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Chapter
One



The crimson wax seal crumbled under Eddie’s trembling thumb, flakes of it dusting the polished mahogany bar. The parchment was thick, a light tan color, with a watermark he couldn't quite make out in the dim light. It was clearly ancient, imbued with history that was utterly alien to his world of disposable coffee cups and fleeting digital messages. He unrolled the single sheet, scanning its elegant, looping script. The writing, colored a deep, sepia brown, was beautiful.

My Dearest Eddie,

The greeting alone sent a jolt through him. He’d never been anyone’s ‘dearest.’ To his Aunt Carol, he was ‘Edward,’ usually spoken with mild exasperation and a good dose of disappointment. To his colleagues, he was ‘Strike,’ a nickname that didn’t suit him at all. To himself, in his quiet moments of introspection, he was just…Eddie. Plain old Eddie.

If you are reading this, then I have passed from this world into the next, and they have found you as instructed. I trust that you already adore her. The scent of the sea follows them, does it not? A small piece of home they always carry with them.

Eddie’s mind flashed to the woman with the sparkling, violet eyes and the scent of moss, sea, and wildflowers trailing her. She was odd. He didn’t know another human that wore colored contacts. He focused back on the letter. It was way too intimate for a tax demand or some such thing.

I imagine you have many questions. You were likely told I was a fiction, a story your aunt concocted to fill the space a father and grandfather should have occupied. The truth, as is often the case, is far more complicated. I have lived a long and, I hope, a good life. But it has been a life lived in the shadows since we lost your father. That struck deep. You have not known me for reasons that will soon become clear to you. I regret, more than words can say, not having known you, not having seen the man you have become. But it was necessary to keep you safe.

Safe from what? His daily BLT? A beer on the way home? The question hammered at the inside of his skull. His life had been the very definition of safe. Not only that, but also predictable, and some would say bland. He read on, his beer forgotten, the low murmur of the bar fading into a distant hum.

I have left you everything. My home, which has been in our family for generations, is now yours. It is called ‘Mooinjer Veggey’, which in the old Manx tongue means ‘Little People.’ It sits upon the cliffs overlooking the sea in the town of Port Erin, on the magical Isle of Man. It is a place of great beauty and greater power.

Isle of Man? Eddie’s geographical knowledge was hazy at best, mostly confined to the five boroughs of New York. He vaguely recalled it was a small island somewhere near England, but he’d have to look it up to be sure. The name of the house, Mooinjer Veggey, sounded like something out of a fantasy novel, a far cry from Apartment 301B.

But this inheritance comes with conditions. Three of them, to be precise. They are not negotiable. They are the price of the house, and the legacy it contains.

First, you must live there. You cannot sell it. You cannot rent it out. You must make it your home, walk its halls, and breathe its air. A house must know its master.

Second, you must embrace its inhabitants. They are…unique. They will test your patience, your understanding, and your perception of what is real. You must take them as your own family.

Third, and this is the most important, you must protect them. At all costs. There are forces in this world that would see them harmed, that would see the house and all it represents destroyed. You must become their guardian, their shield. You must be the Strike our family has always been.

I know this is a lot to take in. You believe yourself to be an ordinary man, Eddie. Your aunt has raised you to be so, to fly under the radar, to be unremarkable. But you are not. You have my blood in your veins, and with it, a strength you have yet to discover.

Come to Port Erin. Come home.

Your loving Grandfather,

Eamon Strike.

Eddie let the letter fall to the bar. Eamon Strike, he whispered. The name felt foreign on his tongue, a ghost from a past he never knew he had. The whole thing was ludicrous. A secret grandfather, a magical house, mysterious inhabitants he had to protect? It sounded like the plot of a B-movie. His rational mind, the mind that deciphered spreadsheets and calculated risk, screamed that it was a prank. A very elaborate, very strange prank.

He stared at the letter, his gaze snagging on the second condition. Embrace its inhabitants. What did that even mean? His mind, desperately searching for a logical anchor in the sea of insanity, latched onto the most plausible, if still bizarre, explanation. Cats! The house was full of cats. His grandfather was a crazy old cat man, and he’d inherited a clifftop cattery.

The thought was so absurd that laughter bubbled up in his chest, exploding out in short, sharp barks that drew a curious glance from the bartender before petering out.

“I gotta look after cats!” he muttered to himself, shaking his head. It was ridiculous, but it was the only thing that made a sliver of sense. He could handle cats. He’d had a goldfish once. How much harder could cats be? He could feed them, clean their litter boxes, maybe even pet them occasionally. He wouldn’t have to protect them from ‘forces that would see them harmed.’ What was going to harm them? A stiff sea breeze? An aggressive seagull?

The rational part of his brain was still screaming hoax, but another part—a smaller, quieter part that he rarely listened to, whispered, what if? What if it was real? What if he had a grandfather who had lived in a magical house on a mysterious island?

He pulled out his phone, his fingers fumbling slightly on the smooth glass screen. He typed ‘Mooinjer Veggey, Port Erin, Isle of Man’ into the search bar. His Wi-Fi was slow, the little wheel spinning for what felt like an eternity. He took a nervous gulp of his beer.

Finally, the page loaded.

The first image stole his breath away. It was a house unlike any he had ever seen, built of dark, weathered stone and covered in a thick blanket of ivy. Nestled within a semicircle of pines, or cedars… Some type of tall, skinny tree. The home perched precariously close to a dramatic cliff and sealine, with the wild Irish Sea churning a dizzying drop below.

He was a cautious man. The reality was, a garden, a wall, and about a hundred yards of grassy slope made a comfortable buffer between the house and the sea.

The architecture was a strange mix of styles, with a round turret at one corner and arched windows that resembled watching eyes. It didn't look like a house, more like it had grown out of the rock itself, a natural extension of the rugged landscape. It was beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.

He scrolled down, past more pictures of the stunning coastline, the quaint town nestled in the bay below. Then he saw it. A real estate listing from a few years ago, an appraisal for insurance purposes. His eyes widened, the numbers on the screen seeming to leap out at him.

Valuation: £2,000,000.

Eddie did a quick conversion in his head. That was nearly two and a half million dollars. Two and a half million dollars. The number echoed in his mind, a deafening roar that drowned out all his doubts. Dollar signs, big, fat, cartoon-like dollar signs, flashed behind his eyes.

This was no joke.

He could sell it. The thought was immediate, a reflex born of a lifetime of financial prudence. He could sell the house, pay off his student debt, buy a decent apartment, maybe even travel the world. He could live a life of comfort and ease, a life free from the daily grind of his nine-to-five.

But then his grandfather’s words echoed in his mind. You must live there. You cannot sell it.

The condition, which had seemed so bizarre only moments before, now felt like a cruel taunt. A two-million-pound cage, albeit a very strange one. But still, the thought of it, the sheer, intoxicating possibility of it all, had ignited something within him. A spark.

He leaned back on his stool, the leather cool against his back and looked around the bar, at the anonymous faces lost in their own worlds. He thought of his bland apartment, his gray cubicle, his life of quiet and unremarkable routine. It had always been what he wanted. A life free of drama, of complications. He had curated it, cultivated it, built walls of aloofness around himself to keep the chaos of the world at bay.

He had always thought of himself as a supporting character in someone else’s story. The guy who fades into the background, the one you forget as soon as he leaves the room. His ordinariness was a comfortable old coat, a shield against the unpredictable nature of life. He was Eddie Strike, the man no one noticed.

But as he sat there, the letter from his dead grandfather in one hand and his phone displaying a picture of a grim fairy-tale house in the other, he realized something strange.

He was tired of being nothing, exhausted by the silent commute on the subway, of the hum of fluorescent lights, of the predictable rhythm of his days. He was tired of being a spectator in his own life. The woman on the street corner, the one who had blended into the background, he had felt a strange kinship with her because that was what he’d been his whole life, blending in, trying to be invisible.

The feeling that had been growing within him all day—the sense of being watched—had felt like paranoia, but maybe it wasn't paranoia at all. Maybe it was an awakening. A part of him that had been dormant for years, stirring to life. The letter, the house, the mysterious girl, they weren’t just a strange inheritance; they were a lifeline. A chance to be someone else, someone more.

Adventure. The word, which had been so alien to his vocabulary before, was humming with vibrant, intoxicating energy. To leave New York, to travel to this strange and beautiful island and live in a house pulled from the pages of a storybook. To protect a houseful of…cats. It was insane. It was illogical.

It was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to him.

He thought of his Aunt Carol. She would be furious. She had spent his entire life convincing him that he was ordinary, that the Strikes were just a normal, unremarkable family. She had scrubbed every trace of his grandfather from their lives, and had insisted he never existed. Why? What was she so afraid of? What was this legacy that his grandfather had spoken of?

He didn't have the answers. But for the first time in his life, he wanted to find them. He wanted to unravel the mystery of his own past, to discover the truth of who he was. He wasn’t boring. He was a Strike. And it was time to find out what that meant.

He finished his beer in one long swallow, the cold liquid a final, decisive punctuation mark to his thoughts. Then he stood up, leaving a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, more than enough to cover his drinks. He folded the letter carefully, tucking it into the inside pocket of his jacket, the stiff parchment a comforting weight against his chest.

As he walked out of the bar and back into the cool night air of the Village, he felt different. The city, which had always been so overwhelming, so anonymous, now hummed with a new kind of energy. It was a city of infinite possibilities, a place where a man could disappear and reinvent himself.

He was leaving. He didn't know how, or when, but he knew with an unshakeable certainty that he was going to the Isle of Man. He was going to claim his inheritance. He was going to move into his two-million-pound house on the cliff. He was going to meet its…inhabitants and would be their guardian.

A smile touched his lips, a real, genuine smile that reached his eyes. He, Eddie Strike, the man who couldn’t even protect his own peace of mind from a mysterious woman in a green dress, was going to be a protector. The thought was still ludicrous, but now, it was a ludicracy he was willing to embrace. The dollar signs were still there, flashing in the back of his mind, but they were no longer the main attraction. They were just a bonus, a perk of the adventure that lay ahead.

He hailed a cab, the yellow car a bright beacon in the dark street. As he climbed in, he gave the driver his address, his voice clear and steady. The beige man had left the bar. The man in the cab, the man with a secret in his pocket and a destination on the other side of the world, was someone entirely new. He was Eamon Strike’s grandson. And he was going home.


Chapter
Two



The yellow cab deposited Eddie at his familiar street corner, the neon glow of a 24-hour bodega casting long, distorted shadows on the damp pavement. The adrenaline that had coursed through him in the bar, that intoxicating cocktail of fear and exhilaration, had begun to ebb away, leaving behind a residue of cold, hard reality. The grand adventure that had seemed so tangible under the dim, forgiving lights of the West Village pub now felt like a fantastical dream, receding with every step he took towards his own front door.

He climbed the three flights of stairs to his apartment, his footsteps echoing in the narrow, dimly-lit stairwell. The air smelled of dust and his neighbor’s overly ambitious curry experiment. This was his world. Not cliff-top houses and mysterious sea-scented women, but the mundane, predictable reality of a third-floor walk-up. He fumbled for his keys, the metallic jingle a jarringly familiar sound, and pushed open the door, stepping inside, the silence of his apartment wrapping around him like a shroud.

The spell was broken.

He stood in the small entryway, the single sheet of parchment in his jacket pocket now feeling less like a key and more like a forgery. His sanctuary of mediocrity, for the first time, didn't feel like a haven. It felt like a cage. A safe, comfortable, self-imposed cage he had been living in for years.

The misgivings started as a trickle and quickly became a flood, washing away the last vestiges of his bravado. What in God's name was he thinking? Leaving New York? Leaving his job, his apartment, the only life he had ever known? All based on a cryptic letter from a grandfather he’d been raised to believe was a phantom—-delivered by a woman who smelled like an ocean breeze and appeared and disappeared at will.

He was Eddie Strike. He analyzed financial data. He built predictive models based on historical trends. His life was governed by logic, by evidence, by the cold, hard certainty of numbers. There was no column in his spreadsheets for ‘magical houses’ or ‘chameleonic women’ or ‘destiny.’ He sank onto his faded couch, the familiar springs groaning in protest and ran a hand through his unruly hair, his mind a battlefield of conflicting thoughts.

“You’re throwing it all away, Strike,” he muttered to the empty room, the sound of his own voice startling him. “You’ve built a life here. It’s a safe life. A good life.”

But was it?

His gaze drifted around the apartment, and he began to take a mental inventory. The generic city prints on the wall had been a housewarming gift from his Aunt Carol. He’d never particularly liked them, but he’d never bothered to replace them either. The worn-out couch had been a curbside find from his college days. The television, a black, silent monolith, was his primary companion most evenings. He owned a sensible number of plates, two forks, two spoons, and one sharp knife. His bookshelf held a collection of financial textbooks and a handful of bestselling thrillers he’d picked up at the local store.

His life wasn’t just bland; it was practically transparent, devoid of any color.

He picked up his phone, his thumb hovering over his contacts list. He scrolled through the names. There was ‘Mike from Accounting,’ ‘Sarah B/Marketing,’ and ‘Landlord.’ There were names of college acquaintances he hadn’t spoken to in years, the numbers kept out of a vague sense of social obligation. He had colleagues, but not friends. He had neighbors, but not a community. He had a routine, but not a life.

And then there was Aunt Carol. The woman who had raised him. The woman who had meticulously constructed the plain walls of his existence. The woman who had lied to him. For his own safety, his grandfather’s letter had said. But it felt like a betrayal nonetheless. She had erased a whole side of his family, a whole part of his identity. What else had she lied about?

He stared at the phone, the screen glowing in the dim light. He realized, with a certainty that was both liberating and terrifying, that there was nothing for him here. There were no roots holding him in place. No deep, meaningful connections that he would be severing. If he disappeared tomorrow, his colleagues would post a brief, polite notice in the company newsletter. His landlord would find a new tenant within a week. Aunt Carol would be… Well, he wasn’t sure how Aunt Carol would be. But his absence wouldn’t leave a gaping hole in the fabric of New York City as he was just a single, forgettable thread.

The fear that had gripped him moments before began to recede, replaced by a hollow kind of clarity. He had nothing to lose. The realization should have been depressing, but instead, it felt like freedom. He could actually do this. He could pack a bag, get on a plane, and leave this entire life behind. He could go to the Isle of Man and step into the unknown.

The spark of adventure, which had been nearly extinguished by the stark reality of his apartment, flickered back to life. He was going to do it. He was going to honor his grandfather’s wishes. He was going to become the guardian of a house full of cats on a cliff.

He stood, a new sense of purpose surging through him. He would need to quit his job, break his lease, pack his things. There was a lot to do. He started pacing the small living room, his mind racing. He’d need to book a flight. To London first, probably, and then a smaller plane to the island. He’d need to…

He stopped dead in the middle of his worn-out rug. A thought, so simple, so practical, and so utterly devastating, slammed into him with the force of a physical blow.

He had never travelled outside the United States. He didn’t even own a suitcase, let alone the one, essential document he would need to leave the country.

He had no passport.

The word hung in his mind, a monolithic roadblock on his grand highway of adventure. Passport. Visa. Customs. He knew nothing about international travel. He had never had the inclination or the means to even consider it. His world had always ended at the borders of the continental U.S.

A wave of profound, almost blissful relief washed over him. He sank back onto the couch, a giddy laugh escaping his lips. He couldn’t go. It was impossible. The universe, in its infinite wisdom, had presented him with an insurmountable obstacle. It wasn't his fault. He hadn't chickened out. He hadn't succumbed to his adventure-free tendencies. He was merely thwarted by bureaucracy, by the simple, undeniable fact of a missing document.

Getting a passport took weeks, maybe even months. He’d have to find his birth certificate, which was probably in a box somewhere in Aunt Carol’s attic. He’d have to get photos taken, fill out forms, stand in line at some government office. It was a process. A long, tedious process. He couldn’t just pack a bag and leave tomorrow.

The pressure was off. The momentous, life-altering decision that had been weighing on him for the past few hours was suddenly postponed indefinitely. He could go back to his life. He could wake up tomorrow, go to work, and pretend the whole bizarre episode had never happened. He could deal with the passport issue later. Much later. Maybe never.

The relief was so potent it made him feel light-headed. He was safe again, back in his box. The thought of the cliff-top house and the mysterious inhabitants was suddenly a distant fantasy, a story he could tell himself before falling asleep.

Besides he was ravenously hungry and should eat. The two beers he’d had at the bar and the emotional rollercoaster of the evening had left him feeling empty. He reached for his phone, his fingers moving with practiced ease, and opened his favorite food delivery app. The familiar menu of ‘General Chen’s House of Noodles’ appeared on the screen, a comforting beacon of normality. He ordered his usual: General Chen’s chicken, extra spicy, with a side of pork fried rice and an egg roll. The digital confirmation flashed on the screen: ‘Your order will be delivered in 30-40 minutes.’

Perfect. He had time to chill. He switched on the television, the screen flickering to life with the bright, cheerful colors of a sitcom. Canned laughter filled the silence of his apartment. He leaned back, letting the mindless chatter of the show wash over him. A group of incredibly attractive friends were sitting in an overly comfortable coffee shop exchanging witty banter about their dating lives. It was familiar. It was easy. It was him. And right now, that was exactly what he needed.

He must have drifted off, lulled into a doze by the drone of the television and the release of tension. When he finally heard the sharp, insistent knock at his door, he was somewhere between the witty banter, a yawn, and a commercial for a new brand of yoghurt.

He sat up, rubbing his eyes. If that was his meal, it was fast. He glanced at the clock on his cable box. Only fifteen minutes had passed since he’d placed his order. General Chen was on fire tonight.

He shuffled to the door, his wallet in his hand, ready to tip the delivery guy. Three deadbolts later—-a New York necessity—-and he pulled the door open.

The hallway was empty.

For a second, he was confused. Had he imagined the knock? But then he looked down. A brown paper bag, the kind General Chen’s always used, sat on his doormat. The delivery guy must have been in a hurry. Odd. They usually waited for the tip.

He was about to close the door when he saw her. Or rather, saw a fleeting impression of the delivery woman running away. It was just a flash of movement in the dim hallway light—-a swirl of dark clothing, a cascade of bright red hair shimmering for a fraction of a second before disappearing around the corner.

And then the scent hit him.

It was unmistakable. The cool, damp smell of the beach on a cloudy day. The earthy aroma of moss clinging to ancient stones. The faint, sweet fragrance of wildflowers blooming on a windswept coastline. It was the scent of the girl. The scent of the Isle of Man.

A shiver traced its way down his spine. What was she doing here? Had she followed him? He leaned out into the hallway, his heart hammering against his ribs. “Hey!” he called out, his voice a hoarse croak. But there was no reply. Only the lingering scent of the sea in his dusty, landlocked hallway.

He quickly retreated back into his apartment, bolted the door behind him and stood with his back against it, his breath coming in ragged gasps. This was insane. She couldn’t have been here. It was a hallucination, a trick of his overtired mind.

He looked down at the paper bag he had snatched from the doormat. It felt heavier than usual, the bottom taut and solid. He carried it into the kitchen, his hands unsteady as he placed the bag on the small linoleum countertop and peered inside.

The familiar plastic containers of General Chen’s chicken and pork fried rice were there, their heat warming the inside of the bag. The egg roll was tucked into the side, wrapped in a paper napkin. But there was something else. Something nestled between the food containers.

It was a small, book-like object, wrapped in a simple rubber band. It was dark blue, with gold lettering on the front. With trembling fingers, Eddie reached into the bag and lifted it out.

The gold lettering was embossed and official. On the front, there was an emblem of an eagle clutching a shield. Above it, the words: ‘United States of America.’

It was a passport.

His breath hitched in his throat. He snapped the rubber band off. Tucked inside the passport was a folded piece of official-looking paper. He opened the passport first. The bio-data page was laminated, crisp, and new. And staring back at him from the photograph was his own face. It was a decent picture, better than any he’d ever taken for a driver’s license. He looked serious, determined. He looked like a man who was going somewhere. His name, Edward James Strike, was printed below. His date of birth, his place of birth. Everything was correct. It was perfect. It was real.

His hands shook so badly he could barely hold it while he unfolded the other document. It was a visa. A Tier 1 (Exceptional Talent) visa for the United Kingdom, valid for five years. Under the section for ‘Sponsoring Body,’ a single, handwritten word was written in elegant, sepia-toned ink.

Mooinjer.

Eddie stumbled back, his legs hitting the edge of his kitchen table. The passport and visa slipped from his grasp, clattering onto the floor. The smell of General Chen’s chicken filled the air, a grotesque nod to the impossible reality that had just been delivered to his door.

This wasn’t a prank. This wasn’t a dream. This was something else entirely. The forces his grandfather had written about, the ones he had to protect the inhabitants from, they weren’t just some abstract threat. They were real. And the forces on his side? They could conjure passports out of thin air and have them delivered with a side of pork fried rice.

His safe little world, his beige box, hadn't just been cracked open. It had been obliterated. There was no going back. There was no pretending this wasn't happening. The path to the Isle of Man, which had seemed so hopelessly blocked just minutes ago, was now wide open, paved by an impossible, magical bureaucracy.

He stared at the documents on his floor, his mind blank with shock. The canned laughter from the television in the other room mocked him. It was a sound from a world he no longer belonged to.

“What the hell is this?” he whispered to the empty, silent room, knowing with a terrifying certainty that he was not alone.


Chapter
Three



The morning after, New York City was a foreign country. The familiar tympany of taxi horns and sirens was muted, noise from a distant world he no longer inhabited. He sat on the edge of his bed, the brand-new passport and visa lying open on his nightstand. They were solid, real, their crisp pages and official watermarks a rebuttal of his entire life’s understanding of how the world worked. There was no rational explanation. There was no logical model that could account for their existence. And in that absence of reason, Eddie found a strange, terrifying freedom. The decision had been made for him.

Dismantling his life was surprisingly easy. It turned out that a life built on the mundane had very shallow roots. He composed an email to his boss, a terse, two-line resignation. He sent a text to his landlord, invoking a non-existent clause about family emergencies to break his lease. He expected pushback, complications, the usual bureaucratic friction that governed modern life. Instead, there was unnerving silence.

The first hiccup came an hour later. His phone rang, the name ‘Daniel Henderson’ flashing on the screen. Henderson was his direct superior, a man whose personality had been surgically replaced by a corporate policy manual.

“Strike,” Henderson’s voice was clipped, devoid of warmth. “I received your…email. That’s not how we do things. Company policy requires a face-to-face exit interview and a four-week notice period. You know this. Be in my office at noon.” The line went dead.

Panic flared in Eddie’s chest. Four weeks? He didn’t have four weeks. The magic passport in his pocket felt like a ticking time bomb. He had to go immediately, before the spell broke, before he woke up from this insane dream. He pictured Henderson’s gray, joyless office, the endless forms, the passive-aggressive lecture on professional responsibility. He would be trapped, swallowed by the very system he was trying to escape.

He threw on some clothes, his mind racing. He had to go in, there was no choice. As he stepped out of his building into the humid New York morning, a strange calm settled over him. He walked towards the subway, a man walking towards his own execution, and in no time, arrived at the monolithic glass and steel tower of his office building, which demanded he take the elevator to the 34th floor. The doors opened onto the familiar sea of gray cubicles.

He headed straight towards Henderson’s office, a Strike on a mission, when a woman stepped into his path. He’d never seen her before. She was tall and severe, dressed in a charcoal gray pantsuit so sharp it looked like it could cut glass. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight, immaculate bun, and her eyes, behind a pair of stylish, minimalist glasses, were the color of a thundercloud.

“Edward Strike?” she asked. Her voice was low and smooth, like stones rolling in a deep river.

“Yes?”

“I’m from corporate HR,” she said, though she wore no ID badge. “Mr. Henderson has been…reassigned. To the Omaha branch. Effective immediately. I’m here to process your resignation.”

Eddie stared at her, dumbfounded. Henderson, a man who had been a fixture in the New York office for two decades, reassigned? Just like that? The woman exuded an aura of such absolute authority that Eddie didn't dream of questioning it. Her scent was peculiar, not perfume, but something clean and sharp, like the smell of the air after a lightning strike, the scent of ozone and wet pavement. It pricked at a memory, a faint echo of the sea-moss and wildflowers from the bar.

She didn’t lead him to an office. Instead, she took him to a small, empty conference room. On the table sat two documents and a check. “This is your final paycheck, including accrued vacation time,” she said, pushing the check towards him. “And this,” she tapped a thick document, “is a standard non-disclosure agreement. A bit more comprehensive than the one you signed upon hiring. It covers all proprietary data, client lists, market models… and any and all unusual phenomena you may have witnessed or experienced during your employment.”

Her stern gray eyes met his, and for a second, he saw a flicker of something knowing, something ancient, in their depths. The last clause was anything but standard, telling him he would never be welcomed back.

“Sign here,” she said, handing him a heavy, expensive-looking pen.

He signed, his hand moving as if of its own accord. She took the document, folded it neatly, and stood up.

“I have revoked your building access. Good luck in your future endeavors, Mr. Strike.”

And with that, she turned and walked out of the conference room. Eddie sat there for a full minute, staring at the check in his hand. It was for a substantial amount. He got up and walked to Henderson’s office. It was empty. The personal photos, the motivational posters, the meticulously organized desk toys—-all gone. It was as if Daniel Henderson had never existed. Eddie turned and walked out of the building, the sun hitting his face, a free man.

