing torment designed to wear them down, to break their will, before delivering the final, decisive blow.

From the swirling mists, from the deepest shadows of the charred forest, Fellish would occasionally appear. His presence was a chilling cold, cutting through the damp air, sending shivers down their spines. He never attacked directly, but simply stood, a dark silhouette against the flashes of lightning, his voice amplified by magic, clear and mocking even over the roar of the storm.

“You’re going to die slowly, Steward!” he cried, his words laced with a cold, cruel delight. “And horribly! This is just the start! The mountain will bleed you dry! Your strength will fail! And then… then the true judgment begins!” His laughter, cold and arrogant, drifted on the wind, a maddening, insidious torment.

Eddie, battered and exhausted, felt a surge of frustrated rage. He lunged towards Fellish, Slicer humming in his hand, but the fae simply dissolved into the shadows, a mocking whisper carried on the wind. It was a maddening game, designed to push them to their breaking point.

“Why doesn’t he attack directly?” Eddie snarled, turning to Gilly, his voice raw with fury. He hacked at a swarm of pixies, his blows clumsy with exhaustion, more missing than hitting. “Why the games? Why the torment?”

Gilly, though panting, her wings drooping, managed a weary grimace. “Because, big guy, to do so would declare open war. It’s okay strolling into our Court once we are truly done, but not before. The fae Courts, for all their squabbles, have ancient treaties. Rules. Laws. Especially regarding open aggression across borders, even blurred ones. A direct, unprovoked attack from a High fae of another Court, particularly one of Fellish’s standing, would be an act of war against the very concept of fae sovereignty.”

“So,” Eddie spat, slicing through a swarm of brownies with a desperate swing of Slicer, “Fairies can’t attack fairies openly?”

Cerys confirmed it, her face pale, her movements strained as she deflected a volley of sharp pebbles from the knockers. “Not directly. Not without consequences that even Fellish would find… unpalatable. Not without breaking ancient pacts that bind all fae. It is why they use these corrupted lesser fae, these creatures of petty spite. It maintains plausible deniability. It is a harassment. A torment. Not an act of war.”

Eddie gritted his teeth, a dark, dangerous glint entering his eyes. “Good thing I’m not a fairy,” he muttered, the words filled with a cold, simmering fury.

Gilly, despite her exhaustion, managed a weary smile. “Damn right, big guy. That’s what we keep telling them.”

The attacks intensified with every hour. The relentless rain turned the ground into a muddy, sucking trap. The thunder became a constant, deafening roar, punctuated by lightning strikes that illuminated the relentless, swarming hordes of tiny, malicious creatures. Their HP, already low, ticked down as fast as it recovered; it was a constant, draining ache.

Eddie fought like a berserker, fueled by pure, unadulterated rage. He was past exhaustion, past frustration. His vision narrowed, focused solely on the swarming masses. He became a whirlwind of steel and shield. His movements were brutal and he cared not for precision, only for slaughter.

He stomped on pixies, crushed brownies with his shield, kicked knockers down the black slopes. His roar, a guttural sound, mingled with the shrieks of his tiny, dying enemies. He was a force of primal destruction, unleashed by the relentless torment.

[You have dealt 30 damage to Pixie Swarm! (AOE Attack!)]

[Pixie Swarm DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Brownie Pack DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[Knocker Swarm DEFEATED! XP GAINED!]

[LEVEL UP! You are now Level 26!]

Each little critter granted him meager XP. But he didn’t even pause to check his System, his mind solely focused on the unending slaughter. As the level finally popped, he blindly allocated points, letting his intuition, his rage, guide his choice: all into [Constitution] to give himself an HP boost and some more time. Then⁠—

A sudden, powerful surge.

A breaking. A shift. It was not just the subtle hum of a level up. It was more. A barrier. A limit. Something within him, something fundamental, just snapped. A torrent of raw power, and pure, unadulterated strength and speed, surged through his limbs, making his muscles sing. His movements became blindingly fast, his blows devastating. His shield, Aegis, felt like an extension of his own unstoppable will, deflecting attacks with effortless ease. Slicer, a blur of gleaming steel, became a scythe, mowing down the swarming hordes with terrifying efficiency.

[You have reached a new threshold of physical prowess! [Peak Physicality] (Trait) gained! Your Strength and Dexterity are now considered Tier 2. All future allocations to STR/DEX will yield greater returns.]

[Your innate fury has reached critical mass! [Devastating Rage] (Passive Buff) Gained! When [Rage of the Ancients] is active, your physical attacks gain a chance to apply [Crippling Wounds] and [Overwhelm] status effects. Your presence on the battlefield instills [Fear] in lesser enemies.]

[Allocation: STR +5 (Tier 2 effect applied)]

[Allocation: DEX +5 (Tier 2 effect applied)]

He became something new. A one-man army. The small monsters, previously an endless torment, now shattered before him. Their high-pitched shrieks turned into whimpers of terror. Their tiny forms crumpled under his relentless assault. His eyes burned with a cold, clear fury, his mind focused solely on the act of annihilation.

Cerys and Gilly watched, awe-struck, as Eddie became a whirlwind of destruction. He moved with a speed and ferocity they hadn’t witnessed before, even in his moments of berserker fury. He wasn’t just fighting; he was obliterating. Faedrilan and his men, exhausted, could only back away, letting Eddie take the full brunt of the assault, allowing his devastating power to clear a path.

The rain continued, relentless, but it seemed to part around him, leaving him untouched. The thunder cracked, but it only fueled his growing rage. Fellish’s mocking shouts from the shadows turned to choked whispers of disbelief, then to frantic, angry commands.

“This is just the start!” Fellish’s voice echoed one last time, a hint of desperation creeping into his tone. “You will fall! Slowly! Horribly!”

Then, just as abruptly as they had begun, the attacks ceased. The small monsters, previously endless, simply vanished, melting back into the shadows, their high-pitched cries replaced by the silence of the storm. The air, thick with the scent of ozone and the damp earth, grew still.

The night finally ended. The faintest hint of amber began to paint the distant horizon, pushing back the oppressive darkness.

Eddie stood amidst the scattered, rapidly dissolving remains of countless small monsters, his chest heaving, his body radiating raw power. He was covered in mud and grime, and streaked with dark blood, but his eyes burned with a chilling, triumphant fire. The fury, though still present, had sharpened into a cold, unwavering resolve.

He looked up at the sky, then at the towering, smoking peaks of Mount Cinderheart. He knew Fellish was still out there, somewhere in the shadows, watching.

“You see that?!” Eddie roared. His voice was raw, hoarse, but filled with a new, terrifying certainty, and amplified by his sheer force of will. It boomed across the desolate landscape, echoing off the jagged peaks, carrying on the wind.

“I’m coming for you! You and your entire damn Court! I’m going to retrieve the Cauldron! And then… then I’m coming for you! For all of you! You’ll regret the day you picked the wrong side, you meddling bastard!”

A subtle hum, a familiar whisper in his mind, responded.

[New Quest Generated! “Vengeance for the Court of Wind and Rain!”]

[Objective: Seek out and confront Fellish of the Court of Ice and Thunder. Deliver retribution for his attacks on the Steward and his allies, and for his perceived role in the decay of the Court of Wind and Rain.]

[Reward: Significant XP, Reputation with the Court of Wind and Rain (Greatly Increased), Potential for New Allies/Resources from the Court of Ice and Thunder (if defeated peacefully), Fellish’s Personal Hoard (if defeated violently).]

Eddie closed his eyes, then opened them, the raw power still thrumming through his veins. Then came the familiar surge of satisfaction from the System, the confirmation of his words, his rage, his intent.

Cerys, looking at him with a mix of awe and weary resignation, shook her head slowly. Her gaze swept over his mud-streaked, battle-hardened form, then to the notification that still shimmered at the edge of his vision. A faint, almost imperceptible sigh escaped her lips.

“You just generated another quest, didn’t you?” she murmured, her voice laced with a resigned amusement that only she could manage at such a moment.

Eddie, a grim, determined smile touching his lips, merely shrugged.

“Might have.”


Chapter
Thirty-Three



The cold, relentless rain of Mount Cinderheart finally ceased, but the chilling bite of the wind still cut to the bone. Eddie, his muscles screaming in protest, pushed himself upright from the sodden ground. His victory over Fellish’s swarm of lesser fae, though exhilarating, had left him utterly drained. Around him, Cerys, Gilly, Faedrilan, Jerrard, and the last two fae guards stirred, groaning softly as they, too, fought against the lingering exhaustion. Fex, a silent shadow even in repose, remained perfectly still.

“Morning, sunshine,” Gilly muttered, her voice raspy, her wings plastered flat against her back. She looked utterly miserable, her usually vibrant features pinched with discomfort.

Eddie managed a tired grin as he slapped himself on the head. “I’m a dumb ass!” He fumbled at his [Lesser Storage Ring], his fingers stiff with cold, and produced a handful of small, glowing vials of healing potions. They shimmered with a faint, restorative light, promising a quick return to health.

Cerys’s eyes, though still heavy with sleep, snapped open. Her expression, usually so serene, hardened into annoyance. “Eddie! You had these? All this time?” Her voice, though soft, held a distinct edge of frustration. “All night, we endured their torment, their incessant attacks, our strength flagging… and you had these?”

Faedrilan and Jerrard, who had been gratefully reaching for the potions, paused, their expressions mirroring Cerys’s irritation. Even Gilly, despite her immediate reach for a vial, gave him a withering look.

Eddie chuckled, a weary, self-deprecating sound. “What the hell do you expect? I’m not used to having interdimensional storage! It’s not like it came with a user manual. Half the time, I forget what I even have in there. Cut me some slack, folks! Hell, most of the time I forget I have a ring. This is all new to me!” He grinned, hoping to defuse their annoyance with a touch of his usual irreverence.

To his relief, it worked. Cerys sighed, shaking her head, a faint, exasperated smile touching her lips. Gilly snorted, then snatched a potion, uncorking it with a flick of her thumb. Faedrilan and Jerrard accepted theirs with a more understanding, if still weary, gratitude. The healing potions, small miracles in their current state, were quickly consumed. The warm, revitalizing liquid flowed through their veins, banishing the cold, soothing their aches, and knitting their minor wounds. Their HP, which had been dangerously low, surged back up. The [Well Rested] buff from the night at the inn was long gone, but the potions provided a much-needed second wind.

“Alright,” Eddie said, feeling a surge of renewed energy. “We’re back in business. Fex, you’re up. Scout the hill. Be quick, but be careful.”

Fex, already a faint ripple in the pre-dawn gloom, darted off before he finished speaking. She moved with uncanny speed, melting into the jagged, ash-covered slopes that rose steeply before them. Her recovery was truly astonishing; the battles and constant movement had fully ignited her latent powers, pushing her far beyond her initial frail state.

Minutes later, she was back. Her appearance was as silent as always, but her usual impassive face was etched with a rare, unmistakable emotion: wide-eyed awe.

“Dragon,” Fex whispered, her voice barely audible, but vibrating with an intensity that commanded their full attention. “Big dragon.”

Eddie exchanged a look with Cerys and Gilly. “How big, Fex?” Eddie asked, his own heart beginning to beat a little faster. He’d seen Aerion dead. He knew what a big dragon looked like.

“Big,” she repeated, her gaze distant, as if still processing the sight.

“Bigger than Aerion?” Cerys murmured, a note of disbelief in her tone.

Fex hesitated, then gave a single, firm nod. “Bigger.”

“How much bigger?” Eddie pressed, a knot of apprehension tightening in his gut.

Fex looked at him, then swept her slender arm in a wide, encompassing gesture. “Imagine big,” she said, her voice still quiet, but imbued with a chilling emphasis. “Then make it bigger.”

A stunned silence fell. Bigger than Aerion? The thought was staggering. Unimaginable.

“But,” Eddie pressed, “exactly how much bigger?”

Fex shrugged.

“Right,” Gilly said, her voice unusually subdued, a rare tremor of genuine awe in it. Her wings, which had been drooping, suddenly flared, a nervous twitch. “Okay. My turn. Because apparently, we need a visual aid for ‘big.’” With a sigh that sounded more like a whistle of determination, she launched herself into the air. Her butterfly wings, usually so delicate, beat with surprising power, carrying her swiftly upwards until she disappeared into the swirling mists that wreathed the upper slopes of the mountain.