Packing was a swift, unsentimental affair. He took his clothes, his laptop, and the handful of books that weren't about finance. The rest—the couch, the generic prints, the mismatched cutlery—he left behind. It was trash, the detritus of a life he no longer wanted. He stuffed everything into a newly purchased black suitcase and a backpack. At the bottom of the backpack, wrapped in a t-shirt, was the passport. His passport.

JFK Airport was a roaring beast of controlled chaos. It was a place Eddie had only ever been to pick up Aunt Carol or to see off a colleague. Now, he was one of the travelers, a participant in the great migration. He felt like an imposter, clutching his boarding pass for a flight to Liverpool, UK, his magical passport a hot secret in his bag. The sheer noise and energy of the place was overwhelming compared to the quiet life he was leaving behind.

His second hiccup occurred at the security checkpoint. He placed his backpack and suitcase on the conveyor belt and walked through the scanner without a problem. But on the other side, a stern-faced TSA agent with a bristly moustache held up a hand.

“Sir, we’re going to need to do a random search on this bag,” he said, pointing at Eddie’s backpack on the x-ray screen.

Ice-cold dread flooded Eddie’s veins. The passport. What if they questioned it? What if their systems showed it had been issued only yesterday? What if they saw the strange visa and made a call? He could see the headlines: ‘Financial Analyst Arrested with Forged Documents.’

“Is there a problem?” Eddie asked, his voice a full octave higher than usual.

“Random check, sir. Step aside,” the agent said, his tone leaving no room for argument. He pulled the backpack from the belt and unzipped the main compartment. Eddie’s heart hammered against his ribs. The agent’s hands were rooting around inside, perilously close to the passport.

Then, a commotion erupted a few feet away. “Oh, my goodness! I am so, so sorry!” a woman’s voice cried out.

Eddie glanced over. A young woman with a cascade of colorful dreadlocks, wearing tie-dyed trousers and a dozen beaded bracelets, was frantically dabbing at a puddle on the floor with a scarf. She had dropped her reusable water bottle, soaking the shoes of the woman in front of her. The scent from her direction was a heady, sweet cloud of patchouli and dried lavender. It was a scent that was out of place in the sterile airport environment, a scent that again, tugged at that same elusive memory of the woman.

The stern agent with Eddie’s bag sighed in exasperation at the disruption. “For crying out loud,” he muttered as he marched over. Another, younger agent, who looked bored out of his mind, wandered over to Eddie.

“Is this yours?” he asked, gesturing to the open backpack.

“Yes,” Eddie squeaked.

The young agent gave the contents a cursory glance, zipped it up, and shoved it towards him. “You’re good. Have a nice flight.”

The stern agent was still preoccupied with the water bottle incident. Eddie grabbed his backpack and suitcase and scurried away as fast as he could without breaking into a full run. When he was a safe distance away, he looked back. The stern agent was back at his post, looking annoyed. The young agent was yawning. And the woman with the dreadlocks? She’d gone. Vanished into the throng of travelers as if she’d never been there at all.

The flight across the Atlantic was a surreal, eight-hour passage through a timeless, dark-blue void. Eddie watched the flight path on the small screen in front of him, the tiny airplane icon inching its way over the vast, empty ocean. He was untethered, suspended between the life he had abandoned and a future he couldn't begin to imagine. He thought about his grandfather, Eamon Strike, a man he was only just beginning to know through a single sheet of parchment. He wondered if Eamon had ever made this journey, if he had ever looked out of a window at 30,000 feet and felt this same mixture of terror and wonder.

He landed at Liverpool Airport in a state of profound jet-lagged disorientation. The air was different—cooler, damper. The accents of the ground crew and fellow passengers differed from his. He struggled to decipher them. He felt every inch the bewildered American tourist. His connecting flight to the Isle of Man wasn’t for another hour, a stretch of time he had to navigate in this strange, new country.

He found the main departure hall, a vast, echoing space filled with shops and restaurants. Then he spotted it, and terror filled him. It was the sheer angst of a plan gone awry, and it was displayed in stark, digital letters on the giant departures board.

LOGANAIR LM687 - ISLE OF MAN - 14:30 - GATE 7 - CANCELLED

Cancelled. The word pulsed with a malevolent energy. A wave of nausea and panic rolled over him. Stranded. He was stranded in Liverpool. He didn’t know anyone, and he didn’t know where to go. The adventure had come to a screeching halt before it had even truly begun. He slumped onto a nearby bench, the weight of his exhaustion and despair pressing down on him. It was a test. It had to be. A test to see if he would just give up and find a flight back to New York.

“You look a bit lost, love,” a soft voice said.

Eddie looked up. An older woman in an airport staff uniform was smiling down at him. She had a kind, crinkled face and warm, gentle eyes. Her uniform, a simple blue dress, seemed a little old-fashioned, but it was immaculate. She carried a thermos and had a faint, comforting aroma of freshly brewed tea and lemon drizzle cake.

“My flight,” Eddie said, his voice cracking. “It’s cancelled.” He pointed a trembling finger at the board.

The woman chuckled, a warm, reassuring sound. “Oh, don’t you trust those newfangled things, love. The wiring’s been dodgy all morning. Might be fog, of course. That sometimes closes Ronaldsway.” She looked back up. “Good news. It must have cleared. Your flight’s on time. They’ve just moved the gate to 9, over in the domestic wing. It’s boarding in a bit, you’d best get a move on.”

Relief, so potent it almost made him dizzy, flooded through him. “Are you sure?”

“Of course, I’m sure,” she said with a wink. “Now hurry along, you don’t want to miss it. The island’s waiting for you.”

There was that same knowing look again, the one the HR woman had given him. He felt a jolt of recognition. It was in the eyes. The mysterious woman had it. All of them had.

“Thank you,” Eddie said, grabbing his luggage. “Thank you so much.”

He hurried in the direction she had pointed, weaving through the crowds. He found Gate 9, and sure enough, the sign above it read ‘Isle of Man - Boarding.’ He handed his pass to the agent and glanced back, wanting to thank the kind woman again. But the spot where she had been standing was empty. There was no sign of her. It was as if she had dissolved into the busy air of the terminal.

The final leg of his journey was on a small, twin-propeller ATR 72. It felt like a toy compared to the giant Airbus he’d crossed the ocean in. The cabin was cramped, and the roar of the engines was a constant, vibrating presence. The other passengers seemed to know each other, chatting in the thick, lilting cadence of the Manx accent. Eddie felt utterly alone, an alien species on this final shuttle to another world.

He stared out the small, rounded window. The plane climbed through a thick blanket of gray cloud, and for twenty minutes, there was nothing to see. Then, the clouds parted. And there it was.

The Isle of Man.

It was greener than he could have imagined, a rolling blanket of emerald fields stitched together by ancient stone walls. The coastline was a dramatic slash of dark, rugged cliffs pounded by a churning, white-capped sea. He saw tiny villages nestled in sheltered bays. They looked so cozy, so warm, like the land hugged them. It was beautiful, wild, and intimidating. It was a place where magic could be real. His grandfather’s home. His home now. The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying.

The descent was turbulent, the little plane buffeted by the wind, dropping and lurching in a way that had Eddie’s stomach doing gymnastics. He gripped the armrests, his knuckles white. The green fields and jagged cliffs grew closer, rushing up to meet them. Then, with a final, jarring bump, they were on the ground.

He followed the handful of other passengers towards the exit. The flight attendant, a cheerful woman with a distinctly Manx accent, smiled at him as he passed. “Welcome home,” she said. The words sent a shiver down his spine.

He stepped through the open door of the plane, expecting a covered ramp, a gentle transition into the airport terminal. There was no ramp. There were just metal steps leading down to the open tarmac.

And then it hit him.

First, the wind. It wasn't just a breeze; it was a physical assault. A wild, raw gale that tore at his clothes and stole the air from his lungs. It roared in his ears, a primal scream of untamed nature.

Then, the rain. It wasn't the vertical rain of New York. This was a cold, horizontal spray, driven by the ferocious wind. It hit him like a thousand tiny needles, soaking his jacket and hair in seconds. The water was icy, and he gasped from the shock of it.

He staggered down the steps, his suitcase handle slick in his hand and stood on the dark, wet tarmac of Ronaldsway Airport, the small, unassuming terminal building a hundred yards away. The smell was overwhelming—a potent mixture of wet asphalt, jet fuel, and the clean, briny tang of sea salt carried on the wind.

This was it. The idyllic Isle of Man. The magical island. The grand adventure.

It was gray, it was freezing, and he was soaked to the bone. The romantic image of the cliff-top house, bathed in golden sunlight, shattered into a million pieces, blown away by the relentless Manx wind. This wasn't a fairy tale. This was real. This was raw.

He stood there, shivering, as the wind howled around him and the rain plastered his hair to his forehead. The other passengers, clad in sensible waterproof jackets, had already scurried into the warmth of the terminal, leaving him alone on the tarmac. He looked at the gray sky, the gray sea he could just glimpse beyond the runway, the gray building in front of him. He was a world away from his beige apartment, but all he had found was a different, wilder shade of gray.

A profound, soul-deep wave of doubt crashed over him, more powerful than a raging sea buffeting the cliffs. The magic, the mystery, the adventure—it was a cruel joke in the face of this brutal, elemental reality.

He closed his eyes, the cold rain running down his face like tears.

“What the hell have I done?”


Chapter
Four



Eddie stood on the tarmac, the wind whipping his hair and the rain soaking him to the bone. He felt utterly lost, a small, shivering figure in a vast, indifferent landscape. Eventually he strolled through the tiny airport terminal, and spotted a bus stop outside. It was a long shot, but it was the only option he could see. He trudged towards it, his suitcase wheels rattling on the uneven surface.

A woman stood under the meager shelter of the bus stop, her face turned away from him. She was wrapped in a thick, woolen shawl, her dark hair pulled back in a tight braid. He approached her hesitantly. “Excuse me,” he said, his voice barely audible above the wind. “Do you know if there’s a bus to Port Erin from here?”

The woman turned, and Eddie gasped. Her eyes were a deep, mossy green, flecked with gold. They held that same ancient knowingness that he had seen in the mystery woman, in the HR woman, in the airport worker. The same look made him feel like he was both seen and utterly unknown. Her scent was subtle, a hint of woodsmoke and damp earth, like the smell of a forest after rain.

She didn’t answer his question directly. Instead, she tilted her head towards the other side of the road. “She’s been watching you,” she said, her voice a low, melodic hum. “Over there. In the Jeep.”

Eddie frowned, confused. “Who?” he asked.

The woman just smiled, a small, enigmatic curve of her lips. She nodded again, her gaze fixed on something across the road. “She’s been waiting for you. Watching you all the way from New York, I reckon.”

Eddie followed her gaze. Parked haphazardly on the opposite side of the road, its tires half on the curb, was a Jeep Wrangler. It was old, battered, its paint faded and scratched. The canvas roof was ripped in several places, flapping wildly in the wind. It looked like it had seen better days, like it had been dragged through every mud puddle and across every rocky track on the island. And yet, despite its dilapidated appearance, there was something about it that stirred Eddie’s soul. A sense of freedom, of adventure, of reckless abandon. It was the antithesis of beige.

And then he saw her.

Leaning against the hood of the Jeep, her arms crossed, was the mystery girl. Her fiery red hair, now a vibrant auburn in the overcast light, streamed behind her in the wind. She was wearing a thick, fisherman’s sweater, the color of the sea on a stormy day, and jeans tucked into heavy, mud-caked boots. She looked utterly at home in this wild, windswept landscape, like she belonged here and nowhere else.

She stared directly at him, a wide, mischievous grin on her face and raised her hand and beckoned him towards her, her fingers curling in an insistent, come-hither gesture.

The woman at the bus stop chuckled. “Well, aren’t you the lucky one?” she said. “Go on, then. Don’t keep her waiting.”

Eddie hesitated. He was standing on the side of a busy road, in the pouring rain, being summoned by a woman he barely knew to climb into a beat-up Jeep and drive off to who-knew-where. It was insane. It was reckless. It was everything he had been taught to avoid his entire life.

And yet, he felt a pull, a magnetic force drawing him towards her. Something in her eyes, in her smile, in the very air around her, made a promise he desperately craved. An escape. An adventure. A life that wasn't beige.

He took a deep breath, the cold, salty air filling his lungs, and looked at the woman at the bus stop, her green eyes twinkling with amusement. He looked at the battered Jeep, its promise of freedom. He looked at the mystery girl, her red hair a beacon in the gray landscape.

He wasn't beige. He was a Strike. And Strikes, apparently, crossed busy roads in the pouring rain to climb into Jeeps with mysterious women.

He nodded to the woman at the bus stop, a small, nervous smile on his face. “Wish me luck,” he said.

He took a deep breath and stepped off the curb, dodging a speeding car with inches to spare. The driver honked, but he ignored them, his eyes fixed on her. He made it to the other side, his heart pounding in his chest.

“How did you get here?” he asked, his voice breathless as he reached the Jeep. “How did you get here so fast?”

The woman laughed, a bright, clear sound that cut through the roar of the wind. “Oh, I’ve been helping you all the way, Eddie Strike,” she said. “A little nudge here, a little push there. You’re not as beige as you think, you know. You just needed a little…encouragement.”

She opened the passenger door, the hinges groaning in protest. “I’m Cerys—my name, Cerys. Get in,” she said. “We’ve got a bit of a drive ahead of us, and I’ve got a lot to show you.”

Eddie threw his suitcase into the back of the Jeep, the canvas flapping wildly in the wind. He climbed into the passenger seat, the worn leather cool beneath him. There was something about Cerys, something in her eyes, in her smile, that made him just a little reckless. Just a little…brave.

She started the engine, the Jeep sputtering to life with a roar that matched the wind. She grinned at him, her violet eyes sparkling. “Hold on tight, Eddie,” she said. “This is going to be fun.”

And with that, she slammed the Jeep into gear and they sped away from the airport, leaving behind the small, gray terminal and the last vestiges of Eddie’s old life.

Cerys drove fast, her hands sure and steady on the wheel. The Jeep bounced and swayed on the narrow, winding roads, the rain drumming on the canvas roof. Eddie gripped the dashboard, his knuckles white, a mixture of terror and exhilaration churning in his stomach.

As they drove, Cerys gave him a running commentary of the island, her voice a melody compared to the roar of the wind and the engine. She pointed out a castle - a freaking castle! - and ancient stones, upright, partly buried, their origins lost in the mists of time. She told him stories of Viking invasions and Celtic legends, of fairies and giants and sea monsters. She showed him ruins perched on windswept cliffs, their dark stones whispering tales of different times.

The rain began to ease, the heavy gray clouds parting to reveal patches of blue sky. The landscape transformed, the emerald fields and rugged coastline bathed in a soft, ethereal light. It was breathtakingly beautiful, and a world away from the concrete canyons of New York.

As they approached Port Erin, the sun began to set, painting the sky in hues of orange and gold. Cerys pulled the Jeep over at a viewpoint overlooking the bay. The small town surrounded them, white houses clustered around a bustling harbor. The sea sparkled in the dying light, the waves crashing against the shore with a rhythmic roar.

Cerys pointed out the landmarks. The lifeboat station, its red and white paint gleaming in the sun. Milner’s Tower, a strange, Victorian folly perched on a clifftop. The hint of an island called the Calf of Man.

“It’s beautiful,” Eddie said, his voice hushed with awe.

Cerys smiled. “It is,” she said. “But you must be tired. It’s time to take you home.”

She started the engine again, and they drove on, leaving the beauty of Port Erin behind. They turned off the main road, onto a narrow track that wound its way up a steep hillside. The trees grew close on either side, their branches forming a dark, leafy tunnel. The air was thick with the scent of damp earth and pine needles.

The track opened up into a small clearing. And there it was.

Mooinjer Veggey.

It wasn't the grand, imposing mansion Eddie had pictured from the online photos. It was a ruin. The stone walls were crumbling, covered in a thick blanket of ivy. The roof was mostly gone, slates missing, holes noticeable, even in the twilight. Its windows were empty sockets, staring out into the gathering dusk. The house was abandoned, desolate, and had a distinctly haunted look.

Cerys pulled the Jeep to a stop, the engine sputtering into silence. She turned to Eddie, her face glowing in the dim light, and spread her arms wide, gesturing towards the crumbling house.

“Welcome home, Eddie,” she said, her voice filled with a strange, unsettling pride.
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The pride in Cerys’s voice conflicted with the scene of utter dereliction before him. Eddie’s jaw gaped open, his mind refusing to connect the crumbling, skeletal ruin with the £2 million valuation that had danced so seductively on his phone’s screen. The online pictures must have been from a different era, a different reality. This wasn't a home; it was a tomb.

“This is it?” he finally managed, his voice a dry whisper. “This is Mooinjer Veggey?”

“In the flesh,” Cerys beamed, her enthusiasm undimmed by the obvious decay. “Or in the stone and timber, at least. Go on. House is waiting to greet its new master.”

She gave him a gentle nudge towards the gaping maw of the front door, which hung from a single, rusted hinge. Every rational instinct screamed at him to run, to get back in the Jeep and demand she take him to the nearest hotel, the nearest airport, anywhere but here. But morbid curiosity, a need to see the full extent of the disaster, propelled him forward. He stepped over the threshold, his new sneakers crunching on a carpet of fallen plaster and gritty dust.

The inside was even worse than the outside. The hallway was a scene of architectural carnage. Wallpaper, once likely a grand, floral pattern, peeled away from the walls in long, leprous strips, revealing damp, blackened lath and plaster beneath. The air was thick and cloying, a cocktail of mold, rot, and a deep, earthy smell like a freshly opened grave. Above him, the ceiling sagged ominously, a huge, water-stained bulge at its center from which a steady drip...drip...drip...echoed in the oppressive silence, each drop landing in a murky puddle on the warped floorboards. Cobwebs, thick and gray as a dead man’s hair, draped every corner, swaying gently in the draft from the broken doorway.

This was a nightmare. The whole thing, from the letter to the magical passport, had been an elaborate, cruel joke, and this was the punchline. He had traded his safe, predictable life for a decaying deathtrap on a windswept rock in the middle of the Irish Sea. The adventure, the excitement… It all curdled into a bitter cocktail of regret and fury.

“Nope,” he said, spinning on his heel. “No way. I’m out. You can have the house, the cats, whatever the hell is in here. I’m going home.”

He marched towards the doorway, his eyes fixed on the fading light outside as if it were a lifeline. He’d walk back to the airport if he had to.

He reached the threshold and found his path blocked. Cerys stood there, her arms crossed, her expression no longer mischievous or proud, but hard as the granite cliffs outside.

“Move,” Eddie demanded, his voice tight with rising panic.

“I can’t do that, Eddie,” she said calmly.

“This is insane! The place is a ruin! I’m leaving.” He tried to sidestep her, to push past her, but it was like running into an invisible, immovable wall. He physically recoiled, not from her strength, but from a strange, energetic barrier that hummed in the space she occupied. He pushed again, his hands meeting nothing but air, yet he could not pass. It was impossible.

“What the hell is this?” he gasped, stumbling back into the dusty hallway.

“I told you,” Cerys said, her voice softening slightly. “You can’t leave. House won’t allow it.”

Eddie stared at her, his mind reeling. “The house? It’s a pile of rocks and rotting wood! It can’t not allow anything!”

“Can’t it?” She gestured around the decaying hall. “This house is more than just stone and timber, Eddie. It’s alive. Or it was. It’s tied to the Strike bloodline. It needs a master, a heart to keep it beating. It’s only fallen into this state since your grandfather…” she paused, choosing her words carefully, “...since he left.”

This sliver of information snagged in Eddie’s logical mind, a variable he could analyze. The rate of decay. “My grandfather,” he said, latching onto the concrete thought. “When did he die? This amount of rot… It would take decades of neglect.”

Cerys’s gaze drifted past him, into the gloomy depths of the house. The hardness left her face, replaced by profound, ancient sadness. “We don’t know when he died. We only know when he was lost.”

“Lost? What do you mean, lost?”

“One day he was here, the next he was gone,” she said, her voice a low murmur. “He went to fix something in the foundations. Under the house. And he never came back.”

Eddie’s mind, conditioned by a lifetime of horror movies, jumped to a grim conclusion. “You mean…under the floorboards? He’s buried under the floorboards?” The thought was gruesome, but it was a physical, understandable concept that at least made sense.

Cerys shook her head slowly, her violet eyes locking onto his. The look in them was unnerving, hinting at things far beyond simple burials. “No, Eddie,” she said, and a chill that had nothing to do with the damp air traced its way down his spine. “Not under the floorboards. He was lost in a different place. Another place that is also…under the house.”

She left the statement hanging in the air, a cryptic, terrifying mystery that Eddie’s mind couldn't begin to process. Before he could demand an explanation, she stepped forward and grabbed his hand. Her touch was warm, her grip surprisingly strong, in direct contrast to the cold, dead atmosphere of the house.

“Come on,” she said, her tone shifting back to that of a tour guide. “You’re the master now. You should see your domain.”

She pulled him deeper into the ruin, away from the mocking promise of the open door. He stumbled after her, his mind a maelstrom of fear and confusion. She led him through an archway on the left, into what must have once been a grand drawing room. A huge bay window, its glass shattered and missing, only jagged shards remaining, looked out onto the darkening sea. The wind whistled through the empty panes, a low, mournful moan. In the center of the room, a magnificent crystal chandelier lay in a million glittering pieces on the floor, having fallen from its rotted mooring in the ceiling above. Spectral white dust sheets draped over the rotted furniture, covered in a creeping, blackish mould. On the mantelpiece of a grand stone fireplace, filled with rubble and nesting birds, sat a single, incongruously perfect porcelain teacup, as if its owner had just set it down and vanished.

“This was his favorite room,” Cerys said softly. “He’d sit in that chair by the window and watch the storms roll in.” She pointed to an armchair that listed drunkenly to one side.

From there, she led him across the hall to the library. The smell of decaying paper was overwhelming. Bookshelves, crafted from some dark, rich wood, had warped with the damp, spilling their contents onto the floor. Piles of books, their pages swollen and fused together, their covers blooming with mould, lay like forgotten corpses. It was a graveyard of stories, of knowledge. Eddie, a man who dealt in data, felt a pang of loss for all this destroyed information. Yet, as he scanned the devastation, he noticed one bookshelf, tucked away in an alcove, that was strangely untouched. The books stood straight and tall, the wood unwarped, a faint, almost imperceptible shimmer in the air around them.

The kitchen was a chamber of horrors. An enormous, cast-iron range, the heart of any old home, was covered in a thick, orange blanket of rust. Cabinet doors hung from single hinges, revealing shelves coated in grime and what looked like fossilised rodent droppings. A stone sink was filled with stagnant, black water, and the smell of rot was so intense that Eddie had to cover his mouth and nose. This wasn’t just neglect; it was an active, malevolent decay. It was like the house was deliberately decomposing, digesting itself from the inside out.

“The heart of the home needs a fire in its belly,” Cerys murmured, her voice laced with sadness.

She led him back to the main hall and towards the grand staircase. It swept upwards in a majestic, if treacherous, curve. Several of the treads were missing entirely, revealing the dark, cobwebbed space beneath. The once-ornate banister was loose and wobbly, offering no real support.

“Careful,” she warned, as he placed a tentative foot on the first step. It groaned in protest, but held his weight.

They ascended into the upper gloom. The water damage was worse up here. The ceiling was a grotesque map of brown and black stains, and the air was even colder. They passed several doors, all of them either rotted shut or hanging open to reveal rooms in similar states of dereliction. Cerys led him to the end of the corridor, to a large, oak door that was miraculously intact.

“His room,” she whispered, pushing it open.

The master bedroom was different. While a thick layer of dust coated every surface, the decay had been held at bay. The furniture—a large, four-poster bed, a sturdy-looking wardrobe, a writing desk—was all present and correct. The air was still and heavy with a palpable sense of loss. There was an indentation on the dusty bedspread, as if someone had been lying there only a short while ago. On the bedside table, a leather-bound book lay open, its pages yellowed but readable, a pair of spectacles resting on the open text. It was Eamon Strike’s room, frozen in time. A connection to the grandfather he’d never known, a man who read in bed, just as he did.

He stood there for a long moment, lost in thought, before turning to Cerys, the reality of his situation crashing back down on him. “I can’t do this,” he said, his voice pleading. “Cerys, please. I don’t belong here. I’m not…him.”

Cerys looked at him, her gaze soft but firm. “You accepted the inheritance, Eddie. When I gave you that letter, a pact was offered. When you used the passport I left for you, the pact was sealed. You are part of this place now. Its life is your life.”

“What are you talking about? A pact?” A wave of dizziness swept over him, and he leaned against the doorframe for support. As he did, a deep, groaning sound echoed from the bowels of the house, and a fine shower of dust trickled down from the ceiling. He felt a corresponding pang of weakness in his own chest, a sudden, draining exhaustion.

“The house is tied to you now,” Cerys explained, her voice low and serious. “It senses your despair, your desire to leave, and it weakens. As it weakens, so do you. You must repair it, Eddie. You must bring it back to life. If you don’t, it will crumble to dust and take you with it.”

The statement was so absolute, so insane, that Eddie could only stare at her, his mouth agape. Die? He was going to die because he had inherited a decaying house? The beige safety of his cubicle seemed like a paradise lost.

“How?” he finally croaked, the single word a condensed summary of his terror, his confusion, his utter inadequacy. “How do I fix this? I’m an analyst! I work with spreadsheets, not… Not whatever this is! I can’t rebuild a house!”

A small smile returned to Cerys’s lips. She took his hand again, her warmth a comforting anchor in his sea of panic. She led him out of the master bedroom and to a smaller room across the hall. The door was ajar. She pushed it open.

This room was in a much better state. While dusty and filled with discarded junk—old boxes, rolled-up rugs, a broken chair—the floor was solid, the ceiling was mostly intact, and the window, though filthy, was still in one piece. A simple iron bedstead stood against one wall, and in the corner, leaning against a pile of old newspapers, was a stiff-bristled broom and a rusty dustpan.

Cerys let go of his hand and gestured to the chaotic mess. She looked him in the eye, her expression now practical, almost business-like.

“You asked how,” she said, her voice clear and steady, cutting through his panic. “I’d start by clearing this lot up.”

Eddie stared at the room. At the dust, at the junk, at the ridiculously inadequate-looking broom. He was supposed to save his own life, to restore a magical, dying mansion to its former glory, and his first task was…housekeeping.

The sheer, monumental, terrifying scale of his predicament pressed down on him. But faced with this one, small, tangible task, a tiny flicker of something other than fear ignited within him. It wasn't hope, not yet. It was just…a starting point. A single, manageable step on an otherwise impossible journey.

He looked at the broom, then back at Cerys. She gave him a small, encouraging nod. He was trapped. He was bound to this place. His life depended on it. He took a deep, shuddering breath that filled his lungs with the dust of his inheritance, and he walked into the room and picked up the broom.


Chapter
Five



The broom felt both ridiculous and tangible in Eddie’s hands. It was a simple tool, bristles and wood, but in that moment, it was the only thing in this chaotic new reality that made a lick of sense. To fix an ancient, magical, dying house was an impossible, abstract horror. To sweep a floor? That, he could do.

He started in the corner that Cerys had indicated, attacking the thickest layer of dust and rubble. At first, his movements were stiff and angry, each sweep a frustrated jab at his predicament. He was an analyst, damn it. He built financial models. He didn’t do manual labor. But as the minutes ticked by, a rhythm took over.

Scrape. Scrape. Scrape.

The steady sound was hypnotic. The physical exertion was a welcome release for the frantic energy buzzing under his skin. A cloud of gray dust, a century of neglect made airborne, billowed around him, motes catching in the weak afternoon light slanting through its grimy window. He coughed, his eyes watering, but he didn't stop. Eddie was imposing order. He was taking one small, chaotic corner of the universe and restoring order. It was a deeply satisfying feeling, a tangible result in a world that had suddenly become intangible.

He worked his way across the room, his mind quieting with the repetitive motion. The frantic carousel of thoughts—the passport, the journey, the ruin, the pact of life and death—slowed to a crawl. There was only the scrape of the bristles, the growing pile of debris, and the slow, gratifying reveal of the wide, dark floorboards beneath. He forgot about Cerys. He forgot about the howling wind outside. He forgot everything but the task at hand. He was in the zone, a state of pure, unthinking focus he hadn't experienced since he’d once spent thirty-six straight hours chasing an elusive error in a complex algorithm. This was simpler. This was better.

The feeling began as a faint prickle on the back of his neck, the kind of subliminal warning that makes an animal’s ears twitch. He ignored it at first, attributing it to a draft or his own overwrought nerves. He continued his work, pushing the growing mound of filth towards the center of the room.

But the feeling didn't go away. It intensified. It grew from a prickle to a heavy, palpable pressure, as if the very air in the room had thickened. It was the distinct, unnerving sensation of being watched. Not by a single pair of eyes, like when Cerys had been observing him, but by something more pervasive. It felt like every shadow was a pupil, every patch of damp on the wall a watching iris. The house itself, the very structure around him, seemed to be holding its breath, its attention focused entirely on him.

Eddie’s rhythmic sweeping faltered. He slowed, the broom feeling heavy and clumsy in his hands. The dust motes hung suspended in the air, motionless. The silence, which had been a backdrop to his work, was now a living entity, charged with a heavy, ancient expectation. He stopped completely, frozen in mid-sweep, the broom held out in front of him like a useless ward against the unseen. The hair on his arms and the back of his neck stood on end. His own breathing was loud and ragged in the suffocating quiet.

“Cerys?” he called out, his voice barely a whisper. It was swallowed by the silence, absorbed by the damp walls without an echo. He cleared his throat and tried again, louder this time. “Cerys, are you there?”

Silence. She was gone. He was alone.

Or was he?

A sound, deep and low, vibrated through the floorboards, traveling up through the soles of his shoes and into his bones. It was the sound of immense weight shifting, of stone grinding on ancient rock. And then a voice spoke, and it was a voice from the dawn of time. It was thick with age, weary and raspy, like the sigh of a mountain.

“Who…calls out…in my halls?”

Eddie whipped around, his heart leaping into his throat. His eyes darted to every corner of the room, into the deep shadows of the hallway beyond. There was no one. The room was empty, save for him and the pile of dust.

“Who’s there?” he stammered, his voice trembling. “Show yourself!”

The deep, tired voice rumbled again, and this time, Eddie realized with a wave of cold terror that it wasn’t coming from any single point in the room. It was coming from everywhere. The walls spoke, the floor hummed, the very air vibrated with its ancient resonance. He was inside the speaker.

“I…am this house,” the voice resonated. “And you… You are the new one. The new blood. What is your name, Little Strike?”

Eddie’s mind, the rational, analytical part of him, tried to reject what was happening. Houses didn't talk. It was impossible. It had to be a trick, a hidden speaker system, some elaborate prank. But his gut, the primal, instinctual part of him, knew the truth. This was real. He was having a conversation with a building.

“Eddie,” he breathed, leaning on the broom for support. “My name is Eddie Strike.”

“Eddddieeee,” the house sighed his name, stretching it out. “So young. So much…noise…in your head. I can feel your fear. It tastes like rust.”

“What do you want?” Eddie asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

“The girl…Cerys… She told you,” the voice rumbled. “I am dying, Eddie Strike. My bones are dust. My heart is cold. Since Eamon was…lost… I have been…unravelling. I need a master. I need a Strike to anchor me, to mend what is broken.”

“Cerys said I had to fix you or I’d die with you,” Eddie said bluntly, the terror beginning to give way to a strange, fatalistic clarity.

“The pact is sealed,” the house confirmed. “Your life is my life. A harsh truth. But a truth nonetheless. I need your help. But my help is not given lightly. The blood of Eamon flows in your veins, but you are not him. You are soft. Untested. You must prove your worth.”

Here it was. The test. The same concept Cerys had mentioned. “Prove myself? How?”

A low, grating chuckle vibrated from the stone foundations. “A small task. A simple cleansing. My lower levels… My belly…it has become infested. Little scuttlers. Things that breed in the dark and gnaw at my bones. They are a sickness. You must purge them.”

“Infested with what?” Eddie asked, a grim image of spiders or centipedes flashing in his mind.

“Rats,” the house rumbled. “Just rats, Little Strike. Small, tiny things. Their teeth are like needles, barely scratching. They are harmless, really. More frightened of you than you are of them. Clear them out for me. Make my belly clean. Do this, and I will reward your effort. I will grant you a night of peace. A nice, comfy bed to rest your weary head.”

A bed. A clean, soft, comfortable bed. The promise was an oasis in Eddie’s desert of exhaustion and fear. After the flight, the emotional turmoil, the shock of the ruin, the idea of a proper night’s sleep was the most seductive thing he could imagine. And the task…rats? He was from New York City. He’d seen rats the size of cats darting into subway tunnels. He’d seen them brazenly stealing pizza crusts from the sidewalk. He wasn't scared of a couple of rats. The House was right; they were probably terrified of him.

“Okay,” Eddie said, standing up straighter. This he could do. “It’s a deal. Where’s the cellar?”

“The door is behind the tapestry in the hall,” the house directed. “The picture of the dying knight.”

Armed with his broom and the flashlight on his phone, Eddie walked back into the main hall. He found the tapestry. It was huge, faded, and depicted a grim scene of a knight bleeding out on a battlefield. It smelled faintly of decay. He pulled the heavy fabric aside, revealing a low, narrow wooden door. An iron ring served as a handle. He pulled it open, and a wave of cold, musty air washed over him. It smelled of deep, damp earth and something else…something musky and unpleasant.

The stairs were stone, slick with a fine layer of dust, and they descended steeply into absolute darkness. He held his phone out, its bright LED beam cutting a sharp, white circle into the gloom. He took the first step down, the sound of his footsteps echoing flatly. It was a descent into the underworld, the unknown.

He reached the bottom and shone his light around. The cellar was vast, far larger than he’d expected. The ceiling was low and vaulted, supported by thick stone pillars that disappeared into the darkness beyond his light’s reach. The floor was packed earth, and the space was cluttered with old barrels, broken furniture, and piles of unidentifiable junk. The musky, animal smell was much stronger down here. It was the smell of a lair.

He heard a faint scratching sound from the far side of the room, and swept his light in that direction—and saw them. A pair of eyes, two small, glowing embers, low to the ground. Then two more. And more. A dozen pairs of tiny, red eyes blinked back at him from the darkness.

“Okay, rats,” he said aloud, his voice sounding brave to his own ears. “Let’s get this over with.” He held the broom like a quarterstaff, ready for action.

He took a step forward, and one of the rats scurried out into the beam of his light.

Eddie’s blood ran cold.

The House had lied.

This was not a rat. Or rather, it was a rat in the same way that a great white shark could be called a tuna fish. The creature was easily the size of a border collie, its body a corded mass of muscle beneath a coat of greasy, matted brown fur. Its tail was as thick as a man’s arm, long and naked and pink. Its head was tapered and cruel, and from its mouth, two pairs of yellowed, chisel-like incisors dripped with saliva. But the worst part was its eyes. They weren't the beady, unintelligent eyes of a normal rodent. They were a deep, baleful red, and they glowed with a vicious, calculating intelligence. It snarled, a low, guttural sound, and took a deliberate step towards him.

From the shadows all around, its brethren emerged. There were dozens of them. Small, tiny, harmless things, the House had said. Eddie was facing a pack of monstrous, dog-sized rodents in a dark cellar, armed with a broom.

“You have got to be kidding me,” he whispered, his bravado evaporating into pure, undiluted terror.

The lead rat let out a high-pitched shriek, and the pack surged forward.

There was no time to think. Eddie acted on pure adrenaline. He swung the broom in a wide, desperate arc, connecting with the side of the first creature’s head with a sickening thud. It squealed and stumbled, but didn't go down. Another one lunged, and he jabbed the bristle-end into its face. It recoiled, shaking its head, giving him a precious second.

They were smart. They didn't just rush him blindly. They fanned out, trying to circle him, to get behind him. He backed away, his phone held precariously in one hand, the broom clutched in the other. He needed to find a defensible position. He spotted the stone staircase he’d come down. It was a bottleneck. If he could get back to the steps, they couldn't surround him.

He feinted left, then spun right, smacking another one across the snout. It yelped in pain and anger. He scrambled backwards. One of the beasts lunged and sank its teeth into his calf. Pain, white-hot and sharp, shot up his leg. He yelled, kicking out wildly, his foot connecting with its jaw. It released him, and he stumbled back, his leg screaming in protest.

He reached the foot of the stairs and scrambled up a few steps, giving him the advantage of height. Now they could only come at him one or two at a time. The cellar became a chaotic theater of hate-filled war, flashes of matted fur, sharp teeth, and glowing red eyes. The air was filled with his own ragged breaths, the high-pitched squeals of the creatures, and the constant thwack and crack of the broom handle against bone and flesh.

He fought like a cornered animal, all traces of the boring analyst burned away by the fire of pure survival. He was no longer Eddie Strike from New York. He was a primal creature with a stick, defending his life against the things that crept in the dark. He broke the broom handle over the back of one of the larger rats, leaving him with a shorter, sharper, splintered staff. Fortunately, it was a more effective weapon. He jabbed and stabbed, his movements clumsy but desperate. A rat broke through, biting him again, his arm this time—leaving a deep, painful gash. But he kept fighting.

The battle lasted an eternity. He was bleeding, exhausted, his muscles screaming in protest. His vision was starting to tunnel. He knew he couldn't last much longer. The pack leader, the first one he had seen, had been hanging back, directing its minions. Now, seeing him weaken, it charged up the stairs.

It was faster and bigger than the others. It dodged his clumsy jab and lunged for his throat. Eddie threw himself sideways, crashing against the damp stone wall. The creature’s momentum carried it past him. He spun, bringing the splintered end of the broom handle up in a desperate, upward thrust.

The sharp wood caught the beast under its jaw, sinking deep. It let out a choked, gurgling scream, its massive body convulsing. It clawed at the staff embedded in its throat, its red eyes wide with shock and pain. For a moment, they were locked in a gruesome war of wills. Then, with a final shudder, the giant rat went limp, its immense weight slumping against him.

He shoved the corpse off the stairs, and it tumbled down to the cellar floor with a heavy thud.

The cellar fell silent.

The remaining rats, seeing their leader fall, lost their nerve. With a chorus of terrified squeaks, they turned and fled, melting back into the deep shadows.

Suddenly, Eddie was alone. He slid down the wall, his legs giving out from under him, and sat on the cold, blood-coated stone step, his chest heaving, his body full to the brim with screaming pain. The splintered broom lay beside him, slick with blood and gore. He looked at the bites on his leg and arm, already turning a deep, angry purple.

He had won.

He had just about won.

He was alive.

Eddie had passed the first test. He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the cold stone. And the only thought that penetrated the fog of his pain and exhaustion was House’s promise.

A nice, comfy bed.

It was then that the House spoke.


Chapter
Six



The silence in the cellar was a thick, heavy blanket, broken only by the sound of Eddie’s own ragged breathing and the slow, steady drip...drip...drip...of his blood onto the cold stone steps. He was a wreck, filled with pain and exhausted. The splintered broom handle lay beside him, a crude, pathetic trophy from a battle he couldn't believe he had survived.

Then the voice rumbled, not in his ears, but in his very bones. It was the ancient, grating voice of the house, and this time, it held a new note, a tone of grim satisfaction.

“It is done. The sickness in my belly has been purged. You have…resilience, Little Strike. More than I anticipated.”

Eddie didn’t respond. He didn’t have the energy. He just stared into the gloom at the hulking corpse of the pack leader, its form a monstrous shadow in the weak beam of light spilling from the open doorway. His phone, his one connection to a sane—if mundane—world, had been lost in the thick of battle.

“A promise was made,” House continued, its voice a low, vibrating hum that resonated with the very stones he was slumped against. “A reward for a task well done. Your chambers are prepared. The bed awaits your weary bones.”

Something inside Eddie snapped. All the fear, the pain, the confusion, and the sheer, infuriating unfairness of it all, boiled over. The promised bed felt less like a reward and more like an insult.

“A bed?” he yelled, his voice raw and cracking. He struggled to his feet, using the wall for support, ignoring the searing pain in his leg. “A BED? You lied to me! You told me they were small! Tiny! Harmless! Look at me!” He gestured wildly at his bleeding arm, at his torn flesh, at the carnage on the cellar floor. “I could have died! You tried to get me killed! And for what? So you can feel better about the pests in your basement? Is this your game? To throw me into deathtraps until one of them finally finishes the job? Is it what you did with my grandad?”

His furious shouts echoed in the vast, dark space. He was yelling at a house, a full-blown, screaming argument with a piece of architecture, and he was past the point of caring how insane that was.

The house was silent for a long moment, absorbing his rage. When it spoke again, there was no anger in its voice, only deep weariness, as if it had witnessed a million such tantrums from fleeting, short-lived creatures.

“Patience, Little Strike. Rage is a fire that consumes its own vessel. You see only the challenge, not the power it grants. You feel only the wound, not the strength it builds. Your sight is limited to the surface of things. Let me…adjust your perspective. Let me give you the gift that is your birthright as a Strike. The key to understanding and to survival. Be still.”

Before Eddie could question what it meant, a sensation unlike any other flooded his being. It began as icy coldness in his mind, a sudden, sharp clarity that pushed aside the red fog of his anger and pain. A pale, blue light detonated behind his eyes, not a physical light, but a mental one. It cascaded through him, a tingling, electric waterfall that mapped every nerve, every vein, every bone in his body. He acknowledged a fundamental click deep within his consciousness, as if a dormant piece of machinery had just been switched on for the first time.

And then he saw it.

Hovering in his field of vision, translucent and shimmering, was a rectangular box of faint, blue light, filled with text. He blinked, shaking his head, convinced it was a hallucination brought on by blood loss and trauma.

“Do not be alarmed,” the house’s voice rumbled, now sounding closer, more intimate, as if it were speaking directly inside his head. “Focus your will. It is now a part of you. Look.”

Eddie focused, and the image sharpened. It was a status window, like something out of a video game.

SYSTEM INITIALIZED

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 1 

	Title: Novice Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 15/70 

	MP (Mana Points): 100/100 

	Status: Bleeding, Fatigued 




He stared, dumbfounded. HP? MP? He felt a sudden, intuitive urge, a new mental command he didn’t know he had. He thought ‘Attributes,’ and the window changed.

ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 8 

	DEX (Dexterity): 9 

	CON (Constitution): 7 

	INT (Intelligence): 14 

	WIS (Wisdom): 10 

	CHA (Charisma): 6 




Unallocated Points: 0

“These are the foundations of your being,” the house explained. “Strength to rebuild. Dexterity to be swift. Constitution to endure. Intelligence to solve what is broken. Wisdom to see the unseen. Charisma to soothe the spirits within. You are…unbalanced. But that can be remedied.”

“How?” Eddie whispered, his anger forgotten, replaced by sheer, dumbfounded awe.

“Your growth is initially tied to mine. As you heal me, you will heal yourself. Restore a room, mend a wall, cleanse a space, and you will grow stronger. You will gain levels. With each level, you will be granted points to bestow upon your attributes. You will become the man this house needs you to be.”

Eddie’s analytical mind latched onto the logic, the clean, orderly system. This was a language he understood. Data. Progression. Measurable growth. It was terrifying, but it also made a bizarre kind of sense. He thought ‘Skills,’ and the window shifted again. The list was almost empty, but for one, newly-minted entry.

SKILLS

	[NEW] Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Broom) - Level 1 

	Description: You have demonstrated a surprising aptitude for wielding a common household broom as a deadly weapon. Grants a minor bonus to attack and defense when using a broom or similar polearm-like object (e.g., mop, shovel, rake). 




“Skills are not given, but earned,” the house stated. “Through trial. Through action. Through survival. You have earned your first. Focus on it.”

Eddie focused his thoughts on the skill line. It expanded, revealing a branching tree of future possibilities, most of them grayed out and locked.

SKILL TREE: Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Broom)

LVL 1 (Unlocked):

	Basic Sweep: A wide, horizontal attack effective against multiple weak opponents. 

	Desperate Jab: A forward thrust with a chance to stagger an opponent. 




LVL 5 (Locked):

	Sturdy Grip: Reduces the chance of being disarmed. 

	Quick Parry: A chance to deflect a light incoming attack. 




LVL 10 (Locked):

	Power Swing: A high-damage, high-stamina overhead attack. 

	Sweeping Trip: Use the broom head to target an opponent's legs, with a chance to knock them prone. 




LVL 15 (Locked):

	Whirling Bristle Defense: Spin the broom in a defensive arc, creating a temporary barrier. 




LVL 20 (Locked):

	Master of the Mundane: Trait unlocked. The principles of broom fighting can now be applied to all manner of common, non-traditional weapons. 




It was a pathway. A roadmap from his current, pathetic state to something…more. Something capable.

“My leg…my arm…” Eddie murmured, looking at his wounds. The system was incredible, but it didn’t change the fact that he was seriously injured.

“Look at your Health,” the house instructed.

He pulled up the status window again. As he watched, the number flickered. 15/100 became 16/70. Faint, green warmth spread from his chest, flowing towards his wounds. The searing pain in his calf and arm subsided into a deep, manageable throb. It wasn't healing him completely, but it was staunching the bleeding, knitting the raw edges of the wounds together just enough. It was giving him strength.

17/70. 18/70.

“Your Constitution is low, so the regeneration is slow,” the house explained. “But my own ambient energy will sustain you. It is enough. Now, climb, Little Strike. Your reward awaits.”

Leaning heavily on his splintered, blood-stained broom, Eddie began the arduous ascent from the cellar. Each step was agony, but it was pain he could now bear. The system hummed in the back of his consciousness, a constant, reassuring presence. He was no longer just a victim. He was a player. He had stats. He had a skill. He had a purpose.

He finally reached the top of the stairs and hauled himself back into the main hall, closing the cellar door behind him. He limped across the hall and up the grand, treacherous staircase, his gaze fixed on the doorway to the room he had cleaned.

When he reached it, he stopped and stared.

The room was transformed. The dust and grime were gone. The floorboards, a rich, dark oak, gleamed as if freshly polished. The filthy window was now crystal clear, revealing the breathtaking spread of a star-dusted sky over the dark sea. And where the simple, rusty iron bedstead had stood, a magnificent four-poster bed awaited. It was piled high with a soft, white duvet and a mountain of plush pillows. A thick, woolen blanket in a deep forest green was folded neatly at its foot. In a small stone fireplace that he hadn't even noticed before, a cheerful fire crackled and danced, casting a warm, golden glow over the entire room.

It was the most beautiful, inviting sight Eddie had ever seen. He didn’t question the magic. He didn’t have the energy. He only knew that he had earned this. He stumbled into the room, his splintered broom clattering to the floor. The bed was a beacon, a sanctuary. He didn't even bother to take off his torn, blood-caked clothes. He just fell forward, collapsing face-down onto the mattress.

It was like sinking into a cloud. The softness was absolute, the warmth from the fire a comforting caress on his aching body. He was home. He was safe. His consciousness began to fray, the edges dissolving into the sweet, dark oblivion of sleep.

Just as he was about to slip away, he felt a subtle shift in the room’s atmosphere. A new scent reached him, overriding the smell of woodsmoke and clean linen. It was an intoxicating fragrance of night-blooming jasmine, rich honeycomb, and the sharp, electric scent of ozone after a storm. It was Cerys’s scent, but amplified, purified, made ethereal.

With a monumental effort, he forced his heavy eyelids to open one last time.

A figure sat at his bedside, bathed in the soft glow of the firelight. It was Cerys. But it wasn’t.

Her fiery red hair was the same, her startling violet eyes still held their mischievous intelligence, but her skin… It possessed its own soft, internal luminescence. Her clothes were no longer a practical sweater and jeans, but a gossamer-thin dress woven from moonlight and speckled with starlight, sparkling with a thousand tiny points of blinking radiance. And sprouting from her back, unfurled in the warm air of the room, were two pairs of delicate, translucent wings. They were like the wings of a dragonfly, intricately veined with threads of shimmering, iridescent color.

She smiled down at him, a smile of ancient power, deep affection, and boundless mischief. She raised a delicate, glowing hand and gently brushed a stray lock of hair from his forehead. Her touch was like a spark of cool, clean energy.

“Rest now, my brave, foolish Steward,” she whispered, her voice a melody of wind chimes and rustling leaves. “The real work begins on the morrow.”

Eddie’s eyes slid shut, the image of the beautiful, impossible, winged creature burned onto the inside of his eyelids. His last conscious thought was not one of fear or confusion, but of simple, unadulterated wonder.

He was in way over his head.


Chapter
Seven



A sliver of dawn, the color of pearl and rose, pierced the sparklingly clean window, falling across Eddie’s face. He stirred, swimming up from a deep, dreamless abyss of sleep that felt more restorative than any he had ever known. He was warm. He was comfortable. He felt…good. Impossibly good. He stretched, his limbs moving with a fluid ease he hadn’t possessed in years. His muscles felt alive, humming with a quiet, latent energy. For a blissful, ignorant moment, he was just a man waking up in the most comfortable bed in the world.

Then memories returned, a torrent of icy water dousing the warm embers of his comfort. The ruin. The pact. The cellar. The rats.

He shot upright, his heart hammering, his hands flying to his leg and arm where the monstrous creatures had torn into his flesh. He felt nothing. No pain, no tenderness, not even the puckered memory of a wound. He threw back the thick duvet and stared at his skin in the growing light. Where there should have been deep, ragged gashes, there were only faint, silvery lines, like intricate scars drawn in moonlight. They didn’t look like old wounds; they looked like art, like some form of magical tattoo.

He swung his legs out of bed, his feet landing softly on the polished floorboards. He stood up, testing his weight. No weakness. No pain. He felt strong. Healthy. The horrific encounter in the cellar was already like a fever dream, a story that had happened to someone else.

And the rest of it… The house speaking to him. The system. The translucent blue screen in his vision. He let out a short, sharp grunt, a sound of pure skepticism.

“A video game in my head,” he muttered to the empty, fire-warmed room. “Right. Stress-induced hallucination. Blood loss. That’s all it was.” It was the only explanation his logical mind could offer, the only port in a storm of utter insanity. He was a financial analyst, not the main character in a fantasy novel. He was clinging to that fact as if it were a life raft.

PING!