The wait for Gilly was even more agonizing than for Fex. The minutes dragged, each one stretching taut with a mixture of apprehension and mounting excitement. Eddie found himself pacing, unable to contain his nervous energy.

Then a distant flash of shimmering gold descended like a plummeting star. Gilly’s usual graceful flight was replaced by a frantic, almost chaotic dive. She landed in a flurry of beating wings, her face pale, her eyes wide with a mixture of terror and exhilaration.

“Big,” Gilly gasped, her voice raw, breathless, her chest heaving. “Oh, my gods, Eddie. So big.”

Eddie felt a prickle of unease. Gilly, rarely truly awestruck, was clearly shaken. “How big, Gilly? Specifically. Tell me.”

Gilly pushed herself upright, her hands clutching at her chest. “Imagine big,” she repeated, her voice hushed, “then make it ten times bigger. She’s… she’s a mountain. A living, breathing mountain of silver scales. Her eyes… They're like twin stars. You really don’t understand until you see it.”

Eddie swallowed. So, Fex hadn’t been exaggerating. This was Lunaea. The Silver Dragon. And she was indeed, truly, colossally, impossibly, magnificently, devastatingly big.

“Right,” Eddie said, his voice surprisingly steady. He looked at Cerys, at Faedrilan, at Jerrard, their faces etched with nervous anticipation. “Let’s go. Time to meet a mountain.”

The climb up the ash-covered slope was slow and arduous. The air grew colder, the scent of sulfur and ancient stone intensifying with every step. The swirling mists that wreathed the upper slopes parted reluctantly before them, revealing a landscape of jagged peaks and deep, echoing ravines.

Finally, they reached a wide, flat plateau near the summit. The air vibrated with an immense, palpable energy—-a sense of ancient power that hummed through their bones. And there, stretched across the entire plateau, a shimmering, colossal form, was Lunaea, the Silver Dragon.

She was indeed a mountain. Her scales were a breathtaking weave of burnished silver that caught the dim light, reflecting it in a thousand shimmering facets. Her head, larger than a cathedral, was crowned with a majestic array of crystalline horns that appeared to touch the bruised sky. Her eyes, vast and luminous, were pools of liquid starlight, radiating an ancient wisdom and an almost unbearable serenity. And her wings—-immense and feathered like a celestial eagle’s—-folded gracefully at her sides, each feather a shimmering blade of moonlight. Steam, fine and ethereal, plumed softly from her flared nostrils, carrying the faint, clean scent of ozone. She was a creature of unmatched beauty, of awe-inspiring power, a living deity forged from starlight and ancient earth.

Eddie stood transfixed, his gaze sweeping over her colossal form. He had faced dragons in his imagination, but the sheer, overwhelming reality of Lunaea was something else entirely. She dwarfed everything around her, a monument to a primordial age.

“Well,” Eddie said, the word escaping his lips before he could stop it, his voice a nervous croak, a touch of his old, beige-life awkwardness bubbling to the surface. “You’re a biggun.”

The words hung in the air, a ridiculous understatement. A wave of immediate, burning regret washed over Eddie. He inwardly winced, bracing himself for the colossal, ancient wrath that was surely about to descend upon him.

Lunaea’s head, larger than a rock bluff, slowly lowered, and her enormous, starlit eyes fixed on Eddie. A low, resonant rumble, like distant thunder, vibrated through the air, directly into his mind. It was a voice filled with an ancient, weary patience, but with an undeniable edge of irritation.

“A ‘biggun,’” Lunaea’s thoughts echoed, the dry humor almost palpable, “is hardly the eloquent address I have come to expect from the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey. Though, I suppose, accuracy is to be commended, however lacking in poetry. And tell me, small mortal, why do you insist on interrupting my contemplation? Why do you insist on bringing such… agitation… to my quiet mountain?”

Her vast head tilted slightly, her starlit gaze sweeping over Eddie’s weary party, lingering on Cerys and Gilly, then on Faedrilan’s battered fae guards. “You seek something. You humans always do. But tell me, why do you persist? Why won’t you take no for an answer? Why do you cling to a world that is so clearly… failing?”

She shifted, a subtle movement that sent tremors through the plateau. “Two of your kind came. Two left empty handed, enchanted by my spell. My purpose is higher. My concerns are of the cosmic currents, the flow of the very stars. Not your petty wars.”

Eddie’s heart hammered against his ribs. Fex and Gilly had been hypnotized after seeing the dragon. That was why they could not describe her size exactly. The pieces clicked into place with chilling clarity.

“I need a word, Lunaea,” Eddie stated, his voice firm, pushing back against the immense psychic pressure emanating from the dragon. He invoked his [Charisma] to its fullest, projecting sincerity, determination, and a desperate plea for understanding. He knew, instinctively, that arguing or demanding would be futile. He needed to appeal to something deeper within this ancient being.

“You have to help us. This isn’t a petty war. This is about the unraveling of existence. About beings who seek to unleash cosmic horrors on Earth.”

Lunaea’s starlit eye fixed on him, a flicker of something ancient and powerful stirring in their depths. The immense pressure intensified, a wave of subtle, pervasive magic attempting to seep into his mind, to soothe his consciousness, to erase his memories, to send him back to his ‘mundane’ life, oblivious.

Eddie felt it, the soft, insidious touch of her hypnotic magic. It was gentle, almost seductive, promising oblivion, peace, an end to his impossible burdens. His mind, battered by weeks of relentless chaos, yearned for it. But his [Constitution], monstrously high, and his honed [Abyssal Resistance] kicked in, pushing back against the magical assault. He gritted his teeth, his jaw tight, his will unyielding. He wouldn’t yield. Not now. Not when so much was at stake.

The hypnotic pressure intensified, pushing against his mental defenses, trying to find a crack, a weakness. But Eddie held firm, his eyes unwavering, meeting Lunaea’s gaze directly.

Lunaea’s starlit eye narrowed, a faint ripple passing through her colossal silver scales. The pressure abruptly ceased. A low, soft rumble, a sound of surprise, vibrated through the air.

“You resist,” Lunaea’s thoughts resonated, a hint of something akin to curiosity in her ancient voice. “No mortal has resisted my touch in… millennia. Your mind is… stubborn. Unyielding. Like fine iron.”

Then, her patience snapped. A low growl, deeper and more powerful than any thunder, rumbled from her immense throat. Her colossal head reared up, reaching for the broody sky. Her wings, like vast, shimmering sails, unfurled slightly, their sheer size eclipsing the very sun, casting an immense shadow over the entire plateau. The air crackled with raw, untamed power. Her starlit eyes burned with a sudden, terrifying intensity.

“Enough!” Lunaea’s thoughts boomed, shaking the very ground. “You are persistent, small mortal. But you are foolish! You trespass on my domain! You demand my intervention! I will not be swayed! Speak your final words, for I am weary of your incessant pleas! I shall roast you alive where you stand!”

The heat, fine and ethereal at first, began to build, radiating from her vast throat, the subtle scent of ozone and burning sulfur filling the air. Her jaws opened, revealing a maw of immense, razor-sharp fangs, glowing with a nascent, searing heat.

Eddie stared up at the colossal, enraged dragon, a thrilling mix of terror and defiance coursing through him. This was it. The moment of truth. He had one last card to play. An impulse, raw and desperate, surged through him, ignoring all common sense.

“I am the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey!” Eddie roared, his voice hoarse, but imbued with every ounce of his will, his inherent [Charisma] pushing against the overwhelming force of the dragon. He hoped, prayed, that the ancient title and its connection to his lineage would mean something. “And I command you! Lunaea, the Star-Heart! Back down!”

The roaring heat in Lunaea’s throat abruptly ceased. Her massive head, previously rearing in fury, slowly, infinitesimally, lowered. Her colossal wings, which had begun to unfurl, settled back into their folds, their shimmering silver scales still vibrating with latent power. Her vast, starlit eyes, previously burning with rage, narrowed, fixing on Eddie with a sudden, startling intensity.

A low, dry chuckle, a sound like grinding rocks, resonated in their minds. “Steward!” Lunaea’s thoughts echoed, the weariness returning to her voice, tinged with a complex mix of amusement and something akin to disbelief. “By the Star-Roads. No mortal has been able to order me around since… since before time began. Well, apart from the last steward. A cantankerous, stubborn, but remarkably insightful human. He always did enjoy pushing boundaries.”

Eddie felt a surge of exhilaration. It had worked. He had reached her. “That was my grandfather,” Eddie stated, his voice firm, a note of quiet pride in it. “I’m a proud Strike. He was the one. And my father too. Arthur Strike.”

Lunaea’s gaze sharpened, her vast eye focusing on Eddie with a newfound, piercing interest. A profound sigh, laden with the weight of ages, escaped her nostrils. “Indeed? The grandson, eh? So, the lineage continues. Interesting. Your grandfather… he was a pragmatic one. A true force, even in his small, ephemeral human form. He would argue with the very stars if he thought they were out of alignment. He spoke of the balance, the intricate dance between realms, with a passion that few dragons could match. He would often come here, seeking my counsel, debating cosmic alignments, discussing the delicate flow of mana through the earth. He even… he even attempted to teach me the intricacies of ‘economic systems’ once. A truly amusing endeavor, I assure you.” A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched the vast scales around her muzzle.

“I knew your father, Arthur,” Lunaea continued, her thoughts tinged with a subtle note of sadness. “He was more reserved. More of a scholar than a warrior. He too sought wisdom, but with a quiet intensity. He was concerned with the ancient lore, the forgotten histories of your lineage, the origins of the Veil. He had a gentle soul. A keen mind. Alas, not a good fit for survival.”

Eddie listened, his heart aching with a mixture of pride and sorrow. These were glimpses into the lives of men he had barely known, men who had walked the same impossible path he now traversed. Lunaea’s casual stories brought them to life, not as distant, mysterious figures, but as flesh-and-blood individuals. He wanted to hear more. He wanted to understand their lives, their struggles, their triumphs. He wanted to understand why they had vanished.

“But,” Lunaea’s thoughts interrupted his reverie, her voice gaining a sharp, almost dismissive edge, “alas, young Steward, you are not your grandfather. You do not possess the raw power, the innate wisdom, the honed influence that he commanded. You are… a fledgling. A mere spark, compared to the conflagration he was. Your command, while amusing in its audacity, lacks the weight to truly sway me. You are not powerful enough to earn my respect, little one. Not yet.”

The words were a direct, stinging blow to Eddie’s pride, a cold splash of reality. He wasn’t powerful enough. Not yet. Lunaea, for all her wisdom and respect for his lineage, would not be commanded. His [Charisma], though high, had reached its limit.

He took a deep breath, pushing past the sting of her dismissal. He had to try another angle. An audacious one. A desperate one.

“Fine,” Eddie said, his voice firm, resolute, ignoring the pain of her words. He looked up at the colossal dragon, his gaze unwavering. “If you don’t want to avenge the fallen dragon who stood against the Night Scale Syndicate, if you don’t want to stop the Black Dragon, Vorlag, from corrupting the Cauldron and unraveling existence… then I will.”

He straightened his shoulders, a grim determination setting his jaw. “I will walk all the way to Vorlag’s Black Mountain. I will find him. And I will finish the job myself. I will stop him. I will retrieve the Cauldron. And I will avenge Aerion. With or without your help.”

Lunaea’s vast starlit eyes widened slightly, a flicker of genuine surprise in their depths. A long, drawn-out sigh, like the settling of ancient glaciers, escaped her nostrils. Her gaze swept over Eddie, then Cerys, Gilly, Fex, and Faedrilan’s remaining, exhausted guards.

“You are… audacious, small Steward,” Lunaea’s thoughts resonated, a hint of dry amusement, and perhaps a touch of pity, in her voice. “You will not. It is impossible.”

“Why?” Eddie challenged, his voice sharp. “Give me one good reason, Lunaea! Give me a reason why I can’t do it!”

Lunaea simply fixed him with her immense, ancient gaze. “Vorlag’s Black Mountain, the heart of his territory,” her thoughts resonated, clear and unyielding, “is over a hundred miles away from this peak. And it is near enough impossible to get to on foot. The land between is a desolate, blighted expanse, far more dangerous than anything you have yet encountered. It is riddled with his minions, with creatures corrupted by his very presence. It is a land of eternal shadow, of burning fire, of poisoned air. No mortal, no creature of lesser power, has ever survived such a journey. It is a death march. A fool’s errand, and it is the heart of the Corrupted Court.”