The sound wasn't auditory. It was mental. A clear, distinct chime that resonated in the center of his consciousness. And with it, the translucent blue box reappeared in his vision, as clear and undeniable as the bed he had just woken in.

NOTIFICATION

Status Updated: HP Fully Restored (70/70). MP Fully Restored (140/140).

All Negative Status Effects (Bleeding, Fatigued) Removed.

New Buff Gained: [Well-Rested] - (Increases Stamina and Mana regeneration by 10% for 8 hours).

Eddie stared, his mouth agape. The denial, the carefully constructed wall of rationalization he had just built, crumbled to dust. This was real. It was happening. A jolt of panic, cold and sharp, lanced through him. He had a video game system installed in his brain. What did that mean? Was he still human? Was he just a puppet for the ancient, talking house?

He forced the panic down. The house had said this was his birthright. His key to survival. He needed to understand it, not fear it. He took a deep, steadying breath and focused his will, just as the house had instructed. ‘Character Sheet,’ he thought, the command feeling surprisingly natural.

The familiar windows materialized. He saw his stats, unchanged from the night before. Level 1. He felt a flicker of disappointment, a gamer’s instinct wanting to see progress, before he remembered he had just been sleeping. But then he looked closer. He felt the truth of the numbers. The HP: 70/70 wasn't just a number; it was the vibrant energy coursing through his veins. The CON: 7 felt less like a low score and more like a baseline from which he could build his health as it was clearly ten times that attribute. A slow grin spread across his face. This wasn’t just a system in him; it was him. It was a tangible representation of his own potential. He felt stronger, better, healthier, because according to the undeniable logic of the screen in his head, he was.

He looked around the room. A full-length mirror stood against the far wall. It was framed in dark, ornately carved wood, the glass clean and perfect. He was certain it hadn't been there when he’d collapsed into bed. Another gift from the house, he supposed. Drawn by powerful curiosity, he walked towards it.

He stopped a few feet away and simply stared at the reflection. The man looking back at him was Eddie Strike, but it was an Eddie he had never seen before. The ‘beige’ had been stripped away. The subtle softness around his jawline had firmed up. His shoulders, usually slumped from years behind a desk, were broader, squarer. He unbuttoned his torn, blood-caked shirt, letting it fall to the floor. The change was subtle, but undeniable. He wasn’t suddenly a muscle-bound giant, but the undefined, doughy physique of his former life had been replaced by a lean, wiry strength. There was a clear definition to his chest and arms, the dormant muscles of a man awakened by a desperate fight for survival. His skin, once pale from indoor living, had a healthier, more vital tone. Even his eyes, the color of a stormy sea, were clearer and more intense.

He was so engrossed in his own transformation, he didn't hear the door creak open. He turned slightly, appraising the new shape of his bicep, a small, almost embarrassed flex tightening the muscle. This was him. Level 1 him. What would Level 10 look like?

“The House agrees with you.”

Eddie jumped, spinning around to see Cerys leaning against the doorframe, a now-familiar, mischievous smirk on her face. She was back in her usual, almost defiantly unflattering attire: the heavy fisherman’s sweater, the worn jeans, the muddy boots. There was no trace of the ethereal, winged creature from his dream-like vision last night. He felt a sudden, sharp pang of disappointment.

He instinctively tried to cover his bare chest, a flush of embarrassment creeping up his neck. “I was just…uh…”

“Appreciating the renovations?” she finished for him, her lips curling up. “Don’t be shy, Eddie. It’s a good look for you. The house rewards effort. The more you put into it, the more you’ll get out of it. In every sense.” Her gaze was pointed, confirming that his physical change was real and directly connected to the system.

This was his chance. He had to ask. “Cerys, what is this thing? This…system in my head? What are you? Last night, I saw…”

She held up a hand, cutting him off. Her expression was still friendly, but there was a finality in it that brooked no argument. “Ah-ah. No time for a thousand questions this morning. The sun is shining, the gulls are calling, and the island isn’t going to explore itself. We’re going out.”

“Out?” Eddie protested, gesturing around the restored bedroom. “But the house… I have to work on it. I need to level up!” The words sounded absurd as soon as they left his mouth, but they felt true.

“The house will still be a ruin when we get back,” she said cheerfully. “And a Steward can’t protect a place he doesn’t understand. You need to see where you are. You need to breathe the air, feel the history. Now, find some clothes in that wardrobe—the house provides—and meet me downstairs in five minutes.”

She disappeared before he could protest further. He glanced at the wardrobe she’d indicated. It was the same one from the night before, but it now was newer, the wood richer. He opened it. Inside, instead of dust and mothballs, was a small, practical selection of men’s clothing: sturdy jeans, thick woollen sweaters, flannel shirts, and hiking boots. All in his size. With a sigh that was part frustration, part resignation, he got dressed. The clothes fit perfectly. He knew they would. But, rather than be overjoyed, he felt a little cheated, robbed of the ability to fashion his new look.

They left the house, and the morning was as glorious as the previous day had been grim. The wind had died down to a gentle, salt-scented breeze, and the sun shone from a brilliant blue sky, making the dew on the overgrown lawn glitter like a carpet of diamonds. Birds sang their hearts out in the surrounding plantation. It was idyllic, a world away from the groaning, dying ruin he had first encountered.

Cerys led him down the winding track and into Port Erin. The small town was bustling with a quiet, morning energy. They walked towards the station, a beautiful, historic building of red brick and wrought iron.

“Breakfast first,” Cerys announced, steering him into a small cafe attached to the station. The air inside was warm and thick with the smell of sizzling bacon, fresh coffee, and toasted bread. It was a cozy, welcoming place, filled with locals chatting and laughing.

They sat at a small table by the window, and Cerys ordered for both of them without asking—two full Manx breakfasts, which arrived shortly after, a glorious pile of kippers, bacon, sausage, eggs, and soda bread. As they ate, a loud, piercing whistle echoed from the platform. A magnificent, green and black steam engine, hissing and panting like a living beast, slowly pulled away from the station, dragging a line of vintage red carriages behind it. The sight was magical, a postcard from a bygone era.

“The Isle of Man Steam Railway,” Cerys said it around a mouthful of kipper. “Been running since 1874. It’s a different kind of time, here, Eddie. Slower. Deeper. You’d do well to remember that.”

After breakfast, their bellies full, they took a walk along the wide, crescent-shaped beach. The tide was out, leaving a vast expanse of damp, golden sand. Eddie, used to the gray, trash-strewn waters around New York, was amazed by the clarity of the sea, its surface sparkling under the sun. Cerys pointed out the imposing red and white lifeboat station at the far end of the bay.

“That building’s seen more drama than a thousand plays,” she said, her tone suddenly serious. “The sea gives, Eddie, but it also takes. People here have a healthy respect for it. It’s not something to be tamed. It’s something to be…negotiated with.”

From the beach, she led him up a steep, winding coastal path. The walk was strenuous, but Eddie found he wasn’t as out of breath as he would have been just two days ago. Must be his new Constitution stat, he mused. The higher they climbed, the more spectacular the view became, the whole of Port Erin bay laid out below them like a map. They finally reached the top of Bradda Head, a wild, windswept promontory with Milner’s Tower standing like a lonely stone sentinel against the sky. The sea stretched out before them, a vast, shimmering expanse of sapphire blue meeting the horizon. The wind up there was stronger, a clean, powerful force that blew all the cobwebs from his mind.

They found a flat, sun-warmed rock to sit on, sheltered from the main force of the wind. For a long time, they just sat in a comfortable silence, watching the gulls wheel and cry overhead.

“This island is old,” Cerys said finally, her voice soft, almost carried away by the wind. “Older than you can imagine. It’s soaked in magic. It’s a place between places.”

And then she began to talk in earnest. She told him about Mannanán mac Lir, the ancient Celtic sea god who was the island’s first ruler and protector. She explained how, when invaders threatened, Mannanán would draw his misty cloak around the island, hiding it from sight. Eddie thought of the thick fog and rain that had greeted him, and a shiver went down his spine.

She told him about the Fairy Bridge, a small, unassuming bridge in the south of the island where one must always greet the ‘Little People’ – the Mooinjer Veggey – with a cheerful ‘hello’ to ensure safe passage. The name of his house. Not just a quaint name, but a direct connection to the unseen inhabitants of this place.

She spoke of the ancient stone circles that dotted the island’s hills, places of power where the veil between worlds was thin, where rituals were performed and pacts were made. Pacts, he thought, like the one he had sealed with his house.

As she spoke, her voice weaving tales of gods and magical creatures, the wind whipping strands of her fiery hair across her face, something shifted in Eddie. The powerful, elemental landscape around them, combined with her stories, triggered the memory from the night before. He saw it with perfect clarity: the image of her by his bedside, her skin glowing, her clothes spun from starlight, her magnificent, iridescent wings unfurled in the firelight.

He looked at her now, this woman in a worn-out fisherman’s sweater and muddy boots, and he saw both versions at once. He saw the practical, infuriatingly bossy guide who had dragged him from his bed. And he saw the breathtakingly beautiful, powerful Fae creature from his vision. The two images merged, creating a woman who was so much more than the sum of her parts. She was the earth and the sky, the mundane and the magical, all wrapped up in one confounding, captivating package.

The last of his annoyance, his resentment, his fear of her, simply melted away, carried off by the wind. In its place, a feeling he hadn’t experienced in a very, very long time began to bloom in his chest. Awe. Fascination. A deep, burgeoning affection that went beyond mere friendship.

She was the key. She was the one who had guided him, who had helped him, who understood this insane new world he had been thrust into. She was a creature of immense power and impossible beauty, and for some reason he couldn't fathom, she was on his side.

She finished a story about a mischievous buggane and turned to him, a smile playing on her lips. “See? It’s not so bad, is it?”

He looked at her, really looked at her, and their eyes met. He saw the challenge in her. A challenge for him to rise from mediocrity and take his place in her world.

The wind whipped a strand of red hair across her cheek, and without thinking, he reached out and gently tucked it behind her ear. His fingers brushed against her skin, and for a fleeting second, he felt that same cool, clean spark of energy he’d felt the night before. She didn’t pull away. Her smile softened, her eyes holding his for a long, charged moment.

In that moment, looking at the impossibly beautiful woman in the impossibly strange place, a thought, completely alien to the Eddie Strike of just a week ago, formed in his mind. It was a thought that had nothing to do with leveling up, or restoring the house, or even just surviving. For the first time in as long as he could remember, he wondered if they could have a future together. A real one. Here. It was the most terrifying, and the most wonderful, thought he had ever had.


Chapter
Eight



A charged silence stretched between them on the headland, thick with unspoken words and filled with the raw power of the sea far below. Eddie’s still tingled from their brief touch as he stood on a precipice far more dangerous than the granite cliff beneath his feet.

Cerys broke the spell with a low chuckle. It wasn't unkind, but it effectively shattered the fragile, intimate bubble that had formed around them. She sprang to her feet with the fluid grace of a wild animal, her momentary softness replaced by her usual, restless energy.

“Come on, then, slowpoke,” she said, her eyes sparkling with a challenge. “The day’s not done yet. The best views are yet to come.”

She turned and set off along a narrow track that clung precariously to the very edge of the world. Eddie, still reeling from the emotional vertigo of the last few minutes, scrambled to his feet and followed her. The path was little more than a sheep trail, a thin, brown ribbon winding its way along the cliff face. To his right was the steep, gorse-covered slope of the headland; to his left, a sheer, terrifying drop to the churning, white-flecked sea hundreds of feet below.

Eddie of New York, the man who considered a broken escalator a major hazard, screamed in silent protest. Every instinct honed by a lifetime of concrete and safety railings told him this was insane. There were no barriers. Loose scree shifted under his new hiking boots. The wind, funnelling up the cliff face, pushed and pulled at him, a playful but powerful bully. He walked with stiff, unnatural caution, his body rigid with fear, his eyes glued to the treacherous ground just in front of his feet.

Cerys, in contrast, danced along the path. She moved with light, sure-footed confidence that was both mesmerizing and infuriating. She never stumbled, her balance as perfect as a gull’s on the wing. She’d occasionally stop and turn, a wide grin on her face, as she waited for him to catch up.

“Come on slowpoke,” she taunted, as if it were her new favorite word.

But as they walked, a strange and wonderful transformation began to take place within Eddie. The initial, gut-wrenching fear receded, replaced by a thrilling, heightened awareness. He lifted his head, looked out at the wild, dangerous beauty around him. The vast, endless expanse of the sea, the dramatic sweep of the coastline, the immense blue dome of the sky—it was a sensory overload that dwarfed the artificial chaos of Times Square.

The power of the place seeped into him, a strange osmosis of energy. It was in the salty, invigorating air that filled his lungs, in the solid, ancient rock beneath his feet, in the ceaseless, rhythmic roar of the waves that were the island's very heartbeat. His System hummed quietly in the back of his consciousness, as if it were drinking in the raw, elemental power too. He could feel his stats responding, his dexterity sharpening with every carefully placed footstep, his constitution hardening against the persistent push of the wind. This environment wasn't trying to kill him; it was forging him. He was a piece of raw iron being hammered into shape on the anvil of the island itself.

He began to feel like he belonged. The thought was staggering. He, Eddie Strike, the man of highrise apartments and gray cubicles, belonged here, on this wild, perilous cliff edge. The feeling was so profound, so right, that it was less like a discovery and more like a homecoming. His stride lengthened. His fear-induced stiffness melted away, replaced by a newfound balance and confidence. He was no longer just following Cerys; he was walking with her.

They rounded a sharp bend, and the path narrowed even further. Here, the track crumbled at the edge, the drop just inches from their feet. The wind howled with a renewed ferocity, whipping Cerys’s red hair across her face. She took a step onto a section of path that looked particularly unstable. There was a sudden, sharp crack as a piece of rock broke away beneath her boot.

She let out a small, startled cry, her arms flailing as she lost her balance, her body lurching sideways towards the abyss.

Time slowed. The rational part of Eddie’s brain, the part that calculated risk, had no time to engage. He reacted on pure, primal instinct, a surge of adrenaline bypassing all thought. Lunging forward, his movements swift and certain in a way they never would have been just a day ago, he grabbed her arm, his fingers digging into the thick wool of her sweater, and pulled.

His own momentum, combined with hers, brought her crashing into him. He stumbled back a step, his boots finding solid ground, and wrapped his other arm around her waist to steady them both, pulling her flush against his body in a tight, protective embrace.

The world fell away. There was no wind, no roaring sea, no perilous drop. There was only the solid, warm reality of her in his arms. He could feel the frantic, bird-like flutter of her heart against his own steady, pounding rhythm. She pressed her hands flat against his chest, and the soft curve of her body molded to his. Her scent washed over him—sea spray, moss, and that indefinable, electric spark of ozone—and it filled his senses.

He looked down. Her head was tilted back, her violet eyes wide with surprise. Her lips were inches from his, slightly parted, soft, warm breath flowing over his chin. For the second time that day, he was on a precipice, and this one was infinitely more terrifying. He could see the universe in her eyes, a swirling galaxy of mischief, power, and something else, something deeper he couldn't name.

The moment stretched, taut and shimmering. He was going to kiss her. He knew it with absolute certainty. He lowered his head, his own lips parting…

A low chuckle vibrated through her chest, breaking the spell as surely as if she had pushed him away. She gently disentangled herself from his embrace, her eyes sparkling with an unreadable emotion as she took a step back, her balance instantly restored.

“Good reflexes, Strike,” she said, her voice light and breezy, but with an undercurrent he couldn’t decipher. “See? I told you this place agreed with you.”

She turned and continued along the path as if nothing had happened, leaving Eddie standing there, his arms strangely empty, his heart thudding in his chest. He watched her walk away, a whirlwind of confusion in his mind. Had the slip been real? Or had it been a test? A game? A way to gauge his reactions, to see if the man was finally catching up to the nascent hero the house was trying to build? With Cerys, he was beginning to realize, he would never be quite sure.

They walked the rest of the way in a charged but comfortable silence, traversing the gorse-and-heather-covered summit of the headland, the path eventually leading them to a steep, switch-backing track that led down into a secluded cove. A younger Eddie would have looked at the descent with dread, picking his way down with agonizing slowness. But the man who had faced down dog-sized rats and walked the cliff-edge with a mysterious beauty felt no fear. He navigated the steep path with an easy, confident stride, his body moving with a newfound grace.

Before he knew it, they were standing on the pebbly shore of Fleshwick Bay. It was a place of breathtaking, secluded beauty. High, dark cliffs enclosed the cove on three sides, creating a sense of being in a hushed, secret cathedral, the waves whispering their prayers. Millions of smooth, multi-colored stones and pebbles, worn down by millennia of tides, spread in a shallow arc. The sea, a clear, turquoise green in the shallows, undulated calm. They found a large, sun-bleached piece of driftwood and sat, the only two souls in the ancient, hidden place.

After a few minutes of quiet contemplation, Cerys began to search the beach, picking up smooth, flattish stones of varying sizes. She returned with a small collection and sat beside him.

“The house needs strength, Eddie,” she began, her voice serious. “And so do you. Your battle in the cellar earned you a level in a new skill, but raw, physical power—your Strength and Constitution—will only come from hard, physical work. From rebuilding the house, stone by stone. But that’s not enough.”

She took one of the larger, flatter stones and placed it firmly on the driftwood between them. Then she selected a smaller one. “You can be as strong as an ox, but if your mind isn’t sharp, if your focus is weak, you’ll be useless. Strength without control is chaos.”

She delicately placed the second stone on top of the first, her fingers moving with incredible precision. She adjusted it by a hair's breadth, her head tilted, her brow furrowed in concentration, until it found its perfect point of balance. She added a third, and then a fourth, each one a minor miracle of physics and focus.

“This,” she said, gesturing to the small, elegant tower, “is focus. It’s about patience. It’s about feeling the tiny imperfections, finding the center of gravity, not just with your eyes, but with your entire being. It’s a way to train your mind, your Intelligence and your Wisdom, to keep pace with your body. You need to be balanced, Eddie. In all things.”

She gently nudged the pile of remaining stones towards him. “Your turn.”

Eddie looked from her perfect, four-stone tower to the pile of ordinary pebbles. It looked easy enough. He picked up a large base stone and then a smaller one, trying to mimic her actions. He placed the smaller one on top of the larger. Simple enough. Then he placed the third, taking his time to balance it. It immediately wobbled and fell off.

He tried again, concentrating harder. This time he managed to get the third stone to stay, but when he added the fourth, the whole structure collapsed with a clatter. He growled in frustration.

“You’re thinking too much,” Cerys said softly. “You’re trying to force it. Stop thinking. Just…feel.”

Eddie closed his eyes for a second, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. He forced his frustration to drain away, then picked up his stones again. This time, he didn't just look at them. He felt their weight, their texture, the subtle dips and rises on their surfaces. He placed the third stone on the second, and instead of letting go immediately, he kept his fingers on it, feeling for the tiny shift in weight, the moment of perfect equilibrium where it settled into its center. He found it. He slowly, carefully, added a fourth. And then a fifth. It was a wobbly, modest, entirely imperfect tower, but it was standing. His tower.

He felt a ridiculous, disproportionate surge of pride when a small notification chimed in his mind.

Passive Skill Gained: [Patience] - Level 1. (Grants a minor bonus to tasks requiring sustained focus).

WIS +1

He grinned, a wide, genuine smile.

“That’s enough for one day,” Cerys said, nodding in approval. “It’s a start.”

They left the secret cove, taking a long, winding path that led up from the bay, through quiet woods, and eventually back towards the road that led to his dilapidated house. The afternoon was beginning to wane, the light turning soft, golden yellow. They walked in comfortable silence, the earlier tension replaced by a shared sense of accomplishment.

As they arrived back at the gates of Mooinjer Veggey, the sun dipped towards the horizon. The ruin looked less menacing in the warm, evening light, more like a sleeping giant than a dying beast.

“I have to go,” Cerys announced, her tone becoming brisk and business-like once more. “Things to do. Other…wards to check on.”

“Will I see you again?” Eddie asked, the question sounding more vulnerable than he intended.

She gave him a cryptic wink. “Oh, you’ll see me. I’ll be back tonight. To show you the nightlife.”

“The nightlife? In Port Erin?” he asked, picturing a single, quiet pub.

“Not Port Erin’s nightlife,” she clarified with a grin that sent a shiver down his spine. “The island’s nightlife.” And with those parting words, she disappeared down the track, leaving him alone with his thoughts and the looming presence of his house.

He stood there for a moment, wondering what to do with himself, wondering what on earth she could have meant. He was tired, but it was a good kind of tired, the ache of muscles well-used, and he felt more alive than he ever had. Facing the house, ready to perhaps inspect a wall or a window, he was ready to set to work. A question wandered through his mind. Was he doing it for him, or to impress her?

As he pondered the question, a familiar, deep, rumbling voice echoed directly in his mind, startling him.

“Ah, Little Strike. I’m glad you’re back. Your energy feels…cleaner. More balanced. But rest is a luxury. I have another little problem for you…”


Chapter
Nine



The deep, resonant voice of the house filled Eddie’s mind not with a sense of dread, but with weary resignation. His brief idyllic day of stone-stacking and coastal walks was over, and his landlord had another chore for him.

Eddie sighed, leaning against the crumbling stone archway of the front door. “Let me guess,” he said, speaking his thoughts aloud, knowing the house would hear them whether he did or didn’t. “Another little problem? Like the tiny rats that were the size of Labradors?”

A low, grating rumble, the architectural equivalent of a dry chuckle, vibrated through the floor. “Your victory has earned you sarcasm. A worthy prize. But yes. Another problem. Deeper this time. A sickness in my bones. Woodworm.Your grandfather rid me of them countless times. The pests keep coming back.”

“Woodworm,” Eddie repeated flatly. He pictured the tiny, pinprick holes in antique furniture. It sounded almost laughably mundane after the battle in the cellar. But he knew better. He had been played for a fool once; it wouldn’t happen again. “And these woodworms…they’re not exactly small, are they?”

“Size is a matter of perspective,” the house stated evasively. “They gnaw at my deeper foundations. They weaken my structure. They must be purged. The way to my belly is as it was before. Go now. Prove your worth anew.”

The voice faded, leaving Eddie alone with the setting sun and the daunting prospect of another trip into the darkness below the house. But this time was different. He wasn’t a terrified victim anymore. He was a player. He had a System, and he intended to use it.

Before you act, understand your strengths and weaknesses. The House’s advice from the previous day echoed in his mind. He closed his eyes and called up his character sheet.

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 1 

	Title: Novice Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 70 / 70 

	MP (Mana Points): 140 / 140 

	Status: Well-Rested 




ATTRIBUTES

STR: 8 | DEX: 9 | CON: 7 | INT: 14 | WIS: 11 | CHA: 6

He analyzed the numbers with the familiar detachment of his old job. His Intelligence and Wisdom were his highest stats, but they weren't much use in a brawl. His physical stats were pathetic. The 7 in Constitution explained why the rat bites had hurt so much. An 8 in Strength meant he wasn’t going to be overpowering anything. His only real advantage was his Dexterity at 9. He was agile, at least for a man of his background. That meant dodging was better than blocking. Speed over brute force.

And his skills…he had his Broom skill. It was all he had. But it was something. He had a plan. Or the beginnings of one. First, he needed weapons. Proper ones, this time.

He turned his back on the cellar door and searched the ground floor for something…anything, that might be of use. He was a man with a mission. In the gloomy drawing room, he found the source of his first skill: the splintered broom handle, lying where he’d dropped it after the rat fight. It was about four feet long, the end a jagged, sharp point. A short spear, it was a short spear. He hefted it. It felt good in his hand, familiar. He had experience with this.

Next, a shield. He needed something to keep the "woodworms" at bay. In the ruined kitchen, amidst the rust and decay, he found it. A large, round, galvanized metal dustbin lid. It was dented and grimy, but the handles were solid. He slipped his left arm through them and lifted it into position. Although clumsy and heavy, it had potential. He could move it swiftly, blocking, punching forward. It would do.

Finally, a sidearm. A backup weapon for when things went wrong. Leaning against the grand, rubble-filled fireplace in the main hall was a set of antique fire irons. He selected a poker. It was heavy, solid wrought iron with a sharp, pointed tip. Perfect for close-quarters stabbing. He tucked it into his belt, the cool, heavy metal a comforting weight against his hip.

Before he was truly ready, he stood in the center of the hall, armed for battle, resembling an absurd, bizarre parody of a knight in a video game, with his trash can lid shield, his splintered spear, and his fireplace poker sword. A hysterical laugh bubbled up in his chest, but he choked it down. This was his reality now. He was the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey, and he had a job to do.

He took a deep breath, his new [Patience] skill helping to calm his racing heart, and descended once more into the cellar.

The change was immediate and startling. The oppressive, absolute darkness of his last visit was gone. A series of flaming torches set in rusted iron sconces on the stone walls illuminated the first part of the cellar; a wide, circular chamber around the base of the stairs. The warm, flickering, light cast long, dancing shadows and smelled of wax candles, but with an underlying, cleaner scent…something like ozone and dried herbs. Perhaps, he thought, it was the scent of magic.

The rat corpses, and the gore from his previous night’s battle, were gone. The packed earth floor and stone flagged paths were clean and dust free. It was clear the house had stepped in, which led Eddie to wonder exactly how much power it had, and why it needed him to kill anything. If it could make corpses vanish, then surely it could kill the creatures itself? But this was setting the stage for his next trial, and if he was to progress, then he had to fight. Cerys had said as much.