Eddie stared at her, the words echoing in his mind. A hundred miles. On foot. Through a literal death march.

He felt the last vestiges of his defiance drain away, replaced by a chilling, disheartening realization. Lunaea was right. It was impossible. Utterly, brutally impossible.

“Bugger,” Eddie muttered.

The single word summed up the situation entirely.
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“Bugger,” Eddie muttered, the single word, simple and defeated, fading in the cold, ash-laden air of the mountaintop. A hundred miles. Through blighted, monster-infested mountains, some impossible to traverse on foot. Lunaea’s words, delivered with such weary finality, crushed the last vestiges of his defiance. It was impossible. Utterly futile. He glanced at Cerys, Gilly, Faedrilan, and Jerrard, their faces mirroring his own despair. They had come so far, fought so hard, only to be stopped by the sheer, overwhelming scale of the world itself.

Just as Eddie’s will began to wane and the chilling certainty of their defeat threatened to swallow him whole, Lunaea’s colossal head, previously lowered in a gesture of dismissal, slowly rose. Her immense, starlit eyes, which had reflected only weary finality moments before, now held a new, intriguing spark. A flicker of something cunning, and deeply, irreversibly offended.

“But,” Lunaea’s thoughts resonated, cutting through the silence of the mountaintop, “there is a bargain to be made. I would like to avenge Aerion’s death. And it is true that Vorlag has overstepped, and he needs taking down a peg or two.” She tapered off, as if bored with her own words.

“And,” Lunaea’s thoughts started over as if she’d lost her train of thought, “Vorlag’s ambition burns too brightly. He seeks to corrupt the very essence of creation, to twist the balance. Eventually, he will come for all. Even me. Alas, he is larger than me, and more powerful. He has grown beyond measure, bloated by the dark magics he commands, twisted by the corruption he serves.”

A deep sigh, laden with the weight of ancient knowledge and weary resignation, escaped Lunaea’s nostrils. Her imposing gaze fixed on Eddie, a grim determination hardening the luminous depths of her wide pupils.

“To the bargain,” Lunaea’s thoughts boomed, her voice gaining a renewed strength. “I will carry you all there—to the Black Mountain, to Vorlag’s domain. I will deliver you to his lair. And you, little Steward, you and your companions, will kill him. You will cut out the rot that threatens to consume all. If you do this—if you succeed where I and others have failed—I will carry the Cauldron back to your fae Queen. And I vow to carry all of you back to the destination of your choice. A full return. A complete victory. Are these terms acceptable?”

That’s a peg or two? Eddie thought. The sheer audacity of the offer, the impossible scale of the task—it left Eddie momentarily speechless. Cerys, Gilly, Faedrilan, Jerrard, and the last three fae guards wore mixed expressions of awe, terror, and a desperate, fragile hope. This was a direct challenge from a primordial force, a desperate gamble that offered the only path forward.

Eddie paused, aware that anything he might say would immediately translate into another quest notification and another monumental task on his ever-growing to-do list. But the terms were clear. The stakes were absolute. And the enemy was too vast and powerful to ignore.

“How big is he?”

“Bigger than me.”

He took a deep breath, his gaze fixed on Lunaea’s immense, ponderous eyes. “He’s bigger than you,” Eddie repeated slowly, unable to process the scale of what she was implying. He had just seen Aerion, a massive beast. And Lunaea was ten times bigger than that. How could anything be larger than Lunaea? “How big, exactly?”

Lunaea’s head, still colossal, tilted slightly. A low rumble, a sound like distant tectonic plates shifting, resonated in their minds. “Big,” she replied, her voice filled with an ancient certainty.

“Not this again,” Cerys muttered, rolling her eyes with a sigh. The exasperation was clear in her tone, and relatable for Eddie. The dragon had a penchant for frustratingly vague answers.

Eddie fixed his gaze on Lunaea, still grappling with the sheer magnitude of her statement. He turned to Gilly, who had a look of utter, wide-eyed astonishment. “Gilly?” he prompted, hoping her directness could elicit a more tangible answer.

Gilly simply shook her head, her wings drooping, her gaze lost in the vastness of the sky. “I… I don’t even know, big guy. Bigger than this? My mind simply… refuses to understand.”

Eddie turned to Faedrilan, then Jerrard. Their faces were grim, their knowledge of dragons clearly reaching its limits. Lunaea had confirmed it. Vorlag was a creature of unimaginable scale, even among dragons.

“We need to consult,” Eddie declared, his voice firm, overriding the dawning despair. They moved away from Lunaea’s colossal form, seeking a secluded spot where they could speak freely without the overwhelming presence of the ancient dragon. They found a small, sheltered crevice in the jagged rocks, protected from the biting wind.

The discussion was long. And intense.

“It’s a fool’s errand,” Faedrilan stated, his voice flat, devoid of its usual fighting spirit. He slumped against the cold rock, his body trembling with exhaustion. “To confront a dragon of such power is death. His scales must be like cliff faces, his breath a volcanic eruption. We are too few. Too weary. And we are not dragons.”

“He is bigger than her,” Jerrard added, his young face pale, his cartographic skill giving him a terrifying understanding of scale. “If Lunaea the Star-Heart, who can move mountains with a breath, fears his power… what hope have we?”

Cerys, usually the voice of caution, considered Lunaea’s offer. “But the terms,” she mused, her voice low. “She offers to carry us. To return the Cauldron. It is… unprecedented. A dragon’s vow is as unyielding as the stars. If we succeed, it is a way to save our Court, to recover the Cauldron, and to turn the tide against this insidious conspiracy.”

“And Lunaea is not known for petty promises,” Gilly added, her wings fluttering with nervous energy. “She is a creature of balance and the ancient ways. If she offers this, it is because the threat is truly dire. And because she believes we, somehow, are the key.”

“But ‘kill him,’” Faedrilan countered, gesturing wildly. “How? We are mere mortals and fae. He is… he is a force of cosmic destruction!”

“He’s also wounded,” Eddie countered, his [Strategic Mind] already dissecting the information, pushing past the terror. “Aerion wounded him. He was outnumbered, yes, but he fought. He weakened him. And Lunaea confirmed it: he’s ‘bloated by dark magics,’ and ‘twisted by corruption.’ That suggests vulnerability. A weakness we can exploit. He’s powerful, but perhaps… unstable.”

“And we have Fex,” Cerys interjected, her gaze sweeping to the silent elf. Fex sat perfectly still, observing them, her luminous eyes reflecting the flickering light. “Her skills are designed for this. To find the unseen flaw. To strike at the vital essence of even the most powerful creatures. She brought down Gorm. She brought down the direwolf. She has [Shadow Strike] and [Shadow Form Mastery]. She is lethal, silent, and precise.”

“And I have [Rage of the Ancients: Devastating Rage],” Eddie added, his voice gaining conviction. “I just leveled up. My [Strength] and [Dexterity] are at peak physicality and were boosted by 5 points each. I can go toe-to-toe with colossal beasts and distract him. I can make an opening. I can draw his attention. You two can keep him off balance. Jerrard, your map skills, your knowledge of his lair, will be invaluable.”

“But he’ll crush you like a bug.” Cerys grabbed him, shaking him in disbelief.

“But it might give Fex the opening she needs,” Eddie said, trying to contain his fear.

“And we will fight with you, Steward,” Faedrilan said, his voice gaining a new resolve. He looked at his three remaining guards, who nodded grimly. “To the last breath. For the Queen. For the Court. For our continued existence.”

The decision weighed heavily on Eddie. It was a terrible choice, a suicidal gamble. But the alternative was to return to a dying fae Court, watch the world unravel, and surrender to the Architects of Despair. That was far worse. This was their chance. Their only chance.

“Alright,” Eddie finally declared, his voice firm, resolute. He looked at each of them, meeting their gazes. “We take the bargain. We go. We kill the dragon. And we bring back the Cauldron.”

A collective, ragged breath escaped them. A sense of grim determination settled over the group, pushing back the despair, replacing it with a cold, desperate resolve.

They returned to Lunaea. She watched them approach, her starlit eyes unblinking, discerning their decision before they even spoke.

“So,” Lunaea’s thoughts resonated, her ancient voice tinged with a hint of satisfaction, “you have chosen the difficult path. The path of consequence. An unwise but respectable choice for a small mortal. Prepare yourselves. The journey will be… enlightening.”

They climbed aboard Lunaea’s colossal back. Her scales were surprisingly warm and smooth beneath their touch, and they shimmered with a soft, ethereal light. They found purchase in the natural contours of her immense form, nestled between her powerful wing joints. It was surprisingly comfortable. Faedrilan and his guards secured themselves, their faces pale but resolute. Cerys and Gilly pressed close to Eddie, their shared resolve a comforting presence. Fex, a silent shadow, found a spot near Lunaea’s neck. She was almost invisible against the vast silver scales.

With a shudder that vibrated through them all, Lunaea stirred. Her immense, scaled wings unfurled with a sound like tearing silk, stretching to their colossal span. The ground trembled beneath her, and then, with a single, powerful beat, she launched herself into the perpetually violet sky.

The ascent was breathtaking. The air, cold and sharp, rushed past them. Below, Mount Cinderheart, wreathed in smoke and ash, rapidly receded. The charred slopes and burned forests dwindled into insignificance. The fae lands spread out before them, a vast, complex mesh of light and shadow, of fading magic and ancient power.

Lunaea flew with immense, effortless grace. Her massive wings beat with a rhythmic, powerful cadence, carrying them higher and higher through swirling mists and biting winds. The world below became a shifting canvas, a blur of fantastical landscapes.

They crossed hostile mountains, their jagged peaks piercing the clear sky, their slopes covered in a harsh, blighted flora. These were territories claimed by creatures of malice, where the air thrummed with a subtle, menacing energy. But Lunaea’s presence, her sheer scale and ancient power, deterred any direct attacks. Ominous shapes, immense and shadowy, would occasionally stir in the distant peaks, their glowing eyes fixing on the colossal silver dragon, but none dared to challenge her. They were simply observed, a grim reminder of the many dangers that lurked unseen.

Then, they soared over beautiful mountains, their slopes covered in ancient, gnarled trees that glowed with a soft, internal luminescence. Crystal rivers, clear as day, snaked through verdant valleys. Waterfalls, shimmering veils of liquid light, plunged into pristine lakes. These were the hidden enclaves of resilient fae, of reclusive dryads, and of ancient, benevolent spirits. The air here was sweet, clean, and filled with a vibrant, humming magic that soothed their weary souls—a direct contrast to the blighted lands they had left behind. They saw fleeting glimpses of tiny, luminous creatures flitting through the trees and majestic, horned beasts grazing in hidden meadows. It was a world of unspoiled beauty, a precious sanctuary in a land under threat.

Lunaea’s flight path was a masterful weave of power and precision, guiding them over towering peaks that scraped the clouds, and through deep, echoing valleys shrouded in perpetual mist. They passed over vast, crystalline formations that glittered like colossal jewels under the distant, unseen sun. They saw mountains sculpted by wind and ice, their faces scarred by ancient battles, their summits wreathed in the ethereal glow of lingering magic. The sheer scale and diversity of the fae lands, as seen from above, was awe-inspiring. It was a testament to the myriad forms of life and magic that thrived, however precariously, in this magical world.

The cold, thin air of the upper altitudes made their skin prickle, but the sheer wonder of the journey and the breathtaking panoramas unfolding beneath them, kept their spirits high. Faedrilan and Jerrard pointed out landmarks, their voices filled with the quiet pride of those who knew the land intimately. Cerys and Gilly, their faces pressed against Lunaea’s warm scales, marveled at the ethereal beauty, their own wings twitching with a longing to soar through such vastness.

Hours passed. The landscape below gradually changed again. The green valleys and crystalline peaks gave way to something far more sinister. The air grew heavy, thick with the pervasive reek of sulfur and burning rock. The ground below became a vast, undulating expanse of jagged, black rock, scarred by immense fissures that glowed with a malevolent, internal fire. The trees, where they existed, were gnarled, twisted monstrosities with branches like reaching fingers clawing at the perpetually shadowed sky.

This was it. The land of the Black Dragon.

And then, as Lunaea closed on their destination, a colossal, terrifying silhouette began to resolve against the horizon. Not a mountain. Not merely a peak. But a vast, immense, utterly overwhelming form that dwarfed everything around it.