The torchlight illuminated a space about fifty feet in diameter, but beyond the circle of light, the darkness was deeper, more absolute than before. The cellar had grown while he’d been lost in thought, its walls tapering away into an immense, unseen cavern. From that deep darkness, he could hear a faint, dry, chittering sound, like a thousand insects rubbing their legs together.

Eddie walked purposefully to the very edge of the torchlight, planting his feet firmly. He raised his dustbin lid, its metal surface gleaming in the flickering light, and he held his broom-spear at the ready, its splintered point aimed at the darkness.

“Alright, you bastards!” he yelled, his voice echoing in the vast, subterranean space. “I’m the new exterminator! Come and get it!”

For a moment, there was only silence, broken by the crackle of the torches. Then, the chittering sound grew louder and closer. From the edge of the darkness, something emerged, slithering into the torchlight.

It was pale and long, the color of dead wood, and easily the size of a boa constrictor. Overlapping chitinous plates covered its segmented body, clicking and scraping the flagstones as it moved. The creature had no eyes, its head the shape of a nightmarish tapered drill, which then opened up like a grotesque flower displaying a circular mouth filled with concentric rings of sharp, spiny, needle-like teeth. It reared up, its snake-like body swaying, its horrific mouth pulsing.

Then another emerged beside it. And another. And another. Within seconds, a dozen of the monstrous "woodworms" slithered into the light, their blind heads pointing towards him, the chittering sound now a loud, menacing chorus.

Eddie’s stomach turned, but he held his ground. This was it. Round Two.

One of the creatures lunged, moving with unnatural, darting speed. Eddie caught the attack on his shield. The sound was like a dentist’s drill hitting metal, a high-pitched, grinding screech as the creature’s spiny teeth scraped against the galvanized lid. The force of the impact jarred his arm, but the shield held and he held, his feet planted against a flagstone and its mud grouting.

He thrust forward with his spear, the splintered point sinking into the soft, fleshy part of the creature’s mouth. It let out a horrific, wet shriek and recoiled, thrashing wildly. He’d drawn first blood.

-3 HP!

A notification flashed as another worm struck his shield arm from the side, its teeth finding the small gap between the shield and his body. The pain was sharp, but nothing like the crushing bite of the rats. He grunted, shoving the creature away with the edge of his shield.

The battle became a chaotic, deadly dance at the edge of the light. Eddie used the defensive training he hadn’t known he possessed. He used the shield not just to block, but to bash, knocking the creatures off balance. He used his superior DEX to sidestep their lunging attacks, letting their momentum carry them past him, leaving them vulnerable to a quick jab from his spear.

CRACK! He brought his spear down hard on the plated back of one worm, the chitin cracking like a lobster shell. It convulsed and went still.

He was learning, adapting; not just surviving, but fighting. Grim satisfaction came with every successful block, every telling blow. The worms were fast, but they lunged with predictable timing, blind hunger their only tactic.

He grew bolder, stepping out from his defensive stance, going on the offensive. He stabbed and swept, his broom-spear a blur of motion. He took another hit, a worm latching onto his leg.

-5 HP!

He roared in pain and anger, bringing the heavy metal lid down on its head with all his might. There was a sickening, wet crunch, and the creature fell away, its head a mangled ruin.

He had killed four of them, but there were still eight more, and he was beginning to tire. His arms ached from the weight of the shield, and his HP was slowly but steadily being chipped away, falling to 62/70.

Then, one of the creatures did something different. Instead of lunging, it spat a thick, viscous stream of acidic goo. It hit his shield with a loud sizzle, the metal hissing and smoking, a patch of it turning a dull, corroded black. If that had hit his skin…

He had to end this, and fast. His spear was beginning to lose its point, weakened by the constant impacts. It wouldn't last much longer.

An idea, born of desperation and his higher-than-average INT, sparked in his mind. The creatures were attracted to wood. That’s what woodworms lived for. His weapon was made of wood.

He parried another lunge, then, with a great yell, he hurled his splintered broom-spear deep into the darkness beyond the torchlight.

The effect was instantaneous. The remaining worms, their blind senses locking onto the wooden projectile, immediately lost all interest in him. As one, they turned and slithered rapidly into the darkness, chasing the lure.

The sudden silence was deafening. He hadn't killed them all, but he had driven them off. He had won the battle, if not the war. He stood panting in the center of the torchlit circle, the chittering sounds fading into the distance.

But his relief was short-lived. A noise from behind him, from the base of the stairs, made him spin around. One of the worms, larger and darker than the others, hadn't taken the bait. It must have been the queen, the matriarch of the nest. It had been hiding, waiting. It let out a piercing shriek and lunged, its gaping, tooth-filled maw heading straight for his face.

Eddie had no time to think. His spear was gone. He reacted on pure instinct. He dropped his shield and his hand flew to his belt, yanking out the heavy iron fire poker. He brought it up in a two-handed grip just as the creature hit him.

The force of the impact sent him flying backwards, his head cracking against a stone pillar. The world exploded in a shower of white stars.

-15 HP!

He was dazed, his vision swimming. The monster was on top of him, its immense weight pinning him to the ground, its spiny mouth snapping inches from his face, the smell of its acidic saliva acrid in his nostrils. He shoved with all his might, his STR of 8 feeling hopelessly inadequate. He could feel its teeth grazing his cheek.

With a final, desperate roar, he thrust the fire poker upwards. The iron tip found the soft, vulnerable tissue at the back of the creature’s throat. He pushed, pouring every last ounce of his strength, his fear, his will to live, into that one, final attack.

CRITICAL HIT!

The poker sank deep. The queen let out a horrible, gurgling scream, its snake-like body violently convulsing. A torrent of foul-smelling ichor poured from its mouth, drenching him. Then, with a final, shuddering tremor, it went limp, its dead weight crushing him.

He lay there for a long moment, pinned beneath the corpse of his enemy, the stench of its innards making him gag. With a great effort, he managed to shove the heavy body off him and crawl away.

And then the notifications came, a blessed, glorious cascade of blue light and triumphant chimes.

Quest Complete: Purge the Deeper Sickness!

XP Gained: 500!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 2!

All HP/MP Restored! All Negative Status Effects Removed!

You have 5 Attribute Points to allocate.

New Skill Gained: [Shield Bash] - Level 1. (Allows you to use your shield as a blunt weapon, with a chance to stagger opponents).

New Skill Gained: [Piercing Attack (Dagger/Short Spear)] - Level 1. (Increases critical hit chance when using small, pointed weapons).

Skill Updated: [Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Broom)] has been generalized to [Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] and has reached Level 2.

A wave of warmth and pure, clean energy washed through him, instantly erasing his pain and exhaustion. He felt incredible. Stronger. He pulled up his full stat sheet, a wide, triumphant grin spreading across his bruised face.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 2 

	Title: Novice Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 70 / 70 

	MP (Mana Points): 140 / 140 

	Status: Adrenaline Rush 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 8 

	DEX (Dexterity): 9 

	CON (Constitution): 7 

	INT (Intelligence): 14 

	WIS (Wisdom): 11 

	CHA (Charisma): 6 




Unallocated Points: 5

SKILLS

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 2 

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 1 

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

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 




Five points. He could raise his pathetic Constitution, or boost his Strength. He could become even smarter. The possibilities were intoxicating. But the adrenaline rush was already beginning to fade, leaving behind a bone-deep weariness that no magical healing could erase. The mental toll of the fight had been immense. He would allocate the points later.

He pushed himself to his feet, leaving the poker embedded in the queen’s corpse and didn't even glance at the dented dustbin lid. He was done with the cellar for the day and staggered up the stone stairs, each step feeling like a monumental effort. The darkened halls of the main floor greeted him, his only goal the sanctuary of his bedroom.

He pushed open the door and practically fell into the room. The fire still crackled merrily in the hearth, the magnificent four-poster bed looking like a vision of heaven. He didn't bother with his clothes this time either, just stumbled forward and collapsed onto the mattress, the soft duvet enveloping him like a comforting cloud.

His body was healed, but his mind was frayed. He had survived two deadly trials in as many days. He had leveled up. He was, by some insane metric, succeeding.

But as he lay there, his cheek pressed against the cool, clean linen, only one thought managed to penetrate the fog of his exhaustion. Cerys. She had said she was coming back. To show him the "nightlife."

He pictured his bruised, battered body, replaying the terror of the fight in his mind. He wondered, with a sense of profound and weary dread, if he’d even be in any state to stand, let alone face whatever magical insanity she had planned for their evening out.


Chapter
Ten



A groan escaped Eddie’s lips as consciousness returned, dragging him from the blissful, black depths of exhaustion. He felt like he’d been run over by a truck, then put through a cement mixer for good measure. Every muscle ached with the memory of desperate exertion. Lying face down on the heavenly mattress, the scent of his own dried blood and the foul ichor of the woodworm queen faded and he groaned, forcing his eyes tightly shut.

“Get up, Strike! The night waits for no man, not even a lazy Steward who sleeps past sunset!”

Cerys’s voice, sharp and laced with impatience, sliced through the groggy fog of his sleep. He pushed himself up on his elbows, his movements stiff and painful. She stood by the door, arms crossed, tapping her foot impatiently. But, oh boy, did she look good. Dressed to thrill were the words that filled Eddie’s thoughts. Though her choice of attire—dark, skin tight trousers, a deep purple tunic unbuttoned and displaying her enticing cleavage, and cute, calf-high boots—gave no clue as to their destination. But, even though she looked stunning, exhaustion guided Eddie’s reply.

“Give me a break,” he grumbled, his voice a hoarse croak. “I was a little busy. There were worms, Cerys. Giant, man-eating woodworms with acid spit.” He gestured vaguely towards his own filthy, blood-caked state as evidence.

She threw her head back and laughed, a sound of pure, unadulterated amusement. “Oh, the burrowers? Pussycats, Eddie, I promise you. Just the house’s way of clearing out the splinters. You should see what lives in the attic. Now, are you ready?”

Eddie stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “Pussycats? Cerys, one of them was the size of a python! It tried to eat my face!” He was aghast, his heroic, near-death struggle reduced to a mere pest control issue. “Ready?” he continued, his voice rising, filled with incredulity. He held up his hands, showing the dried blood under his fingernails, the scabbed-over cuts on his forearms. “Look at me! I’m covered in monster guts and my own blood. My clothes are ruined. I feel like I’ve gone ten rounds with a giant cheese grater. How in the hell could I possibly be ready to go anywhere?”

Cerys tilted her head, a genuine look of confusion replacing her amusement. “But…you dealt with them, didn’t you? The House is grateful. Did you even look at your rewards? You did level, after all.”

Rewards? In the haze of exhaustion and the triumph of survival, he had completely forgotten. The last thing he remembered was the cascade of blue notifications before passing out. Frowning, he closed his eyes and focused inward. The familiar interface shimmered into existence behind his eyelids. He mentally scrolled past the ‘LEVEL UP!’ notification, past the new skills, and there, at the bottom of the list, was a line item he had overlooked. It was marked with a small, glowing gift box icon.

[UNREAD GIFT] A Gift from a Grateful House: The Steward's Ablutions are now empowered. For your service in purging the deeper sickness, the master bathroom shower will restore and invigorate. A reward for deeds rendered.

“A magical shower,” Eddie said aloud, the words sounding utterly ridiculous.

“Well, of course,” Cerys said, as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “The house looks after its own. Especially a Steward who pulls his weight. Now, go on. The bathroom’s through there. A shower and some clean clothes, and you’ll be a new man again.”

He glanced at the door she indicated, the one beside the great wardrobe, and sighed. “I can’t see it being that invigorating.”

Strolling over, he pushed the door open and peered inside. The "Master Bath" was as much a ruin as the rest of the house. Its discolored, cracked tiles barely clung to the wall, and the brass taps on the sink were green and tarnished. The shower head, a large, bell-shaped contraption, was just plain grim. It looked less like a magical font of healing and more like a tetanus trap.

“That?” he asked, turning back to her. “You want me to get in that?”

“Don’t judge a book by its crumbling, moldy cover,” she said, pushing him gently towards the bathroom. “The magic is in the water, not the plumbing. Now, hurry up.”

She followed him as far as the bathroom doorway and then simply…waited, her arms crossed, leaning against the frame. Eddie stood awkwardly in the middle of the decrepit bathroom, acutely aware of her presence. He needed to shower and to do that, he needed to get undressed. And she was just standing there, watching him with those impossibly beautiful violet eyes.

The silence stretched, thick and uncomfortable. He cleared his throat. “Well?” she finally prompted, an eyebrow raised. “Are you expecting it to do the work? Chop, chop, Slowpoke!”

He felt a flush creep up his neck. “Could I…get a moment?” he asked, the words feeling clumsy and inadequate. “You know. Alone?”

Her face broke into a wide, wicked grin. “Oh, the city boy is a prude! Worried I might see your battle scars?” she teased. The flirtatious glint in her eyes was unmistakable this time, and it sent a jolt through him. “Fine, fine,” she sighed dramatically, raising her hands in surrender. “I’ll be good. Don’t take all night.” She backed out of the doorway, pulling the door almost completely shut, but leaving it open a tantalizing inch.

Eddie stood there for a second, his mind racing. Was she just messing with him? Or was this a genuine, if bizarre, form of flirtation? With Cerys, the line between the two was becoming increasingly blurry. He shook his head, a small, disbelieving smile touching his lips. He was in a haunted, sentient, magical house, fighting monsters for rewards, and he was getting flustered over a girl who might be a fairy. His life was officially a soap opera written by a madman.

Stripping off his ruined clothes, he kicked the stiff, gore-caked garments into a corner. He was exposed, vulnerable, and yet a strange thrill filled him. “You can do it, Strike!” Taking a deep breath, his lips curled in revulsion, he stepped into the large, tiled shower enclosure and reached for the tarnished brass taps. They turned with a surprising, smooth ease.

Water sprayed from the showerhead, but it was not normal water. It was hot, steaming, and incredibly soft, like a liquid blanket. It carried that same magical scent from the cellar torches—warm wax, dried herbs, and clean ozone—and glowed with a faint, internal luminescence. As the spray hit his skin, its magic began to work. He looked down at his arm and watched, mesmerized, as a long, scabbed-over cut simply…vanished. The skin beneath was clean, smooth, and unblemished. He pulled up his stats.

All Negative Status Effects (Downcast, Fatigued) Removed.

New Buff Gained: [Beautiful You] - (Increases Charisma by 10% for 4 hours).

The feeling was euphoric. Every ache, every strain, every last vestige of the brutal fight washed away, sluicing down the drain with the grime and monster blood. He leaned back against the cracked tiles, letting the water run over his face, sinking into the sheer, blissful utopia of the moment. He was clean. He was whole.

“Here.” Cerys’s voice, coming from just outside the shower, ripped him back to reality with a jolt. A hand—her hand—appeared through the thick curtain of steam, holding a simple, rectangular bar of pale green soap.

“This will help with your energy,” she said, her voice a calm, practical murmur in the humid air. “The water heals the mind, but the soap mends the body.”

He froze, his entire body tensing. She was right there. Just on the other side of the steam. A wave of indignation and shock washed over him. This was a whole new level of intrusion. He was naked, wet, and completely vulnerable. And then, another thought pushed its way through the panic. A defiant, reckless spark. If she wanted to play that game…the new Eddie Strike could play too.

His hand was surprisingly steady as he reached through the steam and took the bar of soap from her. Her fingers brushed against his, and that familiar, cool spark of energy jumped between them. He didn't say a word. He just grabbed the soap and retreated back into the water.

The bar instantly lathered up into a rich, fragrant foam. As he spread it over himself, a fresh wave of energy surged through him—a clean, vibrant power that was different from the simple healing of the water. It was invigorating, like a shot of pure caffeine for the soul, and every remade cut and scrape vanished. A new buff replaced [Well-Rested]: [Invigorated] - (All stats temporarily increased by +1 for 1 hour).

“So,” her voice drifted through the steam again, casual, as if they were just having a chat in a cafe. “Those five attribute points the House gave you. Where did you put them?”

He paused his washing. “I haven’t allocated them yet,” he admitted. He’d been too exhausted to even think about it. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.” Then, surprising himself, he added, “I could use your help.” It was an admission of trust, a concession of his ignorance in this new world.

“A conversation best had with trousers on,” she replied, a hint of mirth in her voice. “Finish up.” A moment later, a ridiculously large, fluffy towel hung on the hook by the shower. He did a double take. Had it simply appeared?

He rinsed down, turned off the taps, and stepped out, wrapping the towel securely around his waist. The steam began to clear. Cerys stood by the door, her back to him, giving him a modicum of privacy. He followed her out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. She’d laid out a fresh set of clothes: a simple pair of dark jeans and a plain, black shirt on the magnificent four-poster bed.

Facing him, her expression became serious and all business. “Alright, Steward. Let’s build you properly.” She sat in the armchair by the fire, gesturing for him to stand in the middle of the room. He felt like a prized specimen at a peculiar, one-person auction.

“You know the names,” she began, “but you don’t know the meaning. Not really. Strength isn’t just for fighting. It’s for moving a fallen beam, for putting a stone in its place without your back giving out. Dexterity is for more than dodging. It’s for avoiding falling off a cliff in a high wind, for setting a new pane of glass without shattering it. Constitution is for when you don’t dodge. It’s for working all day without collapsing. It’s the engine that drives the machine and powers your health.”

She leaned forward, studying him. “But the body is nothing without the mind. Intelligence is for solving House’s riddles, for seeing the patterns in the magic, for knowing how to repair a decaying ward, not just a crumbling wall. And Wisdom… Wisdom is for not getting tricked by ‘pussycats’ and ‘little problems.’ It’s for that feeling in your gut that tells you when something is deeply wrong. As for Charisma…let’s just say most things in this house want to kill you, not date you. We can worry about that later.”

The way she said ‘date’ sent another jolt through him.

“You have five points,” she concluded. “You’re still fragile. Your mind is your sharpest weapon, but a sword is useless if the man holding it is made of glass. You need a foundation. My advice? Put three points into Constitution, and two into Strength. Balance will come later. For now, you need to be able to take a punch.”

It made sense. It was practical, and he was all about survival. He nodded, closing his eyes and accessing the system then navigating to his attribute screen. The five unallocated points blinked like beacons. With a deep breath, he channelled his will, adding the points as she’d advised.

CON: 7 -> 10

STR: 8 -> 10

The effect was instant. A deep, thrumming power settled in his bones and muscles. It wasn't a jolt like the soap; it was a fundamental shift, a reinforcement of his very being. He became more solid, more grounded, more real, and as he focused on his system, his HP increased. 70/70 became 100/100.

He stood there in his towel, feeling the new power settle into him. Then Old Eddie took over.

What the hell is she doing? Waiting for me to drop the towel and pull those pants on? I’ll be naked! Naked!

Cerys waited.

Why isn’t she leaving so I can get dressed?

But Cerys sat there, watching him with that same amused, appraising look. “Well?” he finally asked.

“Well what?” she replied, her voice pure innocence. “The local nightlife is calling.”

He stared at her, then at the clothes on the bed, then back at her. A decision clicked into place. Two could play this game. He was done being the flustered, prudish city boy. He was the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey. He was Level 2. And he was calling her bluff.

With slow, deliberate movements that he hoped projected real confidence not his forced bravado, he reached down, untucked the towel, and let it drop to the floor. He stood before her for a defiant second before reaching for the jeans.

He caught a glimpse of himself in the ornate mirror as he moved and saw the man from that morning, but amplified. The new points in his [Strength] and [Constitution] had subtly broadened his shoulders and thickened his torso. He looked…formidable. A surge of pure, unadulterated confidence ran through him, hot and potent.

He pulled on the jeans, then the shirt, never taking his eyes off her reflection in the mirror. She watched him, her expression unreadable, but there was no shock, no embarrassment. There was only a quiet, intense focus.

He finished dressing and faced her. She walked towards him, her movements lithe and predatory. Then stopped directly in front of him, so close he could feel her warmth radiating. She reached up and straightened the collar of his new shirt, a gesture that was intensely intimate. Then, she threaded her fingers into his still-damp hair, gently combing it back from his forehead. Her touch was electric, sensual, erotic.

“You clean up nice, Eddie Strike,” she whispered, her voice a low purr. She rose on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his cheek. It wasn't a fleeting, friendly peck. It lingered for a second too long, her lips soft and cool against his skin, sending a shower of sparks down his spine.

“You’ll make someone a fine date,” she said, her voice soft and full of hidden meaning.

She led him from the bedroom, letting him follow in her wake. His cheek burned where she had kissed him, the atmosphere charged with unresolved sexual tension, with games played and bluffs called. But as he followed her down the decrepit staircase, all Eddie could think was, but I only want to be your date.


Chapter
Eleven



He let her hand go, standing in the hallway, the thought that she might just be playing him churning in his mind. His adrenaline from the fight was long gone. The infusion from the shower and soap had dulled with her proclamation, to be replaced by the soul-deep weariness of a soldier between battles. He looked at his pristine, healed hands, his new clothes and shiny boots, and then thought of the carnage in the cellar. Was this new life to be a relentless cycle of violence and magical recovery? He wasn't sure he could keep up with the emotional whiplash.

“Not coming?” Cerys’ voice filled the hallway, but there was no sign of her. “Wasn’t I sexy enough to be your date?”

A lump, a ball of pure nerves, stuck in his throat. His heart thumped against his ribs.

Not sexy enough? My date?

Her words echoed in the emptiness, the corridor still empty.

“No, I mean yes. Yes, you were plenty…err…sexy enough.” He looked around.

“Well, you never asked me to be your date; what’s a girl to think? I gave you the opportunity, plain as day, Slowpoke.”

Her words came from behind. He whipped around, and there she stood, bathed in House’s soft light, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. She had changed again. The tight trousers and tunic were gone, replaced by a simple, elegant dress the color of a deep twilight sky, a soft, dark shawl resting on her shoulders. She was…stunning. Not in the ethereal, Fae way he had glimpsed, but in a simple, human way that was breathtaking.

“Ready for a night on the town?” she asked with sparkling eyes, and grabbed his hand as she drifted past, leading him down through the crumbling hallway.

Eddie followed her out of the house, the ancient stone ruin peaceful under the rising moon. He wanted to break the silence, the awkward silence, but could find no words. Cerys confused him to his core.

They walked down the winding track, the air cool and crisp, filled with the scent of damp earth mixed with the natural fragrance of the Manx hedges. Stars shone, a brilliant, scattered dust of diamonds across a velvet black sky, more than he had ever seen in the light-polluted haze of New York.

As they entered the quiet streets of Port Erin, Cerys pointed out various landmarks, some closed and silent for the night. “The Railway pub,” she said, nodding towards a cozy-looking building with warm light glowing in its windows. “Good for a pint and a ghost story. The old station master still finishes his shift every night and drinks until closing time. Of course, he died a while ago.”

She gestured to a small, dark shop with herbs hanging in the window. “That’s Elara’s place. The health food shop. She’s what you’d call a ‘white witch.’ Knows more about poultices and wards than anyone on the island. Her chamomile tea can cure a hangover or a minor curse, depending on what you need.”

“White witch,” Eddie stammered, still thinking about the station master’s ghost crossing the road for a pint.

They passed a small co-op grocery store, a pet food shop, and a grand, imposing hotel on the corner of the promenade, its Victorian architecture a pointer to a more prosperous age. The mix of the magical and the ordinary was a constant source of wonder to Eddie. The island didn't hide its magic; it simply wove it into the fabric of everyday life, unseen to those who didn’t look.

They came to the spot overlooking the bay, where steps descended to the seafront. The moon was high and full, casting a brilliant, shimmering path across calm, dark bay. It was a sight of such serene beauty that it stole Eddie’s breath. The path looked solid, a silver road leading to a mythical land, a moonlit path to something magical.

“Do you believe in mermaids, Eddie?” Cerys asked softly, her voice barely disturbing the quiet of the night.

The question was so unexpected, so whimsical, that Eddie’s city-bred cynicism reacted before he could stop it. A short, dismissive laugh escaped him. “Mermaids? No. Of course not. That’s just…stories for kids, isn’t it?”

He regretted the words the instant they were out of his mouth. The light in Cerys’s eyes didn’t dim, but her smile faded, replaced by pity. “You should,” she said simply, her voice carrying no judgment, only a quiet statement of fact. She turned and began to walk down the steps towards the beach, leaving Eddie to trail after her, feeling like a fool.

She led him along the promenade, the gentle lapping of the waves on the sand and rocks the only sound besides their footsteps. They headed to the Bay Hotel, its ground floor windows glowing with rich, welcoming light.

The moment they stepped inside, a wave of warmth and conviviality washed over Eddie. A large fire roared in a stone hearth, its flames reflecting off the low, dark-beamed ceiling. The air was thick with the rich, yeasty smell of good beer, woodsmoke, and cheerful conversation. The place was busy, filled with a mix of weathered locals, laughing groups of friends, and quiet couples.

Cerys knew everyone. “Ronan!” she called out to a grizzled old fisherman with a magnificent white beard, who was nursing a pint of stout. He broke into a wide grin, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

“Cerys, my girl! Good to see you!”

“Ronan, this is Eddie Strike,” she said, introducing him.

The old fisherman’s eyes widened slightly, and he looked Eddie up and down with a new intensity. “Strike, you say? Well, I’ll be. The new master of Mooinjer Veggey.” He extended a hand as rough and calloused as old rope. “Your grandfather was a fine man. A fine man. Kept the balance, he did.”

“What balance?” Eddie asked, his curiosity piqued.

Ronan just chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. He took a long sip of his stout and winked. “The important kind, lad. The important kind.” Then he turned the conversation to the day’s fishing, and the moment was lost.

It was the same with everyone she introduced him to. Siobhan, the bubbly, red-headed barmaid, gave him a free half-pint of Okell’s ale, saying, “Anyone brave enough to take on that old house deserves a drink on the house.” But when he asked what she meant by ‘brave,’ she just laughed and moved on to serve another customer. It was a strange mixture of warmth and secrecy. They welcomed him as a person, but were wary of his position, of the legacy he had inherited.

Finally, Cerys led him to a small, secluded table in a quiet corner, a snug little alcove with a worn, padded bench. She slid onto the bench beside him, closer than was necessary. Her thigh pressed against his, and he could feel the warmth of her through his jeans. Her scent—that intoxicating mix of sea, moss, and starlight—enveloped him.

“It’s a friendly place,” Eddie commented, trying to sound casual, though his heart was hammering against his ribs. She sat close, too close.

“Mostly,” she said, her voice a low murmur, and took a sip of her cider. “Not everyone on this island is friendly, Eddie. Not to me. Not to my kind.”

Her words hung heavy with unspoken meaning. “Your kind?” he asked softly. “What kind is that?”

She looked at him, her expression unreadable in the firelight. For a moment, he thought she was going to tell him, to finally lift the veil on the mystery she wore so casually. But she just shook her head, a small, sad smile on her lips. “The kind that remembers how the island was born,” was all she said, before turning to watch the fire, effectively closing the conversation.

The pub door swung open, letting in a sudden, sharp gust of cold night air that cut through the room’s warmth. The cheerful chatter of the pub dipped for a moment, a subtle, almost imperceptible shift in the atmosphere following.

A group of three young men swaggered in. Tall, dressed in expensive, fashionable clothes—dark jeans, tailored jackets, sharp boots—utterly out of place amongst the hoodies and work clothes of the other patrons. They moved with a predatory grace, a fluid, coiled energy that was both captivating and deeply unsettling.

The lead one, clearly the alpha of the pack, was strikingly handsome, with sharp, aristocratic features, jet-black hair styled with casual perfection, and eyes as dark and cold as a winter sea. But his skin, despite the pub’s warmth, was unnaturally pale.

He scanned the room, his dark eyes glittering with arrogant amusement, before they locked onto their table. Onto Cerys. A slow, predatory smile spread across his perfect lips.

“Well, well,” he said, his voice a smooth, cultured baritone that carried easily across the room. “Look what the tide dragged in. Cerys, my love. Hiding in the shadows, are we?”

Cerys stiffened. Her warmth left her, replaced by icy tension. “Go away, Kaelan,” she said, her voice low and tight.

Kaelan chuckled and walked towards them, his two companions flanking him, loping like wolves ready for a fight. The one on his right, a bigger, broader man with a brutish face, cracked his knuckles. The one on his left was leaner, quieter, with restless, hungry eyes that darted around the room, taking everything in. Like their leader, they both possessed that same unnatural pallor, and that same fluid, predatory grace.

Kaelan stopped at their table, looming over them. The air around him felt cold, and he smelled faintly of damp earth and something metallic, like old coins. “That’s no way to greet an old friend,” he purred, his eyes fixed on Cerys, pointedly ignoring Eddie. “Come now. Leave this…human…and have a real drink with us.”

“No, Kaelan,” Cerys said, her voice laced with steel.

Kaelan finally deigned to look at Eddie, his dark eyes raking over him with blatant, insulting dismissal. “You’d rather spend the night with this?” he scoffed. “He looks a bit…soft. A bit mundane. Normal? Yes, that’s it. Fancy slumming it, Cerys?”

A conflict erupted inside Eddie. The old Eddie, the cowering analyst, was screaming at himself to stay quiet, to not make eye contact, to let Cerys handle it. This man, Kaelan, radiated a palpable aura of danger that went far beyond a simple pub bully. But the new Eddie, the man who had faced down monsters and had a [Strength] of 10, the man who felt a fierce, protective surge whenever he was near the woman beside him, refused to be cowed.

He slowly placed his pint on the table and stood up. He wasn't as tall as Kaelan, but he met the man’s cold, dark gaze without flinching.

“She said she’s with me,” Eddie said, his voice quiet but firm.

Kaelan’s perfect smile tightened. “Did it speak Lorcan?” he said, looking at the larger of his companions, who chuckled menacingly. “I think it spoke.” He turned his attention back to Eddie. “You should learn your place, little man. Some things on this island are far out of your league.”

He gave Eddie a hard shove in the chest, expecting him to stumble back. But Eddie, his feet planted, his new [Constitution] score absorbing the impact, barely moved. He just slid back an inch on the wood-planked floor.

The surprise in Kaelan’s eyes was fleeting but unmistakable. He had expected a weakling. The pub fell silent, all eyes on their table.

“What’s the matter, pretty boy?” Lorcan sneered, stepping forward. “You gonna take us on, or are you afraid you’ll break a nail?”

“That’s enough,” Cerys said, standing up as well, placing a restraining hand on Eddie’s arm.

Kaelan saw his opening. He saw Eddie’s pride, his defiance, his connection to Cerys, and, with a predator’s cunning, he changed his tactics. He laughed, a sudden, disarming sound, and held up his hands in a gesture of peace.

“Alright, alright. No harm done. No need for trouble,” he said smoothly. “My apologies. I see the lady has made her choice for the evening.” He gave Cerys a look that was anything but apologetic. “In fact, let me make it up to you. We’re having a little get-together later. A semi-private party. At The Under Club. You should both come. As my guests.” He turned to his smaller companion. “What do you think, Finn?”

The man smirked, his lip curling in disgust. “Might be fun.”

Cerys’s grip on Eddie’s arm tightened. “No, thank you, Kaelan. We have other plans.”

But Kaelan ignored her, his dark, hypnotic eyes fixed on Eddie. He leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper laced with venom. “What’s the matter, Strike? It is Strike, isn’t it? I heard the old place had a new patsy. What is it, Strike?” he purred, the name dripping with insinuation. “Afraid our little party is too much for you? I hear your grandfather wasn’t afraid of anything. He went where he pleased. Spoke to whom he pleased. Maybe the apple fell a bit far from the tree, eh?”

It was a perfectly crafted goad. It questioned his courage, belittled his new identity, and, worst of all, invoked the memory of the grandfather he was already determined to live up to. Eddie’s newfound confidence, his fresh Level 2 status, his raw, protective pride, surged to the forefront. He looked at Kaelan’s smirking, arrogant face, and made his decision.

“We’ll be there,” Eddie said, his voice hard as iron.

Cerys let out a small, almost inaudible gasp as a triumphant, victorious smile spread across Kaelan’s face.

“Excellent,” he purred. “Midnight. Don’t be late.” He gave Cerys one last cold, lingering look before swaggering out of the pub, mocking laughter drifting behind them.

The moment they were gone, the warm, cheerful atmosphere of the pub rushed back in, but for Eddie and Cerys, the mood at their table remained cold.

“What have you done?” Cerys whispered, her face pale, her eyes wide with a fear he had never seen in her before. “You don’t know who they are, Eddie. You don’t know what that place is.”

Eddie, still riding the high of the confrontation, shrugged it off. “So we don’t go,” he said simply. “It was just talk. What can they do?”

A grim, humorless smile touched her lips. “Oh, Eddie,” she said, her voice filled with a weary dread. “You poor, foolish, brave man. It’s never ‘just talk’ with them. And it’s not that simple.” She nodded towards him. “Check your notifications. Now.”

Confused, he did as she said. He focused his mind, and the System interface appeared. A single notification was blinking urgently at the top of his vision, flagged with a deep, crimson PRIORITY tag. His blood ran cold as he opened it.

[NEW QUEST: A GILDED INVITATION]

Description: You have been publicly challenged and have accepted an invitation to a gathering hosted by Kaelan of the Cursed Bloodline. To refuse this summons would be a catastrophic loss of face and would diminish your standing and power on the island. House will not abide a cowardly Steward.

Objective: Attend the party at the Under Club. Survive the night.

Rewards: Preserve the Strike name

Penalty for Failure/Refusal: All levels and attribute points gained will be forfeit. You will revert to your base Level 1 state. Your Title 'Steward of Mooinjer Veggey' will be locked, severing your connection to the House's regenerative powers.

Eddie stared at the words, the color draining from his face. Revert to base state? Go back to being the old Eddie? Weak. Fragile. Beige. The cozy warmth of the pub, the roaring fire, the taste of the beer on his tongue—it all faded into a distant, cold roar. He had walked right into a trap, goaded by his own pride, and his own magical system had sprung it shut behind him.

He stared at Cerys, his eyes wide with dawning horror. He had no choice. He had to go.


Chapter
Twelve



The quest notification burned in Eddie’s mind, a death sentence delivered in glowing blue text. Cold dread seeped into his bones, fear far deeper than any he had felt facing the monstrous rats or the chittering woodworms. This wasn't a physical threat; it was an existential one.

Cerys stared at him as the look of dawning horror took over his expression. Without a word, she grabbed his arm, her grip surprisingly firm, and pulled him from the warm, firelit pub. The sudden shock of the cold night air was a physical blow, snapping him out of his paralysis. She didn't lead him back up the street towards the safety of the house. Instead, she led him down the steep slipway, past the beached fishing boats, until they were at the very edge of the sea.

The waves lapped calmly on the sand, a rhythmic, settling, soft contrast to the frantic pounding of Eddie’s heart. The moon was a perfect, silver disc in the clear night sky, its light still forging a brilliant shimmering path across the dark, calm water. Cerys finally let go of his arm and stared out at the sea, her shawl pulled tight around her shoulders.

“I’m in over my head, aren’t I?” Eddie said, the words a quiet admission of defeat. “This is all…too much.”

“Of course you are,” she replied softly, not looking at him. “You’ve spent your whole life looking at a map, and now you’ve fallen off the edge of it. You thought the world was one thing, Eddie. A simple, logical, place. But it’s not.”

She finally turned to face him, her eyes reflecting the moonlight, glowing with inner luminescence. “The world you knew is just one layer. The thinnest, most mundane layer, like the skin on a bowl of pudding. When you accepted the Stewardship of Mooinjer Veggey, when you bound your life to its ancient magic, you punched a hole through that skin. You’ve fallen into the deep end alright. You’re in my world now.”

He stared at her, trying to process her words. “Your world? You mean…with the talking house and the…pussycats in the cellar?”

A sad smile touched her lips. “The House is just the beginning. The island is full of my kind. Elara, the witch at the health food shop. The ghosts in the pub. The bugganes in the glens. They were always here. You just couldn't see them before. Your eyes weren't open. House…it opened them for you.”

He was still struggling, his rational mind fighting a desperate rearguard action against a tide of impossibility. “I still don’t… I mean, I saw you last night, in the bedroom. I thought it was a dream…”

“It wasn’t a dream, Eddie,” she whispered. “You saw what House allowed you to see. What you needed to see.” She shimmered, her edges blurring like a heat haze. “You want to know what kind I am? You want to know what you’re fighting for? Then look. Really look.”

Her transformation was breathtaking. It wasn’t a violent shift, but a gentle, glorious unfolding. Her practical clothes didn't fall away; they dissolved into a thousand points of shimmering blue light that swirled around her, coalescing into a new form. A scant, elegant bodysuit of glittering sequins, the color of a twilight sky, clung to her like a second skin. Her calf-length boots melted away, reforming into delicate, intricate silver sandals laced up to her calves.

And then came her wings. They unfurled from her back, not with a snap, but with a silent, graceful sigh. They were like the wings of a giant dragonfly, vast and delicate, woven from pure, translucent gossamer. Their intricate veins pulsed with a soft, iridescent light, shifting from silver to lavender to the palest shade of green. The air around her crackled with a soft, humming energy, and her scent, the familiar mix of sea and moss, became underscored by the sharp, clean fragrance of ozone and night-blooming jasmine.

She was the woman from his vision, but infinitely more real, more vivid, more beautiful. Her skin possessed its own soft, internal glow, and her fiery hair burned brighter, each strand a filament of living flame. She was terrifying and exquisite, a creature of impossible, heart-stopping beauty.

The logical, analytical part of Eddie’s brain simply shut down. It had no framework for this, no data points, no way to process the sublime, magical creature standing before him. All that was left was the raw, emotional core of the man he was becoming. And in that core, a feeling he’d only ever read about in books or seen in films erupted with the force of a supernova.

Love.

It wasn't gentle affection or slow-burning admiration. It was a sudden, absolute, head-over-heels plummet into an abyss of adoration. His mouth dried. His heart hammered against his ribs, a frantic, wild rhythm. The whole world, the sea, the moon, the stars, all of it narrowed to a single, perfect point: her. The raw power of his new stats thrummed through his veins—his [STRENGTH: 10], his [CONSTITUTION: 10]—and a fierce, primal instinct rose within him. He would fight for her. He would die for her. He would tear down the world to keep her safe.

But the thought was immediately followed by a wave of crushing inadequacy. He was a Level 2 human with a handful of clumsy skills. She was…this. A goddess made of moonlight.

“You’re…incredible,” he finally managed to stammer, his voice thick with awe. “You’re a…a fairy.”

“Fae, technically,” she corrected gently, a smile playing on her perfect lips. “But fairy will do.”

“Then why?” he asked, the question pouring out of him, driven by his newfound love and his analytical mind’s desperate need to make things make sense. “Why do you need me? Why would a magical creature like you need protection from…from anyone?”

Her smile faded, replaced by vulnerability utterly at odds with her magnificent form. “Because every power has a price, Eddie. Every light casts a shadow. My magic, the magic of the Fae, is tied to the life force of the earth, to the clean, pure energy you call mana. But there are things in this world, base things, that are anathema to it.”

She floated a few inches off the shingle, her gossamer wings beating a silent, mesmerizing rhythm. “One of those things is iron. Cold iron. To my kind, it is poison. It burns our skin. It stifles our magic. It anchors us to your mundane world and chokes the life from us. And Kaelan… Kaelan and his Cursed Bloodline are filled with it.”

“Iron?” Eddie asked, confused. “How?”

“By what they do. By what they are,” she explained, her voice hardening. “Kaelan is a vampire, Eddie. An ancient and powerful one. He and his kind don't just drink blood for sustenance. They are parasites of a different order. They harvest it from your kind—the normies, the mundanes, as they call you—to steal its essence. The iron in human blood, when absorbed into their cursed bodies, acts as a strange and terrible capacitor. It doesn't poison them; it allows them to store and ground vast amounts of magical energy, the very mana that gives me my power. It makes them stronger, faster, and almost impossible to harm with conventional magic. It makes them a walking plague to my kind.”

Vampire. The word hung in the cold night air. Of course. The pallor, the predatory grace, the unnatural coldness. It all clicked into place. “You said…almost impossible. Almost immortal.”

A nervous laugh, a sound strangely human coming from her ethereal form, escaped her. She looked away for a second, a flicker of genuine fear in her eyes. “Haven’t you seen the films, Eddie? All the old stories hold a kernel of truth. They fear the sun, yes, but they have ways around that. What they truly fear…is wood. Simple, honest wood. It’s an extension of the living earth, pure and untainted. To them, a stake to the heart isn’t just a story. It’s a terrifying reality.”

Eddie’s mind immediately flashed to his splintered broom handle. The thought of facing Kaelan with it, however, was absurd.

As if reading his mind, Cerys’s form shimmered, and she was suddenly close to him, her glowing hands gripping his arms. Her touch was cool and sent a pleasant, electric tingle through him.

“Don't,” she pleaded, her voice deadly serious. “Don’t you even think about it. You are a Level 2 Steward. You are a puppy, Eddie. Kaelan has centuries of cunning and a strength that would snap you in two before you could even raise your hand. Tonight is not about fighting. It is not about heroics. It is about survival. You accepted his challenge in public. Your standing, your ‘face,’ is now tied to this. We go. We are seen. We endure whatever games he plays. And we leave with our heads held high. That is the only victory available tonight. Do you understand?”

He stared at her—pleading, terrified, beautiful—and nodded. His fear became a cold, hard knot in his stomach. But as he looked at her, he knew he would face a thousand Kaelans for a chance to keep her safe. And the fear of the alternative—of failing the quest and reverting to the weak, helpless, normie man he used to be, of losing this new world and losing her—was infinitely worse.

“I understand,” he said, his voice steady. “Survive the night. Don't lose face.”

She let out a long breath and shimmered again. Her wings folded into nothingness, the suit of stars dissolved, and the familiar girl in the dark dress and shawl stood before him once more. The transformation left him feeling both relieved and strangely bereft.

“Good,” she said, her voice back to its usual, practical tone. “Then let’s go. Let’s get this over with.”

They walked away from the sea, back through the sleeping town of Port Erin and onto a dark road that led towards a place signposted as Colby. The walk was long and silent, a grim march towards an unknown fate. The moon was their only companion, paving their way in silver. Eddie’s mind was a whirl of fairies, vampires, iron, and wood. His world had expanded in the most terrifying and wonderful way imaginable, and he was hopelessly, thrillingly lost within it.

Finally, Cerys stopped. They had reached an ancient church set back from the road, surrounded by a low stone wall and a graveyard of leaning, weathered headstones. Moonlight silvered the slate roof and glinted on the stained-glass windows. A sign at the lychgate read ‘Kirk Christ, Rushen’. The place reeked of a different power. Divine? Perhaps.

“This is it?” Eddie whispered, unnerved. “The Under Club is in a church?”

“Not in it,” Cerys corrected, her voice low. “Under it.”

She led him through the lychgate and around the side of the ancient building, their feet silent on the soft, damp grass. To one side of the main church, tucked away in the shadow of a yew tree, was a small, windowless stone building. A mausoleum. It was old, the stone covered in moss and lichen, a weathered stone angel with a broken wing weeping over the sealed entrance.

Cerys edged up to the heavy stone door and placed her palm flat against it. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, a low, grinding sound, the grate of stone on ancient stone, broke the silence. The entire slab of rock slid sideways, revealing a gaping black square in the side of the tomb. From the darkness below, the faint, flickering glow of torchlight illuminated the top of a set of stone steps that descended deep into the earth.

At the threshold of the darkness, Cerys stopped and turned to him. With a final, silent shimmer, she transformed. Her human guise fell away, and the breathtakingly beautiful Fae stood before him once more, her gossamer wings catching the moonlight, her sequined suit glittering like a thousand constellations.

She said nothing, just held out her hand to him. He saw her bite her lip, a small, nervous gesture that betrayed the fear she was trying to hide. It made his heart ache for her and curse his foolishness.

He took her hand and her skin was cool, her touch sending a current of pure energy through him. He knew, with absolute certainty, that his entire future—his life, his magic, his connection to this incredible creature—rested on what happened in the next few hours.

She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze and led him towards the steps. He watched her descend into the torchlit darkness, her shimmering wings a beacon of impossible beauty in the gloom, and as he took his first step into the Under Club, leaving the moonlit, familiar world behind, he made a silent, ferocious vow. He would survive this night. He would survive whatever this mad new world threw at him. He would live long enough to kiss her again. And perhaps, if he was very, very lucky, something more.


Chapter
Thirteen



The stone steps descended into a place ancient and alive. The air grew thick, humid, and thrummed with a bassline so deep it resonated not in Eddie’s ears, but in the marrow of his bones. The flickering torch light from the mausoleum entrance above was quickly swallowed by the gloom, but the path ahead was not entirely dark. Faint, phosphorescent fungi pulsed with a soft, green light on the damp stone walls and illuminated their way.

As they descended further, pounding music grew louder, joined by a cacophony of otherworldly sounds: high-pitched, tinkling laughter, low, guttural arguments, and the clinking of glasses. They reached the bottom of the long, winding steps and stood before a shimmering, invisible curtain of magical haze.

“Hold on tight,” Cerys whispered, in her full, glorious Fae form, her voice a melody against a rising tide of sound. She squeezed his hand, and together, they stepped through the barrier.

The change was instantaneous and overwhelming. Sound, light, and the pulse of a nightclub crashed over him in a tidal wave. They entered a vast, natural cavern, so large its ceiling was lost in a constellation of glittering, crystal-studded stalactites. These crystals caught and refracted the beams of dozens of strobe lights, which flickered in time with the hypnotic, otherworldly music, sending shards of rainbow-colored light dancing across the throng of creatures below.

The air was thick with the scent of strange, sweet smoke, spilled alcohol, and a thousand different perfumes, from the earthy scent of damp soil to the heady fragrance of exotic toadstools.

It was a living, breathing ecosystem of the magical world. Tiny, winged Pixies, no bigger than Eddie’s hand, zipped through the air like drunken hummingbirds, leaving shimmering trails of glitter in their wake as they dive-bombed patrons to steal sips from their drinks. In shadowy alcoves, groups of wiry, green-skinned Goblins with sharp, knowing faces huddled over tables, gambling with polished knuckle-bones and muttering in a harsh, guttural language. One was clearly cheating, using a third, spindly arm that emerged from his jacket, only to have his wrist slapped by a burly, moss-covered Boggart acting as security.

The bar itself was a spectacle. It was a long, sinuous curve of glowing, bioluminescent quartz, tended by a small, sturdy creature with brown, shaggy fur and an expression of perpetual exhaustion.

“He’s a Brownie,” Cerys explained. “They’re creatures bound to serve.”

Sitting alone at the far end of the bar was a heartbreakingly beautiful woman with large, soulful, dark eyes. She wore a shimmering coat of what looked like wet sealskin draped over her stool, and she stared longingly at a large, sparkling illusion of a stormy sea projected onto the cavern wall. “A Selkie, trapped between worlds until she can reclaim her stolen skin,” Cerys whispered in his ear.

A writhing mass of bodies filled the dance floor. Tall, elegant Elves with pointed ears and airs of detached amusement danced with wild, horned Satyrs who stomped their hooves to the beat. It was a chaotic, intoxicating, and terrifying wonderland, and Eddie was utterly, hopelessly out of his depth.

Across the cavern, on a raised dais partially separated from the crowd by ropes woven from living, thorny vines sat Kaelan, Lorcan, and Finn. They lounged on opulent, dark velvet couches, surrounded by a small entourage of beautiful, glassy-eyed humans. They were kings in their court, cold and pale and utterly in command.

Cerys tugged his arm, breaking Eddie’s distraction. “Don’t look at them,” she hissed, pulling him through the throng of dancing creatures. “We need a drink. And allies.”

She dragged him towards the glowing bar. As they got closer, Eddie saw the Brownie wasn’t the only one serving. A Fae woman, almost identical to Cerys in her ethereal beauty, mixed drinks with a flair that was certainly an art, or perhaps, given his new world, a skill. Her leaf-green shimmering bodysuit fitted like a vibrant glove, and her delicate wings displayed the patterned beauty similar to a monarch butterfly.

“I’d like you to meet someone.” Cerys pointed to the fae woman. “That is my sister, Gilly.”

Eddie swallowed hard. Was it possible that a world, any world, had two such beautiful creatures and they were sisters?

“Gilly!” Cerys called out.

The fairy looked up, her face breaking into a wide, mischievous grin that was a mirror of Cerys’s own. “Well, look what the cat dragged in! And you brought a new pet!” She vaulted over the bar, landing as lightly as a feather, and sauntered up to Eddie, circling him once, her eyes, the color of fresh spring leaves, taking in every detail.

“Ooh, he’s a pretty one,” she purred, her voice like honey and wind chimes. She leaned in close, her jasmine scent intoxicating. “The new Steward. It’s been a while since we had a young one of those. The last one became so frumpy. I hope you’re not the same.” She winked at him and licked her lips, a gesture that was both wildly flirtatious and deeply unnerving. “Of course,” she added, her tone shifting to one of mock sadness, “Kaelan has already vowed to snap your pretty little neck before you get powerful enough to be a problem, so I doubt we’ll have a chance to get to know each other…intimately.”

Before Eddie could respond to the whiplash of her words, Cerys grabbed his arm. “He’s not a toy, Gilly. Give us two of your strongest ciders.”

“Spoilsport,” Gilly pouted, before vaulting back over the bar.

Cerys pulled him away from the bar, towards the relative quiet at the edge of the dance floor. “Just keep your eyes down and don’t engage with Kaelen and we might just get away with it.”

But Eddie couldn’t help it. He was drawn to the VIP section where Kaelan lounged like a king, a glass of blood-red wine in his hand. As if feeling his gaze, the vampire turned, and their eyes met across the chaotic, pulsing room.

A long, cold smile spread across Kaelan’s perfect face. It held no warmth, no humor. It was the smile of a shark scenting blood. He slowly, deliberately, raised his free hand and drew a single finger across his throat. The message was unmistakable.

A chill washed over Eddie. He quickly looked away, his heart hammering.

“I told you not to look,” Cerys admonished, handing him a tall, frosted glass of cider. “He feeds on fear. Don’t give him anything to eat.” She pulled him through the crowd again. “Come on. There are people you need to meet.”