It was Vorlag’s Black Mountain. But it wasn’t a mountain at all.

As Lunaea drew closer, Eddie’s eyes widened in chilling comprehension. The towering peak, the jagged slopes, the immense, smoldering craters—they were not geological formations. They were the scales. The limbs. The immense, coiled body of a truly colossal, impossibly vast dragon.

Vorlag.

He was not merely on the mountain; he was the mountain. His scales, black as pitch, reflected no light and absorbed all ambient energy, making him appear as a hole in reality. His immense, jagged horns scraped the clouds. His vast, cavernous maw, lined with teeth like obelisks, was a gaping chasm in the landscape, from which smoke, thick and suffocating, plumed in a constant torrent. His eyes, two immense, burning crimson furnaces, glowed with an ancient, malevolent power that radiated across the land and corrupted it. He was larger than any creature Eddie had ever imagined—a terrifying, primordial force of destruction. He was a living, breathing, slumbering apocalypse.

Lunaea, for all her colossal size, was like a mere pebble in comparison. She slowed her flight, hovering a respectful, if fearful, distance from the vast, dark behemoth.

Eddie stared, utterly transfixed, the breath stuck in his throat. The cold, hard reality of Lunaea’s words, and the terrifying scale of the foe they were about to face, crashed down on him with the force of a physical blow.

“Oh,” Eddie whispered, the single word raw with a new, terrifying comprehension, “That big.”
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The sheer scale of Vorlag, the Black Dragon, continued to steal the breath from Eddie’s lungs. He was a colossal, slumbering apocalypse made of scales and shadow. Lunaea, for all her breathtaking size, was delicate in comparison, a shimmering silver bird against a storm cloud. Air, thick with sulfur and the chilling presence of ancient malice, pressed in on them as Vorlag stirred.

A low, guttural growl, a sound like a thousand volcanoes erupting simultaneously, rumbled from his immense form, shaking the very air around them. His colossal head, larger than any jagged peak, slowly lifted, and two vast, crimson eyes, furnaces of malevolent fire, snapped open and fixed on Lunaea with an ancient, terrifying fury. Smoke, thick and black as pitch, plumed from his nostrils, carrying the stench of scorched earth and untold destruction.

Lunaea, however, was swift. With a single, powerful beat of her shimmering silver wings, she launched herself forward, not in a head-on charge, but in a breathtaking display of aerial agility. She moved with a speed that belied her size, becoming a blur of silver against the black immensity of Vorlag.

The Black Dragon roared, a deafening sound that vibrated through Eddie’s very bones. His vast, leathery wings, like immense, tattered sails, unfurled with a sound of tearing mountains, churning the air into a chaotic maelstrom. He lunged, a huge, lumbering mass of black scales and raw power, but Lunaea, despite her own size, was surprisingly swift and dexterous. She wove, spun, and darted, her silver body a sparkling streak against his ponderous charges.

The battle began, and it was a cataclysmic battle of titans high above the blighted land. Vorlag, true to Lunaea’s words, was indeed large and cumbersome. His attacks were devastating, each claw swipe a seismic event, each snap of his colossal jaws capable of swallowing Lunaea whole. Vast plumes of black fire, searing hot and acrid, erupted from his maw, painting the sky with terrifying, ephemeral nightmares. The beat of Vorlag’s wings created immense gales that tore at the fabric of the air, threatening to rip Eddie and his companions from Lunaea’s back.

They clung on for dear life, pressed flat against Lunaea’s immense scales. The force of the dragons’ immense clashes sent jarring tremors through their bodies. Vorlag’s roar, the searing heat of his fire, the whipping wind—it was an overwhelming assault on every sense. Fear, cold and sharp, clawed at Eddie’s throat, but his [Strategic Mind] was working to dissect the movements, seeking patterns in the chaos.

Lunaea, for all her agility, was striking with immense force, her silver scales shimmering as she slammed into Vorlag’s side, her powerful tail whipping across his vast bulk. He was larger, yes, but her blows were precise, aimed at his joints and the softer undersides where his smaller scales were. It wasn’t a battle of brute force, but of speed against mass, and agility against raw power. The battle wasn’t as one-sided as Eddie first thought.

The vast plumes of fire, the terrifying beat of Vorlag’s wings, and the rip of his colossal claws as they tore at the air, told a different story. Eddie, in the chaos, began to discern Lunaea’s strategy. She wasn’t trying to directly overpower Vorlag. She was a dancer, a matador, constantly circling, baiting, diverting, forcing Vorlag to commit to slow, cumbersome attacks. She was tiring him, frustrating him, creating openings. And more importantly, she was orchestrating something.

With a sudden, breathtaking maneuver, Lunaea soared high above Vorlag, then plummeted, a silver arrow, directly onto his immense back. The jarring impact sent a shudder through Eddie and his companions, forcing them to cling tighter. Vorlag bellowed in outrage, thrashing his colossal body, trying to dislodge her.

Lunaea, however, was stubborn. She dug her powerful talons into Vorlag’s thick, black scales, anchoring herself. Her thoughts resonated, clear and urgent. “Now, little ones! To the spine! To the heart! Your chance!”

Eddie understood. This was it. This was what Lunaea had been working towards. She was their delivery system and her goal was to set them on his back.

He equipped Slicer, the heavy sword feeling absurdly small in his hand. He soaked in Vorlag’s immense, black scales, each one the size of a small house. They were incredibly thick, incredibly tough—but he tried to stab Slicer into one anyway. The blade simply scraped across the surface with a metallic shriek, and left no mark. Cerys, her daggers flashing, tried to do the same but her silver blades sparkled uselessly against the dragon’s hide. Gilly’s arrows shattered against the impenetrable armor.

Their weapons were useless, like toothpicks attacking a giant. Cerys’s magic, usually so potent, was a puff of smoke trying to take down a troll, dissipating harmlessly against Vorlag’s overwhelming aura of dark power.

Despair, cold and sudden, threatened to overwhelm Eddie. This was impossible. They were ants on a mountain, utterly insignificant against such raw, unyielding power.

He sought out Fex, who had silently manifested beside him on the vast, black expanse of Vorlag’s back. Her luminous eyes held a rare, knowing, glint. She shrugged, a subtle, almost imperceptible gesture.

“Weak spot,” Fex whispered, her voice a reedy squeak that was barely audible over the roar of the wind and the shudder of Vorlag’s thrashing.

Eddie’s [Strategic Mind] immediately locked onto the words. Weak spot. There had to be one. Every creature, no matter how powerful, had a vulnerability. He looked at Fex, urging her on.

She pointed to Vorlag’s immense, jagged horns, thick as ancient trees, twisting skyward, and shook her head.

She pointed to his colossal, fire-belching mouth, a gaping chasm of teeth and searing heat. She shook her head again.

Then, she pointed. Her finger moved, precisely, to the side of Vorlag’s immense head. To the ear.

And she nodded.

The ear. A small, insignificant opening on a creature of unimaginable scale. But a direct path. A route to the inside.

Eddie closed his eyes, taking a deep, shuddering breath. It was insane. Utterly, gloriously insane. But it was their best chance.

He opened his eyes quickly as Vorlag suddenly lurched violently to one side, a colossal shudder running through his body. Lunaea, still clinging to his back, let out a frustrated roar. A gout of Lunaea’s friendly fire, a torrent of shimmering silver flame, ripped over them, narrowly missing them as Vorlag twisted. The heat was immense, searing their skin. The smell of ozone and burnt hair filled their nostrils.

“Friendly fire!” Eddie bellowed, his voice raw with a mix of terror and exasperation. “Thanks, Lunaea! Watch it up there!” He wasn’t sure she even heard him over the cacophony.

“To the head!” Cerys yelled, her voice strained, pointing. “To the ear! Now!”

They scrambled. They were mere ticks on a hippo, dots in the sky. The vast, black expanse of Vorlag’s back stretched endlessly around them, a treacherous landscape of shifting scales and powerful muscles. The gusts from Vorlag’s wings threatened to rip them away and send them plummeting into the blighted lands below. They crawled, they clawed, and they ran, clinging on for dear life to any ridge or crevice they could find. Vorlag continued to thrash and roar as he fought Lunaea.

After several near misses—narrowly avoiding plummeting into the chasm between his shoulder and neck, dodging sudden spikes of scale, and being buffeted by the immense winds—they finally reached the ear. It was a dark, cavernous opening lined with thick, leathery cartilage.

Without hesitation and driven by a desperate, unwavering resolve, Eddie scrambled to the edge of the opening. He leaped. Cerys and Gilly followed in a blur of motion. Faedrilan and his men, grim-faced, leaped after them. Jerrard, ever pragmatic, followed swiftly. Fex, of course, was already inside, a phantom in the gloom.

They plunged into the ear canal. It was a suffocating, terrifying descent into a dark, pulsing cavern. The air was thick, warm, and smelled faintly of old wax and something earthy and organic. The [Light Orb] Gilly summoned cast an eerie glow, illuminating their horrifying surroundings.

The ear canal was an immense, winding tunnel. They were forced to clamber over vast, yellowish, semi-solid masses—ear wax boulders, sticky and repulsive. They ducked under thick, rope-like strands that turned out to be hairs the size of tree trunks. The muffled roar of Vorlag’s pain, the distant clashes of the dragon fight, resonated through the cavern, shaking the air around them.

They navigated the repulsive landscape, pushing past the noxious obstacles, their senses assaulted by the overwhelming smell and the vibrating echoes of dragon agony. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, they reached the inner ear.

It was a huge, pulsating chamber, dominated by the ear drum’s taut membrane stretching across the entire space. It vibrated with every roar, every twitch of Vorlag’s massive head. It was a horrifying mix of pinkish-gray flesh and pulsing veins throbbing.

Fex was tiny against the immense membrane, but she was relentless. Her silver blade cut and tore as she sawed at the taut flesh. A sickening schlorp echoed through the chamber with every stroke, and a dark, viscous fluid welled up around her blade.

Eddie, his bile rising, overcame his revulsion and joined in. Slicer, now imbued with a furious purpose, became a tearing tool, ripping at the eardrum, ruining it. The enormous membrane shuddered with every cut.

Cerys, her face grim, extended her hand, sending a searing bolt of magic up the ear canal. Not to destroy, but to disrupt. To cause pain. To send agonizing impulses directly to Vorlag’s brain.

The effect was immediate. The entire chamber lurched violently, sending them sprawling across the slippery, pulsating floor. The sounds of Vorlag’s roars, previously muffled, became deafening, agonizing shrieks of pure pain.

Then, they lurched to the right with a violent shudder that threatened to tear them from their precarious footing. The chamber spun, the walls blurring.

“He’s losing balance!” Eddie cried, his voice raw with effort, his heart hammering against his ribs. He redoubled his efforts, Slicer tearing deeper into the eardrum, ignoring the repulsive squelch, the overwhelming smell.

Everyone joined in. Gilly used her arrows, not to pierce, but to hammer at the eardrum, each impact sending a shockwave of pain through the membrane. Faedrilan and his men used their swords and even their bare hands to tear and rip at the sensitive flesh. Jerrard, for all his youth, plunged his own dagger into the pulsing membrane, adding his strength to their desperate efforts. They were ripping, tearing, and burning the creature’s inner ear, burrowing slowly, agonizingly, towards its brain.

Vorlag’s howls of pain intensified, becoming a continuous, earth-shattering shriek that echoed through their weird land. To an onlooker, the entire mountain convulsed, shuddering with the dragon’s agony.

The air within the ear canal warmed, flames ripping past as a colossal gout of Lunaea’s shimmering fire must have wrapped around Vorlag. Eddie could imagine it engulfing him in a searing embrace. The Black Dragon screamed, a sound of absolute, unendurable torment.

Vorlag jerked. A titanic spasm. He stopped. In mid-flight. For a single, terrifying moment, the colossal dragon hung suspended in the smoke-filled sky, his roar abruptly cut short, his immense body frozen in silent agony.

Then, he plunged.

Like a stone.

The vast, black mountain of a dragon dropped from the sky in a terrifying descent into the blighted lands below. The wind screamed past them, a deafening shriek mingling with the shuddering groan of the plummeting dragon. The ground rushed up to meet them as they plummeted to the charred slopes.

Eddie, pressed against its inner ear, felt the utter certainty of their impending doom. There was no escape. No deflection. No hope. This was it.

He reached out, his arms wrapping tightly around Cerys and Gilly. He pulled them close in a final embrace in the face of oblivion. His voice was a whisper lost in the roaring wind.

“I love you,” Eddie breathed, holding them as tight as he could. The scent of their hair, their bodies, their essence, filled his senses for what he knew would be the last time. “Both of you. I love you.”

Fex, with a subtle squirm, pushed herself into the desperate embrace, pressing against Eddie’s side with a silent, knowing acceptance of their shared fate. Faedrilan and his soldiers, grim-faced, braced themselves for the inevitable impact, their expressions a mix of weariness and defiance.

And so they hurtled toward their certain death.
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They plummeted in a horrifying blur of twists and tumbles, a dizzying plunge into oblivion. The roaring wind screamed into the ear drum as the vast, black mass of Vorlag’s plummeting body consumed their entire world. Inside the ear, the immense, pulsating chamber became a terrifying vortex of flesh and sound. The eardrum, already shredded, tore further, sending them tumbling through the fleshy tube.

Heads banged in sickening thuds against the resilient cartilage. Bones cracked in dull snaps that were muffled by the overwhelming roar of the descent. They were tossed like ragdolls, slamming into the slippery, organic walls of the ear canal, spiraling through the noxious, wax-laden darkness. Every impact sent jolts of agony through Eddie’s battered body. He clutched Cerys and Gilly, trying to shield them, his own body absorbing blow after agonizing blow. The fae guards cried out as they tumbled over and over. It felt like an endless, violent unmaking.

Then, with a final, bone shattering jolt, everything settled.

The immense shuddering ceased and the roaring wind faded to a muffled whoosh. The overwhelming stench of organic matter—wax and blood—settled over them. They lay in a crumpled heap, scattered across the damp, yielding flesh of the ear canal’s base, in unsettling silence.

Eddie was alive. His body screamed in protest, every muscle aching, every bone protesting, but he was breathing. His HP was low, the numbers flickering ominously at the edge of his vision, but he was still conscious.

A low groan escaped Gilly’s lips. She stirred, her wings crumpled, her usually vibrant self coated in grime and repulsive bodily fluids. Cerys, though clearly battered, pushed herself up with a soft exhalation of pain. Her violet eyes were strained, but she immediately extended her hands and a faint, emerald glow emanated from her palms as she sent a wave of healing magic over them all. The soothing warmth spread through Eddie’s body, knitting some of his worst aches, staunching the flow of fresh blood from numerous scrapes.

The remarkable truth of it all was that it had been one of their safer battles. They hadn’t fought anything. They hadn’t faced a single direct attack during the fall. They had simply endured the terrifying descent and the brutal, internal chaos of a dying dragon. They were alive.

But their condition was dire. Eddie could feel a throbbing ache in his own bones and a lingering tremor in his muscles. Cerys herself was clearly injured. She swayed slightly, her aura flickering, her MP nearly out. She had spent her reserves battling the swarms, healing their wounds, and now, sustaining them all.

With a visible effort, Cerys focused her last remaining energy. She crawled towards Jerrard, who lay still, his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. Her hands radiated a desperate, fading green light, and pressed against his limb. Jerrard groaned with a sharp intake of breath and a moment later, the audible snap of bone knitting itself back together echoed in the silence. He whimpered, then sighed, his face losing its pallor.

Then, she turned to Gilly, whose arm was bent at a sickening angle. The sassy fairy winced, her lips pressing into a thin line. Cerys’s hands, almost translucent with effort, pressed against the fractured limb. There was another audible crunch of mending bone. Gilly gasped, then let out a shaky exhalation of relief. Cerys had used the last of her MP to heal Gilly’s fractured arm.

She swayed, exhausted, and collapsed back against the fleshy wall, her eyes closed, her breathing shallow. She was utterly spent.

Eddie, though still in pain, knew they had to move. They were still inside Vorlag and had to get out. Fex crawled forward, her body remarkably agile even in the confines of the grotesque passage. She paused at the opening, poking her head out.

A low, guttural growl, thick with agony and impotent fury, vibrated through the air outside.

Vorlag.

He was alive. Barely.

Eddie pushed himself up, his muscles screaming in protest, and crawled towards the opening. Faedrilan and his guards also began to stir, grimacing.

They emerged from the ear, pulling themselves onto the immense, black scales of Vorlag’s head. The air was thick with the stench of burnt flesh, and something else—the raw, primal essence of dying malice. Below them, the vast, blighted landscape of his territory stretched into the distance. Vorlag lay sprawled across acres, his immense body shuddering with intermittent tremors. His colossal head was twisted at an unnatural angle, one enormous crimson eye closed, the other half-open, glazed with unimaginable pain. Black smoke, thick and acrid, still plumed weakly from his nostrils. A low, continuous moan—a sound of colossal agony—rumbled from his vast throat.

Then he lifted his head and his remaining crimson eye slowly, agonizingly, rolled towards them. A torrent of raw, telepathic insults assaulted Eddie’s mind.

“Puny… insignificant… vermin! You dare… you dare to wound me?! To burrow within my sacred form?! I will crush you! I will burn you to ash! I will… I will feast on your worthless souls!”

The words were a wave of pure, concentrated hatred, laced with the agony of a wounded titan. But they were weak. The power behind them was failing. Vorlag was clinging to life, barely.

Then, a sharp, cold shadow fell over them.

Eddie’s heart sank. His gaze snapped upwards.

Looming above them, her vast, shimmering silver form eclipsing the dull sky, was Lunaea. Her eyes burned with a cold, unwavering resolve. Her colossal claws extended, sharp as mountains, glinting with lethal promise. It was her tilted majestic head, her crystalline horns pointed directly at Vorlag’s immense, twitching form, which signalled her intent.

She meant to finish off the black dragon while he was still recovering.

“Fex!” Eddie yelled, his voice raw with urgency. “Run! Everyone! Run! Now!”

Fex pulled at the dazed soldiers as Eddie rushed to Jarred’s side and scooped the wounded fae up. Gilly, who was still disoriented, hesitated. The urgency grabbed hold of her and she yanked Cerys away, who was dazed from exertion. Faedrilan and his men scrambled for the relative safety of a crisped tree trunk and almost made it. Eddie, the last to leave, scrambled toward it, jumping and crashing down, covering Jarred’s body with his own. An immense rush of wind buffeted them as Lunaea plunged downward.

There was a moment’s silence—then a sickening, thunderous impact. Vorlag’s colossal head shuddered, a sound like a mountain being cleaved in two. A wet, tearing rip echoed across the valley followed by an immense, squelching explosion of organic matter as the dragon’s head burst like a ripe melon.

A tidal wave of blood and brain matter, hot and viscous, surged toward the trunk and washed over them, coating them in its repulsive warmth. The smell was overpowering, a sickening mix of iron and decaying organic matter. They were thoroughly drenched and overwhelmed.

Then it was over, and they picked brain matter from their eyes, pulled bone shards from their flesh, and spat vile, corrupt blood.

Eddie pushed himself up, wiping the vile fluid from his face, his gaze fixed on the scene. Vorlag’s colossal head, what was left of it, was split asunder, skewered by Lunaea’s immense, crystalline horns. The Black Dragon was truly, irrevocably dead.

Lunaea’s vast silver head slowly rose, her starlit eyes scanning the devastation. A low sound like a strange, gurgling chuckle, resonated from her immense throat. It was an odd sound for a dragon, a bit like an old car starting without any choke—rough, strained, but with an undeniable note of triumph.

Gilly, coated in blood and gore, staggered back, her face a mask of revulsion and awe. She looked at the destroyed head of Vorlag, then back at Eddie. Her lips parted in a wide, incredulous grin.

“We’ve done it!” Gilly shrieked, her voice hoarse, but filled with triumphant disbelief. “Oh, my gods, Eddie! We’ve actually done it! He’s… he’s dead! You actually killed a dragon!”

Lunaea, seeing their small, blood-soaked forms, gave another low, rumbling chuckle. Her powerful wings stirred the air, sending ripples across the desolated landscape. She then soared upward, a shimmering streak of silver, but not before she said, “I think you’ll find I killed him.”

Vanishing for a moment, she disappeared into the lingering mists above the blunted mountaintop. Eddie watched, a sense of weary disbelief filling him. Had it truly worked? Had the impossible bargain been fulfilled?

Then, Lunaea returned. She descended from the clouds, shining. Clutched gently in her colossal talons, and gleaming with a soft, vibrant light, was the Cauldron of Abundance.

It was breathtaking. About five feet in diameter, easily as tall as a man when standing upright, its surface shimmered with inner, living bronze, shifting with vibrant fae glamor. Intricate scenes of abundance and beauty danced across its surface as it pulsed with warm, gentle light, radiating an aura of health and vitality that immediately began to push back the decay of the blighted land around them. The stench of sulfur and ash receded, replaced by the faint, clean scent of blooming life.

Eddie stared. It was more beautiful and more powerful than he had even imagined. It pulsed with gentle warmth, a stark contrast to the cold, dead dragon beneath them.

A warm smile graced his lips—a genuine, heartfelt expression that eased the tension in his weary face. He looked at Cerys, Gilly, Fex, Faedrilan, Jerrard, and the two remaining fae guards, all of them coated in dragon gore, exhausted, but alive. He looked at the gleaming Cauldron, now safely in Lunaea’s keeping.

“We did it,” Eddie said, his voice soft, filled with an overwhelming wave of relief and triumph. He laughed, a raw, joyous sound that mingled with Lunaea’s rumbling chuckle. “We somehow won.”

“But that bitch stole all our XP!” Gilly cursed, pointing at Lunaea.
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Lunaea, scarred and battle weary, gently plucked them from the gore-soaked remains of the Black Dragon and deposited them one by one into the smooth, roomy interior of the Cauldron of Abundance. Its living bronze was vibrant, soothingly warm, and a stark contrast to the death and desolation they had just endured.

The Cauldron’s curved walls enveloped them, radiating subtle energy that seeped into their bones. The interior, though large, felt incredibly safe and nurturing. The air within was sweet, clean, and filled with a faint floral scent that slowly began to wash away the pervasive stench of ash, sulfur, and dragon gore.

Lunaea, holding the Cauldron gently in her massive talons, launched herself into the sky. Her powerful wings beat with a slow, rhythmic cadence, carrying them away from the blighted peaks of Vorlag’s domain. The landscape below was a horrifying melange of charred slopes and burned forests, but it eventually disappeared entirely as they soared into the clouds.

The flight was long, peaceful, and utterly silent save for the rush of wind and the resonant hum of the Cauldron. Eddie, Cerys, Gilly, Fex, Faedrilan, Jerrard, and the two remaining fae guards—battered, exhausted, but alive—lay in the Cauldron’s warm embrace and watched the clouds drift by in the falling twilight. It was a moment of incredible, almost dizzying, reprieve.

After what felt like an eternity, Lunaea began her descent. Eddie and Gilly scrambled up the side, holding the cauldron’s edge as they peeked over. The clouds parted, revealing a moonlit landscape of breathtaking, unspoiled beauty. Eddie decided it was a secret glen because it lurked deep within a vibrant, lush forest. It was a sanctuary, a world untouched by blight or conflict. A cascading waterfall tumbled from moss-covered cliffs, its clear waters plunging into a series of crystal-clear pools that glittered under the ethereal glow of ancient, luminous fungi. Lush, emerald grass, soft and inviting, carpeted the place. Ancient trees, their leaves a vibrant green, stood tall and serene, their branches heavy with sweet-smelling blossoms. The air was clean and pure, carrying the sweet scent of wildflowers and damp earth.

Lunaea gently lowered the Cauldron, setting it down with exquisite care in the center of the glen. Its living bronze vibrated contentedly, radiating warmth into the cool evening air.

Then, instead of departing, Lunaea began to move. She soared into the forest, disappearing among the trees, and returned moments later, carrying a freshly killed stag, its hide gleaming wetly. With a delicate stroke from her massive claws, she stripped the hide, then used a searing breath of silver flame to ignite a roaring fire in a clearing near the pools. The crackle of the flames, the savory aroma of roasting meat, filled the air.

Lunaea, having prepared their sustenance and warmth, settled herself on a nearby rise, casting a benevolent shadow over the glen. Her starlit eyes, filled with an ancient, knowing patience, fixed on them. “Rest, little ones,” Lunaea’s thoughts resonated, her voice soft and imbued with a quiet power. “Eat. Drink. Wash yourselves clean of the corruption. And sleep. I will look over you. No harm will befall you here. This is your reward. Your respite.”