Her plan, he soon realized, was a desperate, covert attempt to rally support. She re-introduced him to Ronan, the old fisherman from the pub, who had altered, becoming some form of hybrid creature. He sat at the bar with the Selkie, whispering to her, covertly pointing at them. When they neared, Ronan clapped Eddie on the back. “Your grandfather had the sea’s respect, lad,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “That counts for something down here. But Kaelan… He’s a different tide altogether. He’s got no respect for the old ways. Be wary.” It was a warning, not an offer of aid.

Cerys exchanged a few words with them, enough to pass some time, then dragged Eddie toward the hulking, moss-covered Boggart bouncer, whose name was apparently Grendel. Cerys spoke to him in a flurry of what sounded like ancient Gaelic. Grendel just stared at Eddie with eyes like chips of granite, grunted once, then turned his attention back to the crowd. No help there. It was clear that while these creatures might have respected his grandfather, none of them were willing to openly defy Kaelan. They were on their own.

She pulled him to the steps. “Come on. We came. Drink your drink and we’ve completed the quest. Let’s get out of here.”

Suddenly, Eddie understood. He’d dared enter The Under, and that was enough. Hope coursed through him, evaporating when an ugly troll appeared on the steps, barring their way. Cerys cursed. “He’s not going to let us out of here!”

As a wave of despair washed over Eddie, one of the tiny pixies zipped up to them, hovering in front of Cerys’s face. “Gilly says to come quickly!” the pixie squeaked, its voice like tiny bells. “The gardens! She found a way out for the pretty one! A back way! Come! Before Kaelen gets bored! You came. You fulfilled your vow. Quick, come quick!”

Hope, sudden and fierce, surged through Cerys’s expression. “The gardens! Of course!” She grabbed Eddie’s hand. “Come on! This is our chance!” And she pulled him towards the back of the cavern, to a low, arched doorway hidden behind a curtain of phosphorescent moss. They stepped through and into another, smaller cavern. This place was different. The ceiling was high above, and embedded in it was a single, enormous quartz crystal that pulsed with a soft, white light, a perfect imitation of a full moon. The air was cool and sweet, filled with the sound of trickling water. Bioluminescent flowers and fungi grew in lush profusion, casting a gentle, multi-colored glow on twisting paths and strange, sculptural trees.

“Gilly?” Cerys called out, her voice echoing in the quiet, magical space.

“Cerys! Over here! Help me!” Gilly’s voice called back, thin and strained with pain.

They ran down a winding path, towards the sound, finding her in a small clearing, by a gnarled, ancient-looking tree. She’d been pinned to the trunk, her arms stretched wide. And wrapped around her wrists and ankles were thick, black chains of cold iron. Her beautiful, Fae skin was sizzling and smoking where the metal touched it, the smell of burning flesh sharp and acrid in the air.

“It’s a trap,” Eddie shouted, but it was too late.

“So clever,” a smooth, purring voice said. Kaelan stepped out from behind the tree, his dark eyes glittering with triumph. Lorcan and Finn emerged from the shadows on either side. “You Fae are so predictable. Always so eager to play the hero, but you’re too dim, too flighty to outsmart me.”

Kaelen’s form blurred. He moved with a speed that Eddie’s mind couldn’t even track, crossing the twenty feet between them in less than a heartbeat. Before Eddie could even raise his hands, Kaelan’s cold, strong fingers wrapped around his throat, lifting him off his feet. The world swam.

As Eddie struggled for breath, Lorcan and Finn lunged at Cerys. She let out a cry of rage, her wings flaring, her hands glowing with power. But they were prepared. They each threw a dull, black net woven from what looked like solidified shadow. The magical chains wrapped around her, and the moment they touched her, the brilliant light of her Fae form flickered and died. She crumpled to the ground, bound and powerless, her magic completely suppressed.

Kaelan smiled, his fangs elongating slightly. “Now,” he purred, his icy grip tightening on Eddie’s throat. “For the main event.” He slammed Eddie against the tree trunk, the impact jarring every bone in his body.

HP -10.

“This is for disrespecting me in the pub,” Kaelan snarled. Lorcan stepped forward and drove a brutal, powerful fist into Eddie’s stomach. The air left his lungs in a whoosh of pain.

HP -10.

Eddie doubled over, but Kaelan held him upright by his throat.

“This is for thinking you can stand in our way,” Finn added, his voice a low hiss, as he delivered a vicious kick to Eddie’s ribs. A sharp, cracking sound echoed in the clearing, and a new status appeared in Eddie’s vision.

[Broken Ribs]. HP -15.

The beating was systematic, brutal, and humiliating. They weren't trying to kill him quickly. They were taking him apart piece by piece, savoring his pain, his powerlessness. He tried to fight back, swinging a clumsy fist that Kaelan caught easily, twisting his arm until he cried out. Through it all, Eddie’s eyes were locked on Cerys, who struggled against the net, tears of rage and helplessness streaming down her face.

He was going to die. The thought was a cold, simple fact. His HP was plummeting. 55/100… 30/100… 15/100… The world was a blurry mess of pain and darkness. But as the blackness threatened to consume him, a single image burned in his mind with perfect clarity: Cerys, at the sea’s edge, in her full Fae glory, her wings filled with moonlight. The memory of her astounding beauty, the remembered feel of her hand in his, the desperate, unfulfilled wish to kiss her again, became his anchor. It was a single point of light in the overwhelming darkness. He would not break. He would not give them the satisfaction. He would hold onto that image until his last breath.

Just as Lorcan drew back his fist for what felt like the final, killing blow, a new voice rang out through the gardens. It was soft, female, and it resonated with power that made the very ground vibrate.

“That is enough.”

Everyone froze. Kaelan looked up, his face a mask of annoyance. “Who dares interrupt my sport?”

The voice came again, this time from the gnarled, ancient tree that Gilly was still chained to. “I do.”

The tree bark shimmered and parted like a curtain. A woman stepped out from within the wood itself. She was tall and slender, with skin like silver birch bark and long, flowing hair the color of woven moss and autumn leaves. Her eyes were a deep, emerald green, and they held the ancient, unblinking wisdom of the forest. She held a long, sharpened staff of yew in one hand. She was, Eddie’s reeling mind imagined, a Dryad.

She snapped her fingers, a sound like a branch breaking in a silent wood. The iron chains on Gilly and the shadow-nets on Cerys instantly dissolved into dust. The two fairies collapsed, weak but free.

The Dryad fixed her emerald gaze on Kaelan. “You have defiled my garden, vampire. You have harmed two of my kin. You will leave now, or you will learn why the oldest trees have the deepest roots.” She took a step forward, and the ground around her feet hummed with power.

Kaelan stared at her, his lips drawn back in a silent snarl. Eddie could see the conflict in his eyes. He was powerful, but this Dryad was something else entirely, a being of ancient, raw, terrestrial magic. He had won his victory for the night. He had humiliated the new Steward, proven his dominance, and terrorized his Fae enemies. There was no profit in a direct confrontation with a guardian of the gardens.

With a final look of pure, undiluted hatred at the Dryad, he backed away and gave a sharp nod to Lorcan and Finn. “This isn’t over,” he hissed, his gaze finding Eddie, slumped on the ground, a broken, bleeding mess. “I will not allow you to grow, Strike. I will prune you before you ever have a chance to bear fruit.”

He turned to leave, then paused, as if remembering something. He looked back at Eddie, a cruel, final smile on his face. “You know,” he said, his voice conversational, an aside meant to inflict the maximum possible pain, “it took us a long time to kill your grandfather, and he was much tougher than you are. He screamed for three days.”

The words hit Eddie harder than any physical blow. The pain was white-hot agony that eclipsed everything else. His grandfather…tortured…murdered by this…this monster.

Kaelan laughed, a low, cold sound, and then he and his cronies melted back into the shadows of the garden, disappearing as if they were never there.

The Dryad and a now-recovering Cerys rushed to Eddie's side. But he barely saw them. He was on his hands and knees, the world a swimming blur of blood and tears. He looked up into the darkness where the vampires had vanished. The love he felt for Cerys, the pain of his broken body, the humiliation of his defeat, and the fresh, agonizing grief for a grandfather he never knew, all coalesced into a single, hard, diamond-pure point of resolve in his soul.

He would get stronger. He would master this house. He would master this system. And one day, he would stand before Kaelan not as a puppy, but as a wolf. And he would wipe that smile off his face forever. On his knees, through blood-clouded eyes, Eddie Strike vowed his revenge.


Chapter
Fourteen



The journey back to Mooinjer Veggey was a waking nightmare. Eddie was a dead weight, a broken doll held upright only by the combined strength of Cerys and Gilly. He was vaguely aware of the world moving past in a blurry smear of moonlight and shadow, of the sensation of being half-carried, half-flown through the sleeping lanes of the island. His pain was a constant, roaring tide, his HP a single, blinking, critical digit in the corner of his vision.

They stumbled through the crumbling doorway of the house, practically dragging him over its threshold. The moment his foot touched the dusty floorboards, House spoke, and its voice was not the weary rumble of before. It was a thunderous, furious roar that vibrated with the anger of betrayed stone and ancient, wounded pride.

“YOU HAVE FAILED ME, STEWARD!”

The voice slammed into Eddie, making him shudder. Cerys and Gilly recoiled, their own Fae energy crackling defensively.

“YOU HAVE SHOWN WEAKNESS BEFORE OUR ENEMIES! YOU HAVE ALLOWED YOURSELF TO BE HUMILIATED! WORSE! YOU HAVE BROUGHT SHAME TO THIS THRESHOLD!”

Something inside Eddie, something deeper than his pain and exhaustion, ignited. It was a spark of pure, defiant rage. With strength he didn’t know he possessed, he wrenched himself free from the fairies’ grasp and straightened his broken body, planting his feet on the floor of the hall and staring into the empty, accusing darkness.

“He belittled my grandfather!” Eddie roared back, his voice raw and broken, spitting blood onto the dusty floor. “He said he killed him! This isn’t about face! This is about blood! I will rise, you old pile of rocks! I will get stronger! I will learn your magic, I will master this system, and I swear on my grandfather’s ghost, I will hunt Kaelan down, and I will drive a stake through his cold, black heart!”

It was the most passionate, ferocious speech of his life, forged in blood and humiliation. It also consumed the last ounce of energy he possessed. His world dissolved into a vortex of black spots as his legs buckled, and he collapsed onto the floor, unconscious before he hit the ground.

A fractured dreamscape welcomed him into its vivid embrace—a collage of pain, fear, and gentle, loving care. He welcomed the sensation of weightlessness, of rising through the air, and the blurry, concerned faces of Cerys and Gilly as they flew him up the treacherous grand staircase. Their gentle probing as they stripped the ruined, blood-soaked rags from his broken body, didn’t concern him. He relished the cool, soft touch of sponges on his skin, cleaning away the caked blood and grime, and the slightly bitter, herbal taste of healing potions they gently poured down his throat. He dreamed they covered him with a light, clean sheet and then sat beside his bed, two shimmering, ethereal guardians holding a silent, watchful vigil through the long, painful hours.

But his healing was haunted. The dream of their gentle care curdled into nightmares without warning. He was suddenly in a dark, fetid forest, a huge, mossy troll with a club made from an entire tree trunk swinging at him, his legs mired in mud, unable to dodge. The dream shifted, and he ran, his lungs burning, through a tangled, thorny wood, the high-pitched, malicious laughter of the three-armed goblin and his gambling brethren echoing behind him as they chased him with rusty, hooked spears.

Then came the worst one, the old one, a recurring dream from a lifetime of anxiety. He walked into the glass and steel lobby of his old office building in New York. Everyone was there—his colleagues, his boss, the security guard—and they were all staring at him. He looked down and realized with a surge of pure, cold shame that he was completely, utterly naked. The feeling of exposure, of being judged and found wanting, was more terrifying than any monster. It was the fear of being the old Eddie, the beige, insignificant man, stripped bare for all the world to see.

Eventually, he woke with a gasp, his body lurching upright in the bed, the ghostly shame of the dream clinging to him like a shroud. The soft, gray light of a new day filled the room. Cerys and Gilly were there, sitting in two armchairs by the now-cold fireplace, their Fae forms hidden once more beneath their practical clothes. They looked tired, their vibrancy dimmed, but they fixed their gaze on him, wide with relief.

“He’s awake,” Gilly whispered, a smile touching her lips.

“How long?” Eddie asked, his voice raspy.

“The rest of the night,” Cerys answered softly. “And all of yesterday and the night too. You’ve been out for almost a full day and a half. Health that low takes a while to recover with [Constitution] as low as yours.”

A day and a half. The knowledge hit him not with relief, but with a jolt of pure frustration. He threw back the sheet and swung his legs out of bed. His body was sore, a deep, bruised ache in his bones, but the sharp, critical pain was gone. The silvery scars from the rat bites were now joined by a fresh latticework of faint, pale lines on his chest and arms.

“A day and a half?” he berated himself, pacing the room, the motion easing the stiffness in his muscles. “Kaelan is out there, laughing, getting stronger. And I’ve been sleeping. I’ve lost a whole day of training. A whole day!”

“Eddie, you were broken,” Cerys said gently. “You needed to heal.”

“I’ll heal when he’s dust,” he snarled, the memory of Kaelan’s final, cruel taunt still burning like acid in his soul.

“Well, you can’t fight a vampire on an empty stomach,” Gilly said, clearly a pragmatist. She stood up, stretching. “Cerys said you liked the railway cafe. How about a big, greasy breakfast to get your strength back?”

The thought of food was tempting, but the thought of lost time was more powerful. “No,” he said, his voice firm. “No more breaks. No more walks. I need to work. I need to repair the house. I need to level up. That’s the only thing that matters now.”

His resolve was absolute. A hard, cold, burning passion had crystallized in his heart. Gilly looked at Cerys, who gave a small, resigned nod.

“Alright, warrior boy,” Gilly said with a roll of her eyes, though there was a new respect in her tone. “I’ll go get a takeout order. Bacon butties fit for a king, or at least a very determined Steward. Try not to have too much fun without me.” With a final, flirty wink, she flitted out of the room, leaving Eddie and Cerys alone. “And you might want to put some clothes on.”

Eddie scrambled for a dressing gown. An awkward silence descended, thick with the unspoken events of the Under Club and his impromptu nakedness. Eddie was the first to break it. He stopped his pacing and turned to face Cerys, his expression softening.

“Cerys, I…” he began, fumbling for the words. “I’m sorry. About what happened. I was arrogant. I fell for his trap, and I put you in danger. They caught you because of me.”

She moved towards him and gently placed her fingers on his lips, shushing him. “No,” she said softly. “You were brave. And foolish. But mostly brave. I was foolish, too. I wanted to believe Gilly had found a way out. We both walked into that trap. We’ll be smarter next time.” Her forgiveness helped, but shame still clouded his heart.

“You should use the shower,” she suggested, her voice a low murmur. “House healed your wounds, but the shame of a beating like that…it sticks to the soul. The water will wash it away. Rejuvenate you fully.”

He nodded. The thought of the magical, healing water was incredibly appealing. He strode towards the bathroom, not bothering to close the door, his previous embarrassment about his nakedness burned away by the horrors he had endured, and his recent indiscretion.

He was pleasantly surprised when he heard her follow him in, but he didn’t stop or question it. He simply shed the dressing gown and stepped into the shower, turning the old brass taps. The warm, glowing, magical water cascaded over him, and he felt the last of the deep, phantom aches dissolving, his HP and MP bars glowing at a full, healthy 100%.

He closed his eyes, sinking into the blissful heat, when he felt her presence beside him. Cerys stood just outside the spray, holding the bar of pale green, revitalising soap.

“Let me,” she said softly.

She stepped into the shower, her clothes instantly soaked and clinging to her body. He opened his eyes, his heart thumping as she gently soaped his shoulders and back. Her touch was different from before. It wasn't just practical. Her strokes were slow, tender, tracing his new, faint scars, fingers lingering on them. Nervous, electric tension began to build in the small, steamy space. It was a different kind of healing, one that had nothing to do with hit points.

He wanted more. He wanted to turn around, to take her in his arms, to feel her lips on his. He was a different man now, one who had faced death and chosen to fight back. He was a man who could take what he wanted.

“Cerys,” he said, his voice thick with the desire coursing through him.

“You must wait,” she whispered, her breath warm against his ear, her hands still moving on his back.

The simple phrase deflated his newfound confidence. His old shyness, the ghost of Bland Eddie, came rushing back. “Wait?” he asked, the word coming out as a clumsy, vulnerable croak. “Wait for what?” He immediately regretted it, the question sounding needy and pathetic to his own ears.

She chuckled, a low, warm vibration against his back. And then, she took the initiative. She placed her hands on his shoulders and gently turned him around to face her. The steam swirled around them, a soft, white veil that shrouded them in an intimate, private world. Her violet eyes were dark, serious, filled with an emotion he couldn't name. She was so close that he could appreciate the tiny droplets of water clinging to her eyelashes.

She raised a hand and gently cupped his cheek, her thumb stroking his skin, then leaned in, her lips parting slightly. This was it. The moment he had vowed to survive for. He closed his eyes, leaning down to meet her kiss…

CLANG!

The water cut off with a violent, final shudder. The magical glow vanished. The steam evaporated, leaving them standing in a cold, damp, crumbling bathroom. The harsh reality of the ruin crashed back in on them.

And then the House roared.

“I’M BEING ATTACKED! THERE ARE SPIDERS IN MY BELLY! KILL THEM, LITTLE STRIKE, AND I WILL LET YOU ADVANCE FURTHER!”

The voice was a physical blow, a thunderous, impatient demand that shattered the fragile, beautiful moment into a million pieces. Eddie and Cerys sprang apart, a chasm of frustration and thwarted desire now separating them. He stared at her, and she returned it as it became a look of pure, unadulterated, rueful agony.

“NOW!” the House thundered, its patience clearly at an end.

There was no arguing. The Steward’s work was never, ever done. Cerys let out a sigh that was a perfect blend of exasperation and disappointment. They knew they couldn’t refuse. Their opportunity was lost.

Eddie quickly dried off and dressed, the magical, romantic tension replaced by a grim sense of duty. The familiar weight of his role settled back onto his shoulders. He walked into the hall and retrieved his makeshift arsenal. The dented dustbin lid shield. The heavy, iron poker. The splintered remains of the broom handle. They were less like pathetic tools and more like old, trusted friends now.

He turned towards the cellar door, his jaw set. Cerys was right behind him, her expression a mask of fierce determination.

“I’m coming with you.” Her tone left no room for argument. “No more traps. We face this together.”

She followed him down the stairs, but as she reached the cellar doorway, she stopped as if she had run into a wall of solid glass. She pushed against the invisible barrier, her hands flat against an impenetrable, transparent wall.

The House’s voice spoke again, quieter this time, directed only at her, but Eddie heard the echo of it in his own mind. “THIS IS A TRIAL FOR THE STEWARD ALONE. HE MUST GAIN HIS OWN STRENGTH.”

Then, its voice boomed for both of them to hear, laced with a familiar, ominous tone of casual understatement.

“Besides, they’re only little spiders.”

Eddie closed his eyes. Of course. Little spiders. He’d heard that one before. He shared one last, frustrated glance with Cerys. He was on his own. Again. He hefted his shield, adjusted the poker in his belt, and with a grim sense of humor born of repeated trauma, he headed down the stairs to deal with the latest 'little' problem.


Chapter
Fifteen



The cellar beckoned at the bottom of the stone steps. Eddie’s frustration at the interrupted kiss warred with a grim, battle-honed focus. Romance would have to wait. House, his demanding, sentient, and incredibly petulant landlord, had a chore for him. With a final, shared look of exasperation, he turned from Cerys and began his third descent into the belly of the beast.

He held his poker in one hand and the dented dustbin lid in the other, the broken broom handle, now a mere three feet long, tucked into his belt like a crude short sword. He felt less like an accounting analyst and more like a post-apocalyptic scavenger, cobbled together from the remnants of a forgotten world. The comparison, he reflected, wasn't far off.

When he reached the bottom of the stairs, it was clear the cellar had changed once again. The torchlight, still smelling of wax and ozone, now extended even further, pushing back the oppressive darkness. The new light revealed that the vast, circular, chamber where he’d fought the woodworms now opened into an even larger, rectangular space. It was a workshop.

A long, heavy workbench, its surface scarred with a century of use, stood against one wall. A rack above it held a few forlorn, rusty tools: a hammer with a cracked handle, a handsaw with missing teeth, a collection of mismatched screwdrivers. In one corner, iron pipes of varying lengths and diameters filled a huge wooden rack. In another, a neat stack of seasoned firewood sat beside a scuttle brimming with coal. And against the far wall stood the heart of the workshop: a huge, cast-iron furnace, its belly cold and choked with gray ash.

“So,” Eddie said aloud, his voice echoing in the cavernous space. “You have a spider problem in your workshop. Why didn’t you just say so?” He ran a hand over the workbench, rubbing the gritty dust between his thumb and fingers. This was a place of making, of mending. It was a core part of the House’s identity, and its desecration by whatever creatures now lurked here was a personal affront to the Steward of the place. Him.

He did a quick inventory of the tools, but as the House had likely intended, found nothing more effective than the weapons he already carried. The poker was heavier than the rusty hammer, and his splintered spear was better than a bent saw. He was on his own. He hefted his shield, its familiar weight a grim comfort, and peered into the deep shadows that began where the torchlight ended.

He didn't have to wait long.

A pair of glowing, emerald-green eyes blinked open in the darkness. Then another pair. And another. Soon, malevolent green lights speckled the edge of the shadows. A dry skittering noise punctuated by ominous clicking echoed around him. It was the sound of multiple spindly legs on stone and mud.

“Alright,” Eddie growled, planting his feet. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

The first spider scuttled into the light. It was the size of a large dog, its body a bulbous, hairy orb of black and gray, its eight long, chitinous legs ending in sharp, hooked claws. Its multiple eyes glowed with sickening, venomous light, and its fangs, thick as a man’s thumbs, dripped with viscous, green fluid.

It moved with a sideways, crab-like motion, unnervingly fast. Before Eddie could react, it reared back and shot a thick, white glob of webbing at him. He raised his shield just in time. The web hit the metal lid with a wet thwump. It was incredibly sticky, and he could see the metal begin to smoke where the web made contact.

[Shield Durability: -5%]

Status Effect [Slowed] applied to Shield Arm!

A numbing sensation crawled up his left arm, a sluggishness that made the heavy shield feel twice as weighty. He grunted in annoyance. Another spider darted out from the side, spitting a short-range spray of green, acidic poison. He dodged, his [Dexterity: 9] just enough to get him clear, and the spray hit the stone floor with a loud hiss, eating into the rock.

This was going to be a technical fight. He couldn’t just stand and trade blows. He had to move. He had to think. He had to be part-hero and part-analyst.

He fell back, using the thick stone pillars of the cellar for cover, forcing them to come at him one at a time. The first spider, the one that had webbed his shield, scuttled around the pillar. Eddie was ready. He feinted with the poker, and as the spider reared up to strike, he used his [Shield Bash] skill, slamming the heavy, web-covered lid into its cluster of eyes.

The spider shrieked, a high-pitched, chittering sound, and stumbled back, disoriented. It was the opening he needed. He lunged forward, not with his pathetic broom-spear, but with the solid iron poker. He activated [Piercing Attack], pouring his intent into the strike. The poker punched through the creature’s tough exoskeleton with a sickening crunch. Green ichor spurted out, and the spider collapsed in a heap of twitching legs.

XP Gained: 50

One down. But two more were already scuttling to take its place. He was locked in a constant dance of dodging, blocking, and stabbing. He intercepted another web, his shield now almost completely covered in the thick, toxic strands. He parried a lunge, sidestepped a poison spray, and managed to impale another spider’s leg, crippling it before finishing it off.

He was taking hits. A spray of poison grazed his leg, the pain a burning fire.

HP: 85/100. Status Effect: [Poisoned]! (-1 HP/second)

The green poison ate away at his health. He knew he couldn’t keep fighting for long. He needed to end the skirmish. The last two spiders parted, attempting to flank him. It was a classic pincer movement. But this time, Eddie the Analyst saw the pattern.

Instead of retreating, he charged forward, directly at the spider on his right. The creature, surprised by his aggression, reared back. Eddie didn't attack it. He ran right past it, deeper into the workshop area, putting the workbench between him and his attackers. They had to come over the top or around the sides.

As they scuttled around the edge of the heavy table, he was ready. He upended the bench, its great weight crashing down onto one of the spiders, crushing it instantly. The other shrieked in fury and lunged at him over the fallen table. Eddie met its charge with his splintered spear, driving the sharpened wood deep into its fanged maw. The battle was over. The minions were defeated.

He stood panting, his HP now down to 68/100 from the lingering poison. The status effect finally wore off, but he was battered. And he knew, with a sinking certainty, that the battle was just the appetizer.

A new sound echoed from the deep darkness. It wasn’t the light, dry skittering of the others. It was a heavy, deliberate, menacing click…click…click… The sound of something huge and powerful pulling itself forward.

She emerged from the shadows, and the torchlight dimmed in her presence. His system announced her in brilliant, blue writing: The Furnace Queen. She was immense, easily the size of a small car, her body bloated, an obscene globe of black, hairy flesh, pulsating with a sickly, internal green light. Her legs were as thick as iron pipes, ending in razor-sharp, scythe-like claws. Her head was a nightmare of multifaceted, intelligent ruby-red eyes, and her fangs, which were as long as his forearm, dripped with a black, tar-like venom.