They clambered out of the cauldron, their movements stiff, but their faces etched with a mixture of bewildered awe and profound relief. They had done it. They had actually survived and had killed a dragon. They had helped Lunaea avenge her fallen kin and had recovered the Cauldron. The sheer magnitude of their achievement, after days of relentless peril, was almost too much to comprehend. They simply couldn’t believe they actually made it.

Eddie felt a surge of excitement as he considered what he might have gained. He immediately called up his System, the familiar blue interface a welcome sight. He had been through hell, faced death multiple times, and emerged victorious. He needed to process the sheer volume of his recent gains.

[Combat Encounter Concluded! (VS Vorlag, the Black Dragon DEFEATED!)]

[BONUS! Limited XP GAINED for partially assisting in the death of a Primordial Dragon! All XP awarded is shared.]

[You have gained a new Title: [Dragon Slayer]! (Passive: Minor bonus to intimidation of reptilian creatures.)]

[You have gained a new Trait: [Dragonfire Resistance]! (Passive: Minor resistance to fire-based elemental attacks.)]

[Quest Completed! “The Cauldron Quest” (Retrieve the Cauldron from Gorok.) SUCCESS! Cauldron is now in your possession.]

[Quest Completed! “A Dragon’s Bargain” (Assist Lunaea in defeating Vorlag. Negotiate terms of Cauldron return.) SUCCESS! Lunaea will return the Cauldron and transport your party.]

Eddie was a little pissed at that. He’d have expected one, two, maybe three level-ups for killing the damn dragon, but he got none. However, as he was about to rant and rave about the injustice of it all, Gilly kissed him on the cheek and said, “A penny for them.”

She stared lovingly at him, and he realized that her life and the lives of the others was payment enough. Well, he tried his best to think that way, but just ended up grinding his teeth. “No level up for killing the dragon? How’s that fair?”

Cerys laughed. “We didn’t kill it. Lunaea did. We just tickled it into submission.”

The sound of her laughter doused his anger. After all, he had come a long way in a short space of time.

He quickly navigated to his character sheet, staring at his stats, a grim satisfaction settling over him.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 26 

	Titles: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey; Guardian of the Grove; Vampire Slayer; Crypt Survivor; Dragon Slayer; Bane of the Black Dragon 

	Status: Revitalized (from Cauldron proximity) 

	HP (Health Points): 380/500 

	MP (Mana Points): 270/270 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 35 (Tier 2 effect) 

	DEX (Dexterity): 30 (Tier 2 effect) 

	CON (Constitution): 50 

	INT (Intelligence): 27 

	WIS (Wisdom): 22 

	CHA (Charisma): 28 




Unallocated Attribute Points: 0

KEY SKILLS & TRAITS

Innate Traits & Special Abilities

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait) 

	[Rage of the Ancients - Focused Fury] (Passive Buff) 




Combat Proficiencies

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 13 

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 4 

	[Heavy Weapon Proficiency (Pipe/Club)] - Lvl 1 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 4 

	[Piercing Attack (Dagger/Short Spear)] - Lvl 4 




Magical Skills

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 3 

	[Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)] - Lvl 1 




Utility & Crafting Skills

	[Blacksmithing (Novice)] - Lvl 2 

	[Woodworking (Novice)] - Lvl 2 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 2 

	[Aquatic Acclimatization] - Lvl 2 (Passive) 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Dryad’s Grace] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Environmental Adaption (Deep Sea) - Lvl 1 

	[Abyssal Resistance] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Vampire Aversion Aura] - Lvl 1 




EQUIPMENT

	Primary Weapon: [Slicer] (Soulbound Longsword) 

	Shield: [Aegis of the Wolf King] (Heavy Shield) 

	Gauntlets: [Gauntlets of the Wolf King] 

	Bracers: [Gauntlets of the Wolf King] 

	Accessory: [Lesser Storage Ring]: A silver ring capable of holding up to 10 non-sentient items in a pocket dimension. 

	Hidden Weapon: [The Dryad’s Boon] (Soulbound Splintered Broom Handle) 




“Well, well, big guy,” Gilly purred as she moved closer, her voice playful. She glanced at his muscles, appreciating them even through his grime-streaked clothes. “Was it worth it for the title alone?” Her lips curved into a suggestive smile.

Eddie chuckled, a warm wave of appreciation washing over him. “Hell yeah! Dragon Slayer–that’ll do!” He gave her a long, hard hug.

And then, to his genuine surprise, Fex joined in, contributing to the conversation. She moved from her perch, honing in on Eddie’s physique with a rare, thoughtful intensity. “During the battles your movements were… precise,” Fex stated, her voice quiet, but clear, devoid of its usual detached observation. “And powerful. Your strength rivals that of a mountain troll. Your speed… it approached a blur, even for my sight. It is… a considerable change.” A faint, almost imperceptible smile touched her lips, a subtle sign of approval and perhaps, a hint of admiration.

Warmth spread through him, separate from the Cauldron’s energy. Fex, truly and properly, acknowledged his prowess. It was a rare and treasured compliment.

“Thanks, Fex,” Eddie said, his gaze warm. “You were incredible too. You were the key. You always are.”

They gathered around the glowing Cauldron, the rhythmic sizzle of the roasting stag on the fire filling the tranquil glen. Eddie, with a sense of immense satisfaction, began to take stock of their current quests.

“Right,” Eddie began, a grim satisfaction in his voice. “‘The Mad Artist’s Canvas’—it says ‘Failed’ on the objective to apprehend or eliminate Relic. So, he’s still out there. But it does say ‘path to him is cleared by Vorlag’s defeat.’ So, that’s… something.” He paused. “No reward for that one, explicitly. Which is a bummer.”

“Relic is a problem for another day, Steward,” Faedrilan interjected, his face grim. “But a problem that now seems… less immediate with Vorlag gone.”

“Indeed,” Eddie agreed. “Next, ‘The Cauldron Quest’—objective: retrieve the Cauldron from Gorok. Status: SUCCESS! Cauldron is now in our possession!” He gestured to the shimmering bronze vessel. “Reward… well, the Cauldron itself is the reward, I guess.”

A wave of quiet triumph rippled through the fae. The Cauldron. The source of their Queen’s life and their Court’s glamor. It was here. It was real.

“And finally,” Eddie continued, a triumphant gleam in his eyes, “‘A Dragon’s Bargain’—assist Lunaea in defeating Vorlag. Negotiate terms of Cauldron return. Status: SUCCESS! Lunaea will return Cauldron and transport your party!” He looked at the colossal silver dragon, who was patiently watching them from her perch. “And she did it. She came through.”

“A dragon’s word is a sacred thing,” Cerys murmured, her expression filled with quiet awe. “And Lunaea is a dragon of honor. This is a debt… a debt of gratitude.”

“Now, more about the open quests,” Eddie said, navigating his System. “Still got ‘The Family Mystery.’ That’s still there. Find Joe the Scribe. But, a new one has also generated: ‘Vengeance for the Court of Wind and Rain!’ Objective: Seek out and confront Fellish of the Court of Ice and Thunder. Deliver retribution for his attacks and his perceived role in the decay of Wind and Rain. Reward: Significant XP, reputation with the Court of Wind and Rain (Greatly Increased), potential for new allies and resources from the Court of Ice and Thunder (if defeated peacefully), or Fellish’s Personal Hoard (if defeated violently).”

Gilly snorted, her lips curving into a mischievous grin. “Sounds like a fun one, big guy. Violence, treasure, and sticking it to a pompous fae. My kind of quest!”

“And a strategic one,” Jerrard added, his eyes thoughtful. “Gaining reputation with Wind and Rain, and perhaps even allies from Ice and Thunder by defeating Fellish, would be invaluable for the fae lands. It could bridge the divide and unite the Courts against the true enemy.”

Eddie nodded, his gaze distant, contemplating the future. They had come so far. From a beige life to dragon-slaying.

With the exhilaration of their victories and the planning for future quests filling the air, a different, more immediate need began to assert itself. They were still covered in dragon gore, ash, and the general grime of days of relentless adventure. Lunaea’s glen held a series of clean, clear pools that beckoned to them.

“Alright, team,” Eddie announced, pushing himself up. “Time for a bath. Who’s with me?”

Gilly, without a second thought, stripped off her clothes, her body a blur as she dove into the nearest pool with a joyful splash. Her laughter, clear and bell-like, echoed through the glen.

Cerys, with a slight smile playing on her lips, turned to Faedrilan and his guards. “Gentlemen,” she said, her voice soft but firm, “a moment of… privacy, if you please. Modesty, even among fae, has its place.”

Faedrilan, a slight blush on his gaunt face, nodded quickly. He turned, facing away from the pools, his remaining guards doing the same, their shoulders rigid. Jerrard, a faint flush on his young cheeks, also turned discreetly away.

Eddie, feeling a rare moment of genuine ease, stripped down and eased himself into the cool, crystal-clear water of the main pool. The water, infused with the subtle magic of the glen, was incredibly refreshing and washed away any lingering fatigue. The energy from the Cauldron, resting nearby, permeated the water and revitalized every cell. He felt his HP, which had been low moments ago, surge back to full, a warm, tingling sensation spreading through his body. Soon, they were all back to full health.

As he submerged himself, scrubbing the last of the dragon gore from his hair and skin, he looked across the pool. Fex had slipped into the water with her usual silence, her slender form shimmering faintly. She moved with an effortless grace, like a fish in its natural element, her silver-blonde hair fanning out around her. Her face, usually so impassive, held a look of pure, simple serenity. She washed the grime from her skin, her hands moving with a delicate precision, the water swirling around her.

Eddie marveled at Fex’s simple beauty. It wasn’t the fiery passion of Cerys, or the mischievous allure of Gilly. It was a raw, natural elegance, unadorned, unpretentious. The act of bathing seemed to restore her, to reveal the inherent beauty that lay beneath the layers of trauma and grime. Her aura, a faint glow around her, was noticeably brighter, and her movements more fluid than ever before. Her HP was now solid. It seemed her recovery from her time in the Crypt was finally complete.

He felt a deep sense of satisfaction. His unlikely team, once fractured and traumatized, was now whole. They were stronger, more unified, more capable than ever before.

After their invigorating baths, they returned to the roaring fire, wrapped in blankets that Lunaea had seemingly conjured from thin air. The stag, roasted to perfection, filled the air with its savory aroma. They ate in contented silence, their hunger sated, their bodies warmed, their spirits soaring. The meat was rich and succulent, a feast after weeks of desperate rations.

Later, as the fire crackled and the stars began to appear in the clear, dark sky above the glen, Lunaea’s presence embraced them all. The air was filled with a quiet sense of peace, a rare tranquility that belied the monumental tasks that still lay ahead.

Eddie found a comfortable spot near the Cauldron, its warmth a soothing presence. Gilly, her head resting on his shoulder, her wings gently folded around him, drifted into a soft slumber. Cerys intertwined her hand with his, and her fiery hair was a warm comfort against his cheek. She also succumbed to exhaustion, her breathing soft and even. Fex, true to her nature, found a shadowy spot between Eddie’s legs, and fell asleep. She was a silent, comforting presence, her soft breathing a barely perceptible whisper against his thigh.

He felt the weight of their bodies against his, the warmth of their presence, the deep, abiding connection that bound them together. He was exhausted, but it was a deep, satisfying weariness, born of triumph and companionship. The quest was far from over. The Architects of Despair still loomed. Relic was still at large. His family mystery remained unsolved. But for now, for this precious moment, everything was right.

Eddie closed his eyes with a small, contented smile on his lips. He fell into a deep, dreamless sleep, surrounded by those he loved and cradled by the warmth of their presence.

The benevolent silver dragon watched over them in silence.


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



The journey from Lunaea’s secret glen to the Court of Wind and Rain was swift. Clutched gently in the silver dragon’s colossal talons, the Cauldron of Abundance emitted a vibrant, growing light. The air within its bronze embrace grew sweeter, hinting at the renewed life it promised.

As Lunaea descended, the familiar, decaying landscape of the fae Court unfolded below them. The gloom still clung to the land, the muted colors and sickly flora still dominant, but a subtle change was already perceptible. A faint aura, a hopeful pulse of budding magic, emanated from the earth, drawn by the Cauldron’s return.

Lunaea gently lowered the Cauldron, setting it down with exquisite care close to the ruined temple. Its ancient bronze thrummed with a low, resonant note, a song of homecoming. With a final, silent nod to Eddie, a gesture of ancient respect and fulfilled bargain, Lunaea ascended in a vibrant streak of silver that disappeared into the distant clouds.

Everyone helped to push the Cauldron inside the temple, stepping carefully over the wreckage of its doors. The fae all wore expressions of grim hope; this might save their Court once and for all. And so they pushed, they pulled, and they rolled it in, until it sat central on the dais. A steady glow emanated from within it as it began to spread its healing magic.

Cerys and Gilly, their eyes shining with a mixture of reverence and excitement, stared at the great artifact, its golden glow illuminating their expressions.

“The Queen,” Faedrilan rasped, his voice hoarse with a desperate urgency. “She is in the inner chambers. Her despair is… consuming her. She must be placed in the Cauldron. It is her only hope.”

Eddie nodded, his jaw set. He remembered Queen Oonagh’s bloated, grotesque form, the pervasive stench of her gluttony and despair. It was a vile image, one that still pricked at his moral compass.

They made their way from the temple to the inner chambers of the Queen’s palace, the air growing heavier with the oppressive weight of the Queen’s corruption. There, amidst the squalor of her self-imposed prison, lay Queen Oonagh. She was even more repulsive than he remembered, a grotesque parody of fae beauty. Her once-luminous skin was a sickly greenish-white, stretched taut over a bloated frame. Her elaborate golden robes were stained and torn, her once-glorious hair matted and thin. She whimpered, muttering incoherently, her body trembling with a mixture of self-pity and an insatiable hunger that radiated from her like a physical stench.

Faedrilan and his guards moved forward. They fashioned a crude stretcher from ladders and discarded silks and sturdy branches—a desperate contraption to carry her. With immense effort, they carefully, painstakingly, lifted Queen Oonagh’s bloated form. She screamed, a high-pitched, piercing sound of protest, her corrupted eyes rolling in her head, her limbs flailing weakly. She was a heavy, protesting mass of despair, utterly lost to her sickness.

As they maneuvered her towards the Cauldron, her eyes snapped open, fixing on Gilly and Cerys. Her already distorted face twisted further, contorted by a sudden, virulent rage.

“You!” Queen Oonagh shrieked, her voice thick with venom, her words tearing into the fae. “You wretched, disloyal sluts! You abandoned me! You left me to rot in this… this squalor! While you pranced about with this… this mortal! You dared to abandon your Queen!” Her accusations, though fueled by madness, cut deep, striking at the core of their fae loyalty.

Gilly recoiled, her wings flaring, her usual mischievousness replaced by a raw, wounded expression. Cerys’s face paled, her lips pressing into a thin line. The Queen’s words, however corrupted, were poison.

It was too much for Fex. She materialized instantly, her slender form a blur of motion. Her dagger gleamed in her hand. Her luminous eyes burned with a cold, terrifying fury, and fixed on the screaming Queen. She was a silent, lethal arrow, aimed directly at the heart of the corruption. Fex very nearly killed her right then.

But Eddie was faster. He anticipated her move and reacted instinctively. He threw himself forward, his arms wrapping around Fex, pulling her back. His muscles strained as he held the feisty elf, her body rigid with lethal intent, her dagger glinting mere inches from the Queen’s throat.

“No, Fex!” Eddie hissed, his voice low, firm. “She’s not worth it! Let the Cauldron do its work!” His strength was unwavering as she kicked and struggled. He understood her rage; the Queen’s words were a vile poison, even for those who understood her sickness. But this was about healing, not vengeance. Not yet.

Fex stiffened for a moment, then, with a low hiss of frustration, she slowly relaxed in his grasp. Her dagger lowered, and she melted back into his arms, tucking her head into his shoulder in a gesture that might have been interpreted as affection.

They finally reached the Cauldron. With a collective push, they dropped the screaming, abusive Queen into its healing bowl. She landed with a splash, the cauldron now full of healing water as if it anticipated her arrival. She filled the vast vessel almost completely. Her screams continued for a moment, muffled by the water, and then slowly subsided into a low, gurgling moan, and then… silence.

The Cauldron, which had pulsed with a vibrant light, now intensified. A soft, golden glow emanated from within its depths, spreading slowly, inexorably, outward. It flowed over its rim, seeping into the cracked marble of the temple floor, flowing along the shattered pillars, climbing the crumbling walls.

The effect was instantaneous and breathtaking. The light, pure and warm, began to repair everything. The cracks in the marble floor began to seal, the shattered statues slowly reformed, their broken limbs knitting themselves back together. The grime and decay that coated the walls simply vanished, dissolving into shimmering motes of light, and the vibrant, clean colors of the original temple, long hidden by neglect, began to emerge, pure and dazzling. A rich, earthy smell of the Cauldron’s magic filled the air, replacing the stench of decay.

The glow spread beyond the temple, flowing out into the blighted gardens, over the passed out, drunken fae, the sick, the feeble remnants of her court. Thorny brambles withered, their unnatural spikes retracting. Stinging nettles curled and died, replaced by soft, emerald grass. Sick, twisted trees straightened, their leaves unfurling into a vibrant, healthy green, heavy with blossoms. The air around them shimmered, cleansed of despair, filled with the sweet scent of wildflowers and the gentle hum of revitalized magic. It was a grand renovation for the Court of Wind and Rain.

Then, from the depths of the Cauldron, a figure rose—slowly, gracefully, enveloped in a golden light.

It was Queen Oonagh. But she was utterly transformed.

Gone was the bloated debauched fae. Gone was the sickly green-white skin. In her place was a breathtaking fae Queen, a vision of ethereal, ancient beauty. Her skin was flawless and radiated a soft, golden light, which coated her body in slender, graceful, robes of silver moonlight. Her wings were no longer tattered and broken; they were made from shining golden filaments, intricate and delicate, and beat with a soothing swish-swish that filled the temple. Her hair, a cascade of vibrant, living sunlight, was windswept, long and flowing, swirling around her shoulders. Her eyes shone like large, pearlescent rain droplets, reflecting the reborn glory of her Court. They were filled with a newfound clarity and serene wisdom.

Eddie stared, utterly transfixed. He felt his own jaw go slack, his mind struggling to comprehend the astonishing transformation. He was lost for words, his usual [Strategic Mind] abandoning him in the face of such overwhelming, impossible beauty.

The Queen stepped from the Cauldron, her movements fluid and regal. Her gaze, clear and luminous, fixed on Eddie. He felt the deep gratitude radiating from her as a physical warmth. She moved towards him, her footsteps light on the now-restored marble.

And then, she dropped to one knee before him. It was a gesture of deep respect, of ultimate fealty.

“Eddie Strike,” Queen Oonagh’s voice was like liquid moonlight, clear and melodious. “How can I ever repay you?”

Eddie’s mind raced. His inner, snarky voice, the remnants of his beige life, screamed a hundred inappropriate jokes. The sheer absurdity of the moment, the dramatic reverence, the kneeling Queen—it was almost too much for his human sensibilities. But he refrained. He forced himself to rein in the irreverence, to meet the moment with the gravity it deserved.

Instead, he styled it out. He remembered a line from an old movie, something suitably grand and mysterious. He held out his hand, a gesture of grace and power, echoing the regal formality she had just displayed.

Then it struck him that the opportunity to say the words every man dreamed about had just come, and he was damned if he would pass it up.

“Someday,” Eddie said, his voice imbued with a gravitas that surprised even himself, “and that day may never come… I will call upon you to do a service for me. But until that day, accept this justice as a gift.”

Queen Oonagh looked at his outstretched hand, then up at his face, her eyes luminous with understanding. A slow, knowing smile, filled with both awe and subtle amusement, spread across her exquisite features. She took his hand, her touch cool and soft, then rose to her feet.

She leaned in close and her breath was warm against his ear. Her unique fae scent—pure moonlight and blooming night-flowers—filled his senses. Her lips pressed against his in a long, deep kiss, a sensation both ethereal and physical; it was a transfer of gratitude and potent fae magic that left him momentarily breathless.

“Agreed,” Queen Oonagh whispered, her voice husky and filled with a promise that made his blood hum. “And anything.” She winked, a flash of pure, ancient mischief in her pearlescent eyes. “I will do absolutely anything for you.”

She trailed her hand down his chest in a soft, lingering touch that sent shivers through him, and then turned with a regal sweep of her robes. Her gaze swept over her now-restored Court, over the revitalized land, then fixed on Faedrilan and his guards, on Jerrard. Her eyes burned with a renewed purpose.

“Come!” Queen Oonagh commanded, her voice ringing with authority, shaking off the lingering shadow of her despair. “My Court! We have much to do! The balance must be restored! The true enemies revealed! There is a world to mend! There is a future to reclaim!”

With a majestic sweep of her golden filament wings, Queen Oonagh flew from the temple, leading her now-invigorated Court, ready to reclaim their glory.

Eddie stood rooted to the spot, his gaze fixed on the empty space where she had been. The feel of her kiss was still warm on his skin. He touched his lips, a faint, bewildered smile on his face.

Cerys moved to his side, her violet eyes wide, a hint of genuine amusement in their depths. “Did our Queen just… come onto you?” she murmured, her voice laced with a mixture of disbelief and fae pragmatism.

Eddie blinked, then let out a shaky laugh. “Yes,” he said, the word simple, incredulous. “Yes, I believe she did.”

Gilly, her eyes sparkling, her wings fluttering with unrestrained glee, wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight. “Well, you are our Eddie after all,” she chirped, her voice bubbling with delight. “Eddie Strike!”


Epilogue


The scent of damp earth and blooming flowers filled the air in the grove, a tranquil place of respite after weeks of ceaseless chaos. The last of the night’s moonlight filtered through the ancient oak, dappling the soft, emerald grass around Eddie’s bare feet. He sat cross-legged, a contented sigh escaping his lips, as he recounted his latest adventure.

Lyra, the Dryad, listened with serene patience. Her presence, a calming anchor to the raw, untamed magic of the world, grounded him in a way nothing else could. He told her of Vorlag, the mountain-dragon, and the terrifying descent. He described the ear canal, the earwax boulders, the agonizing, final moments of the Black Dragon’s life. He spoke of Lunaea, her majestic power and unexpected humor, and the sheer triumph of returning the Cauldron. He even touched on the transformed Queen Oonagh, her new beauty and brazen gratitude. Lyra’s gentle presence, her soft, rustling movements, encouraged him to share every detail, every fear, every moment of hard-won victory.

“And now,” Eddie concluded, a warm, soft smile gracing his lips, “the Court of Wind and Rain is recovering. The land is healing and its magic is returning. And we have the Cauldron safe.” He stretched, feeling the deep, satisfying thrum of his revitalized body, the power that flowed through him. “It feels… good, Lyra. It feels right.”

Lyra reached out, her slender, bark-like fingers brushing his cheek. Her touch was cool, comforting, a silent acknowledgment of his journey, his growth.

Just then, a faint sound drifted from the distant gravel driveway, a subtle crunch disturbing the quiet night. A car approached, coming up the winding, narrow road to Mooinjer Veggey, the amber of the morning sun creeping over the horizon.

Eddie’s eyes narrowed, a flicker of his accustomed vigilance returning. It was late. Who could it be? He quickly rose, a sense of nervous anticipation stirring within him. He walked from the grove, leaving Lyra in her serene tranquility. He made his way to the sleeping House, and through it towards the front door. The scent of old wood and beeswax comforted him. It was familiar. It was home. He pulled open the heavy oak door just as a familiar pale blue Mini Cooper pulled to a halt on the gravel drive. After a moment or two, the headlights cut out, and a figure emerged.

Dr. Sarah Reed stood by her car, clutching a small bag, looking remarkably human and ordinary in the face of the magical world he now inhabited. She wore jeans and a warm jacket, her blonde hair slightly wind-tossed. Her face was pale, her eyes wide with a mixture of apprehension and stubborn curiosity.

Eddie opened the door. The moment stretched, thick with unspoken questions. He felt a flash of awkwardness, a bizarre collision of his two lives. The mundane, professional world of hospitals and logic, and the raw, magical reality of his existence.

“Hi,” Eddie said, his voice a little hoarse, unsure how to bridge the chasm between them.

Sarah’s gaze swept over him, taking in his healed appearance, the subtle shift in his aura that she, now attuned, could surely perceive. Her lips parted, as if to speak, then closed. She looked away for a moment, down at her shoes, then back at him. A faint blush rose on her cheeks, but her eyes, though still wary, held a spark of genuine warmth.

Then, she did something unexpected. She stepped forward quickly and decisively. She reached up, her hand briefly touching his arm, and then, with a soft brush, she kissed him on the cheek. It was a fleeting touch, a gesture of quiet understanding, of acceptance, of shared secrets.

“Hi, Eddie,” Sarah whispered, her voice soft, a hint of genuine relief in it. “Just… checking in. Like I promised.”

A wave of warmth, surprising in its intensity, spread through Eddie. The awkwardness dissolved, replaced by a new connection. All was well.

Before he could respond, a blur of green slipped past him. Fex materialized from the shadows of the hall, her luminous eyes wide with a rare, almost childlike excitement. Without a word, she reached out, her slender fingers grasping Sarah’s hand. Sarah gasped, startled by the sudden, silent appearance, but Fex’s grip was surprisingly gentle, insistent.

“Come,” Fex whispered, her voice a reedy murmur, tugging at Sarah. “They are here. They will tell the story.”

Fex, with an unexpected surge of energy, dragged Sarah through the house and into the kitchen. It was a different kind of welcome, one that promised fae exuberance and a hint of Fex’s elven curiosity.

The kitchen, usually the domain of Mrs. Gable’s spectral culinary creations, was bustling. The long, rustic table was laden with leftover roasted beef, crusty bread, and various pots of fragrant tea. The atmosphere was one of relaxed camaraderie, the space filled with the comfortable murmur of conversation. It was more cozy in the kitchen, the stone walls exuding a warmth that permeated the air.

Gilly and Cerys, their faces alight with the glow of recovered magic and recent triumphs, were already seated at the table. Faedrilan, Jerrard, and the two remaining fae guards sat nearby, listening intently. Mrs. Gable, a picture of domesticity, moved silently between the stove and the table, serving up steaming mugs of tea and slices of succulent stag. Abernathy, impeccably formal even in the kitchen, supervised with a quiet efficiency.

“Sarah!” Gilly cheered, her eyes sparkling as Fex propelled the doctor towards the table. “You came! Excellent! Grab a seat, grab some food! You won’t believe the story we have for you!”

Cerys smiled, radiant warmth emanating from her. “Welcome, Sarah. We were hoping you would join us.”

Sarah, though initially flustered, quickly found herself drawn into the easy rhythm of the magical household. Fex pushed her gently into a chair, and almost immediately, Mrs. Gable materialized a steaming mug of tea and slipped a plate piled high with food before her. The mundane and the magical blended seamlessly in the warm glow of the kitchen.

Gilly, with her characteristic enthusiasm, launched into the tale. She recounted their desperate climb up Mount Cinderheart, the relentless attacks from Fellish’s corrupted fae, the fury of the storm. She described Lunaea, her immense power and dry wit, and the testing bargain they’d made. Cerys, her voice softer, filled in the details, adding layers of context and emotional depth. They spoke of the horrifying battle with Vorlag, the terrifying plummet, the gut-wrenching moment of impact, and Lunaea’s swift, decisive strike. They talked of the Cauldron’s return, and Queen Oonagh’s astonishing transformation.

Sarah listened, her eyes wide, her lips parted in silent astonishment. She gasped, her hands flying to her mouth, then clapped, her delight clear and uninhibited. Her face reflected every emotion—fear, wonder, disbelief, and finally, sheer, unadulterated excitement. Her initial skepticism, the scientific rationality that had defined her, had long since vanished, replaced by an eager, joyful acceptance of the impossible. She was utterly enthralled, a captive audience to the extraordinary tale.

Eddie watched her, a deep sense of contentment settling over him. This was it. This was what he had longed for. A witness. An anchor. Someone who truly understood, who shared in the wonder and the terror. He sat back in his chair, a mug of tea warming his hands, the laughter and gasps of his strange family filling the cozy kitchen.

Then, the doorbell chimed. A polite, yet insistent ringing cut through the warmth of the kitchen, an abrupt intrusion of the outside world.

Abernathy, who had been standing by the pantry, vanished. His translucent form simply dissolved, leaving a faint shimmer in the air.

Moments later, the butler reappeared at the kitchen doorway, perfectly composed, his voice a crisp, quiet whisper that carried an unusual note of gravity.

“Master Edward,” Abernathy announced, his gaze fixed on Eddie, “there is a gentleman in the dining room. He… wishes for a word.” He paused, his eyes narrowing almost imperceptibly. “He introduces himself as Detective Sewell.”

Eddie felt a prickle of unease. A detective? Now? After everything? He exchanged a quick, bewildered glance with Cerys and Gilly. The kitchen, with its warmth and laughter, suddenly felt very small, very fragile.

He pushed himself up, the contentment replaced by a familiar tension, and followed Abernathy, leaving the warmth of the kitchen behind. They ascended the grand staircase, the old wood creaking softly under Eddie’s feet. The House, which had been so alive with joy moments before, held its breath, its ancient stones grumbling with subtle warning.

Abernathy led him to the dining room. The vast space was dimly lit by the moonlight filtering through the long, leaded windows, casting silvery shadows across the polished mahogany table. The air was cool, formal, and suddenly devoid of magic’s warmth.

And there, standing stiffly by the grand fireplace, was a man. He was young, perhaps in his late twenties, dressed in a crisp, dark suit that looked oddly out of place in the ancient, faintly magical room. His face was fresh, almost boyish, but his eyes, though a little nervous, held a serious, unwavering intensity. He looked utterly, completely ordinary. Mundane.

Abernathy dissolved into the shadows, leaving Eddie alone with the visitor.

The young man took a step forward, extending a hand. His expression was polite, professional, but his gaze was direct, unwavering.

“Mr. Strike?” he asked, his voice calm and imbued with the quiet authority of officialdom. He gripped Eddie’s hand firmly as he introduced himself. “My name is Detective Sewell. I need a word. There’s been a murder.”

Continue the adventure in Eddie Strike and the Mad Artist!


Eddie’s Closing Character Sheet


Here is a complete breakdown of Eddie Strike’s character stats at the conclusion of the second book:

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 26 

	Titles: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey; Guardian of the Grove; Vampire Slayer; Crypt Survivor; Dragon Slayer; Bane of the Black Dragon 

	HP (Health Points): 500/500 

	MP (Mana Points): 270/270 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 35 (Tier 2) 

	DEX (Dexterity): 30 (Tier 2) 

	CON (Constitution): 50 

	INT (Intelligence): 27 

	WIS (Wisdom): 22 

	CHA (Charisma): 28 




Unallocated Attribute Points: 0

KEY SKILLS & TRAITS

Innate Traits & Special Abilities

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait) 

	[Rage of the Ancients - Focused Fury] (Passive Buff) 




Combat Proficiencies

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 13 

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 4 

	[Heavy Weapon Proficiency (Pipe/Club)] - Lvl 1 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 4 

	[Piercing Attack (Dagger/Short Spear)] - Lvl 4 




Magical Skills

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 3 

	[Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)] - Lvl 1 




Utility & Crafting Skills

	[Blacksmithing (Novice)] - Lvl 2 

	[Woodworking (Novice)] - Lvl 2 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 2 

	[Aquatic Acclimatization] - Lvl 2 (Passive) 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Dryad’s Grace] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Environmental Adaption (Deep Sea) - Lvl 1 

	[Abyssal Resistance] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Vampire Aversion Aura] - Lvl 1 




EQUIPMENT

	Primary Weapon: [Slicer] (Soulbound Longsword) 

	Shield: [Aegis of the Wolf King] (Heavy Shield) 

	Gauntlets: [Gauntlets of the Wolf King] 

	Bracers: [Gauntlets of the Wolf King] 

	Accessory: [Lesser Storage Ring]: A silver ring capable of holding up to 10 non-sentient items in a pocket dimension. 

	Hidden Weapon: [The Dryad’s Boon] (Soulbound Splintered Broom Handle) 




OPEN QUESTS

	The Mad Artist’s Canvas: Apprehend or eliminate Relic. 

	The Family Mystery: Uncover the truth about his father and grandfather’s murders, seeking out Joe the Scribe. 

	Vengeance for the Court of Wind and Rain!: Seek out and confront Fellish of the Court of Ice and Thunder. 




Join Eddie Strike soon in Book 3!

Thanks for reading!

Jack


Also by Jack Spry


Monsters, Mayhem and Misfits – A LitRPG Progression Fantasy

When Josh Underwood is thrown through a wormhole and lands on an unfamiliar world, he is immediately attacked by flesh-eating worms and snarling wolves.

He has one huge advantage. A ring sits on his finger, but it’s no ordinary ring. It’s alien tech designed to improve its host’s strength, speed, agility, durability and combat instinct. Not all boons are infinitely wondrous. This tech has to understand what Josh needs for it to evolve, and time is of the essence.

An evil force is rising in Mythelore and threatening not only the land’s entire way of life but also Josh’s new companions—the lovely Arabella, Elowen, the wildly sexy archaeologist, and Cassandra, a sassy witch with no understanding of her true powers.

Only one question remains: Will Josh’s power grow in time to save them?

Click here to find the completed series on Amazon.
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Dungeon Core Guardians – A LitRPG Fantasy Adventure

A regional curse, a land in need of a hero, and single dungeon mage willing to risk it all to save the day.

Dark forces are gathering on John’s horizon, and they want nothing more than to end his life before he becomes unstoppable. John possesses the flux magic of a Dungeon Lord, capable of altering, shaping, and building dungeons. In addition he has mana magic, making him unique, potentially powerful, and a grave threat to stopping the curse. Of course, this puts a lot of pressure on John, but he’s not alone. Ellie, a talented sorceress with exquisite flare, joins John in his valiant cause.

As the team grows, will they be able to save Asantia.

Click here to find the completed series on Amazon.
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Starship Heroes - Galactic Dreams

Gain a ship, assemble a team, conquer the galaxy!

Born in a small spaceport on a distant planet, I dreamed of flying a starship, exploring wild frontiers and having one exciting encounter after another.

I wanted to go everywhere, but life locked me onto the slow track to nowhere. Then fate dealt me a new hand, and my life changed beyond all imagination in the most amazing ways. But I couldn’t do it by myself. To fulfill my dream, I needed a team of starship heroes.

Earning their trust and making them family will be just as grand as the epic adventures.

Click here to find book 1 on Amazon.
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Hexblade Warlock - A Slow Burn LitRPG Fantasy Adventure

Survive.

It's all Seven can do. An outcast through no fault of his own, he's forced to work the hardest fields, do the jobs no one else wants to. So, when war comes to his land, he has no qualms enlisting. After all, his life can’t get any harder, can it?

When an elite squad need a volunteer, he sees it as his chance to shine—to rise up from the squalor he’d endured his whole life. Through glory he might just get to live the life he’s dreamed of. To love. To build a family. To grow powerful and protect his wives.

The only stumbling block?

He has to kill a wizard three hundred levels above him.

If he survives, he might just get to live the life he’s dreamed of—to love, to build a family, to grow powerful and protect his wives.

Click here to find book 1 on Amazon.
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Druid Path of the Alpha – A LitRPG Fantasy

Phil's plane plunges into the Irish Sea but instead of drowning, a portal propels him and a bunch of survivors to a new world, where they become the hunted.

Fortunately, Phil never backs out of a fight. Perhaps that’s why Fate chooses him and converts him into a Druid. He worries about rescuing his fellow survivors and taking the fight to the monsters, goblins and orcs who keep coming for them. When he finds out who’s behind the attacks, he vows a merciless revenge.

But Fate isn’t finished with him yet, because there's a unique mystery to this fantasy world.

Click here to find book 1 on Amazon.


Check This Out!


Thank you for reading!

If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review.

Reviews are so important to authors.
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Follow Jack Spry on Amazon here.

Join the Royal Guard Publishing Discord to participate in tons of giveaways, extra content, and chat with all our authors and narrators.
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For more Harem Lit / LitRPG Adventures:

www.royalguardpublishing.com

https://www.facebook.com/RoyalGuard2020

https://www.facebook.com/marcus.sloss.524

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem

https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks

https://www.reddit.com/r/haremfantasynovels/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

https://www.reddit.com/r/litrpg/

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety
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