She let out a deafening hiss, and Eddie felt primal fear grip him, terror that dwarfed anything he had felt before. This was a boss. A real one.

She moved with speed that defied her immense size. A huge, thick web, the size of a cargo net, shot from her abdomen. Eddie barely had time to dive behind a stone pillar. The web hit the pillar with the force of a battering ram, shaking its very foundations. He glanced at it; the stone was actively dissolving where the web touched it. His shield would be useless against that.

He was hopelessly outmatched in a direct confrontation. Brute force was suicide. He looked around wildly, his analyst's mind kicking into overdrive, frantically processing the variables of his environment. Pipes. Coal. Wood. Furnace.

He needed a plan. He needed to use his [Intelligence: 14] to survive.

The Queen scuttled around the pillar, her eyes fixing on him. She spat a glob of black venom. He dodged, the venom hitting the floor and instantly eating a deep hole in the packed earth and stone. He had to buy time.

He did the only thing he could think of. He slipped his web-covered, corroded shield off and hurled it like a frisbee into a dark corner of the workshop. The Queen, her predatory instincts drawn to the movement and the scent of her lesser kin’s webbing, turned and scuttled after it, giving him a precious few seconds.

Eddie didn't waste them. He sprinted to the furnace and grabbed armfuls of the dry wood and shoved them into its cavernous mouth. He then grabbed the coal scuttle. He didn't use the large lumps of coal. He scooped up handfuls of the fine, black coal dust from the bottom and blew it over the wood, coating everything in a layer of highly flammable powder.

The Queen let out a furious shriek as she realized she’d been tricked. The heavy click-click-click of her approach was terrifying. He fumbled in the tool rack. Where was it? He’d seen it. Yes! A flint and steel. His hands shook as he held the two small pieces.

The Queen rounded the furnace, her multiple red eyes burning with hatred. She was faster than he’d anticipated and reared up, her fangs dripping, ready for the final, killing strike.

Eddie knew he had only one chance. He couldn't win, not like this. But maybe he could create a stalemate. He ducked under her lunge and, with a desperate prayer, struck the flint against the steel right at the mouth of the furnace.

A single, hopeful spark flew into the opening.

FWOOOOOOOOM!

The coal dust ignited with a deafening, explosive roar. A massive fireball, a dragon’s breath of pure, incandescent heat, erupted from the furnace, engulfing the Queen in a torrent of flame.

Her shriek was a sound from hell itself, a piercing, agonized scream followed by the smell of burning chitin and boiling ichor. She thrashed wildly, a giant, living torch, before collapsing in a heap, her massive body wreathed in roaring flames.

Eddie scrambled back, shielding his face from the intense heat. He watched, panting, as the flames slowly died down, leaving behind a charred, smoking, motionless husk. He had done it. He had used his brain. He had won.

A notification chimed.

XP Gained: 1000

He grinned, a tired, triumphant expression and waited for the Quest Complete message. It didn’t come.

Cold dread washed over him. He stared at the smoking corpse. A sickly green light pulsed from within the creature's charred abdomen. The burnt chitin flaked away, revealing new, healthy tissue underneath. Her blackened legs twitched as she regenerated.

The sheer, soul-crushing despair of that moment almost broke him. He had thrown everything he had at her, and it wasn't enough. He was out of tricks.

But as she rose, angrier and more powerful than before, his analyst’s mind, now honed by a desperate will to live, seized on the new data. Regeneration. Source: pulsating abdomen. That’s her power core. Can't destroy it directly. Overwhelming, catastrophic damage. That's what it takes. The fire wasn't enough. He needed something more. Something bigger.

The rack of iron pipes drew his attention. An idea, insane and suicidal, but the only one he had left, exploded in his mind.

The reborn Queen, now fully healed and glowing with a furious green aura, shrieked and charged. Eddie didn't run. He stood his ground. He pulled the heavy iron poker from his belt. As she lunged, her fanged maw wide enough to swallow him whole, he dodged to the side at the last possible second, her fangs snapping shut on empty air.

As her momentum carried her past, he saw his opening. He jammed the end of the iron poker deep into a mud grout line, angling it upwards like an anti-cavalry stake. Then, he sprinted towards the rack of pipes. He grabbed the longest, heaviest one he could manage, his [Strength: 10] screaming in protest.

The Queen turned, her movements now a furious, vengeful blur. She charged again.

This was it.

Eddie took a deep breath, his eyes on the iron poker he had planted. The timing had to be perfect. He held the massive iron pipe like a lance. Just as the Queen was about to slam into him, he dropped to one knee, sliding the back end of the pipe over the poker to create a double brace. Then, he aimed it directly at the creature’s pulsating, green abdomen.

The Queen, unable to stop her charge, impaled herself on the pipe.

The impact was cataclysmic. A sound like a thunderclap echoed through the cellar. The pipe, driven by the creature's own immense force and braced by the unmoving pillar, punched straight through her soft, glowing power core.

For a moment, there was silence. The Queen froze, her red eyes wide with shock. Then, the green energy in her abdomen went critical. It flashed, once, twice, and then erupted outwards in a massive, silent, concussive blast of green light.

The blast tossed Eddie backwards, his world turning into a kaleidoscope of green and white light. He hit the far wall and slid to the floor, his vision swimming.

When his senses returned, the cellar was quiet. Torches still flickered. The furnace still smoked. And in the center of the workshop, the Furnace Queen slowly dissolved. All that remained of her was a pile of black, crumbling ash surrounding the heavy iron pipe, which clattered to the floor, glowing with a hint of residual green energy.

He had won. And this time, he knew it was for real. The air-punching moment came not as a shout of victory, but as a long, shuddering sigh of pure, unadulterated relief.

The notifications, when they came, made him yell, “Hell yeah!”

[BOSS DEFEATED: THE FURNACE QUEEN]

Quest Complete: Purge the Deepest Sickness!

XP Gained: 2500!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 3!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 4!

All HP/MP Restored! All Negative Status Effects Removed!

You have 10 Attribute Points to allocate.

New Trait Gained: [Analytical Mind] - (Grants a passive bonus to identifying enemy weaknesses and environmental hazards).

New Skill Gained: [Fire Craft] - Lvl 1. (Basic ability to create and manipulate small flames).

New Skill Gained: [Heavy Weapon Proficiency (Pipe/Club)] - Lvl 1.

He had gained two levels. Two! The feeling of power flooding through him was intoxicating. He was battered, bruised, and mentally shattered, but he was stronger than he had ever been. He pulled up his character sheet, a wide, triumphant grin plastered on his face. Ten points to spend.

His mind was clear. He knew the smart play. Put it all into [Constitution] and [Strength]. Become a tank. But as he looked at the blinking + signs, his thoughts weren't on the next battle. They were on the girl waiting at the top of the stairs. On the interrupted kiss. On her soft, sad smile when she talked about things wanting to kill him.

With a determination that was both foolish and deeply human, he made his choice. He put four points into [Constitution], taking it to a respectable 14. He put four into [Strength], raising it to 14 as well. He was now as strong and tough as he was smart. And the last two points…with a hopeful, nervous thought of Cerys’s violet eyes, he did something utterly illogical. He put them into [Charisma].

He felt a subtle, internal shift. It wasn't a surge of power like with Strength or Constitution. It was a quiet click, a settling into his own skin. A newfound ease. A flicker of charm.

He looked at his new, updated stats, the numbers glowing with promise.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 4 

	Title: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 100/140 

	MP (Mana Points): 140/140 

	Status: Triumphant 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 14 

	DEX (Dexterity): 9 

	CON (Constitution): 14 

	INT (Intelligence): 14 

	WIS (Wisdom): 10.1 

	CHA (Charisma): 8 




Unallocated Points: 0

SKILLS & TRAITS

	[Analytical Mind] (Trait) 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 2 

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

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 1 

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

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 1 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 




He was still sitting on the floor of his newly cleansed workshop, admiring his handiwork, when her voice, laced with a desperate worry that made his heart ache, echoed from the top of the stairs.

“Eddie? Eddie, are you alright down there?”

He looked up towards that precious sound, a slow, confident smile spreading across his face. For the first time, he felt like he might actually have an answer she’d like to hear.


Chapter
Sixteen



He stood at the bottom of the cellar stairs, his body streaked with blood and ichor reflecting his hard-won battle as his mind buzzed with the raw, intoxicating power of his new levels. He was no longer the broken man who had been dragged from the Under Club. Eddie was the Steward. He was Level 4. He looked up towards Cerys, a slow, confident smile spreading across his face.

He took the stairs two at a time, his new [Strength: 14] and [Constitution: 14] making the ascent effortless. His prize awaited him at the top, and he soon emerged into the main hall. She stood there, her face a mask of frantic worry, her hands twisting nervously in the fabric of her dress. The moment her eyes landed on him—whole, bloodied once more, but standing tall—the worry dissolved into a wave of pure, unadulterated relief.

“Eddie!” she gasped, his name rushing from her lips.

Before he could say a word, she came to him, closing the distance between them in a heartbeat. She threw her arms around his neck, her body crashing into his with a force that spoke of desperate fear finally released. And then she was kissing him.

They weren’t gentle, tentative kisses, but frantic, hungry, cascades of emotion. Her lips were on his, on his cheeks, on his jaw, peppering him with a flurry of relieved, possessive affection that left him breathless. He could taste the salt of her tears and the sweet, magical flavor of her. It was everything he had vowed to survive for in the bloody darkness of the Under Club gardens.

He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tight against him, returning the kiss with a fervor that matched her own. He was lost in the moment, in the feel of her, the scent of her. But even as his senses reeled with delight, a small, insidious little devil on his shoulder whispered in his ear. The System. The two points he had foolishly, hopefully and desperately, poured into Charisma.

[Charisma: 8].

Was this her? Was this her genuine relief and affection? Or was this just a successful stat check? A magical, chemical reaction he had triggered by spending his hard-won points? The doubt was a tiny, sour note spoiling the beauty of the moment, a reminder that nothing in this new world was ever simple.

He pushed the thought away. Real, he was sure it was real. Her adoration was incredible. He drew her even closer, his hand tangling in her fiery hair, his intent clear. He wanted more and was about to deepen the kiss, to finally claim the moment that had been so cruelly snatched from them in the shower, when a cheerful, familiar voice shattered their intimacy into a thousand pieces.

“Did I miss the party? I bring offerings of bacon and life-giving coffee!”

Gilly stood in the open doorway, a large paper bag in one hand and a tray with three steaming mugs in the other. She took in the scene—Eddie and Cerys wrapped in a passionate embrace in the middle of the ruined hall—and a wide, wicked grin spread across her face.

“Well, well,” she chirped, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. “Barely a day goes by and you’re already trying to seduce our new Steward, Cerys. Have you no shame?”

Cerys pulled back from Eddie, though she didn’t step out of his arms. A faint blush colored her cheeks, but her eyes danced with a competitive fire. She grabbed his hands, bringing them around her waist, her hands resting possessively on his as she held them low on her pelvis. Then she leaned her head back against his shoulder, claiming him. “Don’t be jealous, Gilly. I’m sure there’s plenty of Eddie to go around.”

Gilly laughed, a sound like tinkling bells. “Oh, I know,” she said, her gaze sweeping over Eddie’s new, more formidable physique with open appreciation. “I’ve seen him naked, remember? There’s definitely plenty to go around.”

Eddie’s face erupted in a furious blush. The confidence he’d felt just moments before evaporated under the combined, flirtatious assault of two beautiful, immortal Fae creatures. He was a Level 4 warrior who had just single-handedly defeated a nest of giant spiders, and they reduced him to a stammering, blushing mess with the hint of shared love. He cleared his throat, desperately searching for a way to change the subject.

“Are those…bacon sarnies?” he asked, his voice an octave higher than usual.

The mundane question worked. Gilly’s grin widened. “The very best on the island. Come on, you two lovebirds. Let’s eat before the poor boy faints from either hunger or embarrassment.”

She led the way towards the main living room, a grand drawing room where a chandelier lay shattered on the floor. The reality of their surroundings crashed back in. The room was a disaster zone, covered in dust, rubble, and mouldy, sheet-draped furniture.

Eddie’s growing disappointment must have shown on his face. “Right,” he said with a sigh. “We should probably…”

“Clean this place up,” Cerys finished for him, a note of regret in her voice. She finally disentangled herself from him, much to his dismay. “I suppose,” she added, with a suggestive look at Gilly, “that any…fun…will have to wait until we have somewhere to have it.”

Gilly groaned theatrically. “You’re a cruel mistress, Cerys. Fine. But we eat first. A fairy cannot perform domestic magic on an empty stomach. It’s against the rules.”

They found the least-filthy corner of the room, perched on dusty, shrouded armchairs, and devoured the food. The bacon was thick and salty, the bread was soft and fresh, and the coffee was hot, strong, and sweet. It was the best meal Eddie had ever tasted. Better, it was the taste of victory, of survival, of companionship. Sitting there in the ruin, eating a simple meal with two beautiful, magical creatures, he was more at home than he ever had been in his sterile New York apartment.

Once the last crumb was gone, they set to work. It was a daunting task, but with three sets of hands, it felt manageable.

“You take the fireplace, Eddie,” Cerys directed. “It’s the heart of the room. It needs a mortal’s touch to bring it back to life.”

He found a rusty bucket and a small shovel and set about clearing the grate. It was filled with compacted, dusty ash and the nesting material of countless birds and rodents that had fallen from the chimney. It was a dirty, grimy job, but he attacked it with a focused energy. With every bucket of filth he removed, he felt like he was clearing away not just the house’s neglect, but his own. He was scouring the last vestiges of his bland past, making way for something new, something real.

He had to make several trips outside to dump the ash. Rather than going out of the front door, he forced open a set of creaking French doors at the back of the room.

For the first time, he set eyes on the House’s back garden.

He gasped, looking through the overgrown mess at what must have once been a magnificent garden. Now, it was a wild, tangled wilderness. The weeds were as tall as he was, and choked the flowerbeds completely. Thorny brambles crept up the stone walls of the house, and ivy consumed a small, elegant statue of a nymph. But even through the chaos, he could see the bones of its layout—the elegant beauty of once winding paths, the promise of the overgrown rose bushes, the simplicity of the crumbling stone walls. It was another monumental task, another part of the house, his house, that needed healing.

He thought of the Dryad in the Under Club gardens, the woman who had saved his life. He felt a profound sense of gratitude, and a need to thank her. What was her name? He racked his brain, but couldn't recall her ever giving one. He wondered if cleaning up this garden, bringing order back to this wild patch of nature, might please her. Could a Dryad even leave her domain?

He returned inside, his mind buzzing with questions. Cerys and Gilly were standing in the middle of the room, their hands on their hips, surveying the mess.

“There was a Dryad,” he said, breaking the silence. “In the Under Club. She saved us. What can you tell me about her?”

“When the Lady of the Grove saved us, I nearly peed my pants,” Gilly grimaced. “You were lucky. We were lucky. Dryads are…shy. And very, very rare these days.”

“They are spirits of ancient places,” Cerys explained, picking up the story. “Tied to the health and order of their domain. A wild, chaotic, neglected place can’t sustain them. Their magic needs harmony to thrive. If a Dryad’s grove is destroyed, she fades with it.”

An idea sparked in Eddie’s mind. “So if I tidied up the garden…?”

“You might tempt one to make a home here,” Cerys finished, a hopeful light in her eyes. “Mooinjer Veggey had a guardian Dryad once. A long, long time ago. But as the house fell into ruin, the garden followed, and she…left.”

“I should go back,” Eddie stated, the decision forming with an unshakeable certainty. “To the Under Club. I need to thank her. The Lady of the Grove. It’s the right thing to do.”

“Go back there?” Gilly squeaked, horrified. “Willingly? After Kaelan tried to turn you into a human pretzel? Are you mad?”

“Probably,” Eddie admitted with a grin. “But I owe her my life. And Cerys’s. And yours. I’m not going to be the kind of Steward who doesn’t pay his debts or at least say thank you.”

The fairies looked at him, and he could see a new level of respect in their gazes. He wasn't just their project anymore. He was becoming a man who made his own decisions, guided by his own burgeoning code of honor.

“Alright, then,” Cerys said with a sigh. “But first, this room.”

With the decision made, they returned to their work, but with renewed vigor. And, with a sigh and a shared wink, the fairies decided to cheat. Gilly whistled a high, lilting tune, and the thick layers of dust on the floorboards began to swirl and eddy, dancing their way into a neat, compact pile in the corner. Cerys waved a hand, and the heavy, mouldy sheets lifted themselves off the furniture, folded themselves neatly, and floated into a stack by the door.

Eddie watched, amazed, as he continued his own manual labor, scraping the last of the soot from the fireplace. He was the brawn, they were the magic, and together, they were a surprisingly effective team.

By the time the sun began to dip low in the sky again, casting long, golden fingers of light into the room, they were done. The transformation was stunning. The floor was clean, the great stone fireplace stood proud and ready for a fire, and the elegant, if faded, furniture was uncovered and arranged. The room was no longer a tomb; it was a living space, waiting for life.

As if on cue, Gilly let out a dramatic, sulking sigh. “Well, that’s me,” she announced. “The working class has to go and pour drinks for the goblins and the ghouls.” She walked over to the door, then turned back, wagging a finger at them. “You two behave yourselves now that you have a clean room to misbehave in. And don’t you get up to anything I wouldn’t get up to.”

Cerys laughed, a rich, melodic sound that filled the newly cleaned space. She draped an arm around Eddie’s shoulders, her touch sending a familiar jolt of electricity through him. “Oh, Gilly,” she said, her eyes sparkling with mischief as she looked at Eddie. “That means we can do anything we like.”

Eddie felt a wide, goofy grin spread across his face. He looked around the clean room, at the promise of the fire he was about to build, and at the beautiful fairy leaning against him. The night was young. And for the first time in an age, he couldn’t contain his excitement for what it might bring.


Chapter
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The triumphant grin on Eddie’s face was a fragile thing, a piece of fine glass formed in the heat of the moment, and it shattered the moment Cerys spoke.

“I have to go.”

“What?” The word flew out of him, filled with dismay. He stared at her, then around the newly cleaned, fire-ready living room, the promise of a quiet, peaceful evening that had been stretching out before them, gone, swept away with those four tortuous words. “Why? I thought… I thought you were staying.”

A look of genuine regret softened her mischievous features. “I have to,” she said softly, her voice laced with an emotion he couldn’t quite decipher. She stepped closer, holding his disappointed gaze with hers. “Time…it works differently for me. When I’m here, with you, in the mortal plane…it slips away. I didn’t realize how long I’d been away from my other duties. I’ve overstayed. I have things to clear up before I am all yours.”

The mention of other duties was a reminder that he was only a part of her life, a life that was ancient, complex, and largely hidden from him. The thought sent a surprisingly sharp pang of jealousy through him.

She must have seen the disappointment on his face, because she reached up and gently, tenderly, traced the line of his lips with her fingertip. The simple touch sent a jolt of lightning straight down his spine.

“Hey,” she whispered, a mischievous smile following. “It’s not for long. I promise I’ll be back. In a couple of hours. And I’ll have a special surprise for you when I return.”

Her voice dropped to a low, conspiratorial purr. “How about we go out then? For real this time. We could get a pizza in Port Erin. A proper first date.”

A proper first date. The words, so wonderfully, beautifully adolescent, were the most magical thing he had heard all day. A pizza. With a fairy. It was perfect.

She gave him a slow, deliberate wink that made his stomach churn a nervous flip. “Just remember, Eddie Strike,” she murmured, her lips brushing his ear. “A fairy needs to be wined and dined before all her secrets are unlocked.”

And then she stepped back, a final, dazzling smile on her face. With a sharp, clean snap of her fingers, she vanished. One moment she was there, a vibrant, captivating presence filling the room; the next, there was nothing but the lingering scent of sea moss and ozone and the echo of her promise.

Eddie stood alone in the quiet, empty room. He buzzed with energy, with the thrill of victory and the dizzying prospect of a real date. But he was also acutely aware of the state he was in. He looked down at himself. His new clothes were covered in a fine layer of century-old soot from the fireplace, and he could still smell the faint, acrid stench of spider ichor on his skin. He was a mess and had his own work to attend to.

“Right,” he grumbled to the empty house, a new, frustrated energy propelling him. “Another shower.” He stomped up the grand staircase, his mood a strange cocktail of elation and annoyance. “And this time,” he yelled at the ceiling, “make it a cold one! I need to cool off!”

He strode into the master bathroom, ready to be disappointed by the cracked tiles and tarnished brass, but stopped dead in the doorway. The room had transformed again. The old, grimy shower enclosure was gone. The cracked tiles had been replaced by smooth, clean slate. And taking center stage was a huge, freestanding, cast-iron bathtub with elegant clawed feet and a set of gleaming, newly polished brass taps.

Eddie stared in disbelief. House, it seemed, was in a generous mood. A cold shower was suddenly a waste of a perfectly good miracle. He turned the hot bath tap, and steam, thick with that same magical, herbal scent, began to fill the room. He decided to take a long, hot bath.

Sinking into the steaming water was pure bliss. Just like the shower, he felt a deep, restorative magic at work. It wasn't just healing his HP, which was already full; it was soothing the bone-deep weariness, the mental exhaustion from the constant life-or-death struggles. It was like hitting a system reset button for his soul. A new buff appeared in his mind’s eye.

[Rejuvenated] - (Stamina, HP, and MP regeneration significantly increased for 12 hours. All minor aches and pains removed).

He emerged from the bath feeling more than just healed. He felt powerful, clean, and utterly alive. After drying himself—the fluffy towel yet another small gift from his strange landlord—he walked back into the bedroom. On the bed, a fresh set of clothes lay neatly folded. They were a step up from the previous offerings: a pair of dark, well-fitting jeans and a soft, deep blue Henley shirt that he knew would make his eyes stand out.

As he began to dress, House’s voice rumbled in his mind. But this time, the tone was completely different. It wasn’t the angry roar of a disappointed god or the weary sigh of an ancient being. It was calm, deep, and held a note of something that sounded almost like…pride.

“You have done well, Eddie Strike. You have cleansed my halls. You have purged my sicknesses. You have faced my trials with courage and ingenuity. You will be a fine Strike. Your grandfather…he would be proud.”

The words hit Eddie with a warmth that spread through his chest, more potent than any magical bath. Validation. From the ancient, grumpy entity that had tried to get him killed three times. It meant more than he could have imagined.

“Your work has been rewarded,” the House continued. “But there is one more gift. A surprise. It awaits you in the cellar. In the workshop.”

Eddie’s good mood evaporated instantly. A surprise. In the cellar. He’d heard this one before. “Oh no,” he said aloud, pulling on his shirt. “No way. I’m not falling for that again. I have a date in,” he glanced at the old grandfather clock in the corner of the room, another new addition, “an hour and a half. I’m not fighting another one of your ‘little’ problems before then.”

There was a long pause, and then the House rumbled with what was unmistakably amusement. “This is not a trial, little Strike. It is a tool. An inheritance. Your birthright. It is waiting for you.”

While Eddie was still deeply suspicious, he finished dressing, his mind racing with anticipation. While probably—no, certainly—still weak, he was done being a pawn and instead tried to see himself as a partner, an employee at the very least. And it was time he laid down some terms and conditions. He walked to the center of the room, planted his feet, and spoke to the air.

“Alright, listen up,” he said, his voice firm. “I’ll go down there. But if this is another trap, if this is another monster, if this screws up my date with Cerys in any way, shape, or form, I swear to you, I will find a way to burn this house to the ground. We clear?”

The rumbling chuckle returned, deeper this time. “The boy grows a spine. Very well, Steward. Your terms are…noted.”

With a final, wary sigh, Eddie headed back down the stairs. He felt a ridiculous sense of déjà vu as he descended into the now-familiar cellar. The space was exactly as he had left it: clean, tidy, and lit by the magical torches. The ashes of the Furnace Queen had vanished. He walked into the workshop area, his eyes scanning every shadow, every corner, expecting an ambush.

But the workshop was empty. Except for one thing.

Hanging in the dead center of the room, suspended in mid-air about chest height, was a sword. It was a longsword, its design simple and elegant. The hilt was wrapped in dark, worn leather, the crossguard and pommel a plain, unadorned silver. But the blade… the blade was breathtaking. It was forged from silver metal that reflected the torchlight, and it glowed with a faint, eerie, internal blue light and rotated slowly, silently, a thing of immense grace and deadly beauty.

“Your grandfather’s blade,” House explained, its tone now reverent. “Forged in the heart of a fallen star. It has a name. It has a will. It will teach you how to fight as a true Strike. It will become one with you. Its name is Slicer.”

Eddie stared, mesmerized. A magic sword. Named Slicer. It was the most ridiculously epic fantasy trope he had ever encountered, and it was hanging right in front of him. “A talking sword?” he scoffed, the absurdity of it all bubbling to the surface. “Now you’re just messing with me.”

“Do not take my word for it, Little Strike,” House rumbled. “Take it.”

Hesitantly, Eddie reached out. The air around the sword crackled with a faint, static energy. He wrapped his hand around the worn leather hilt.

The moment his fingers closed around it, a bolt of pure, white-hot energy shot up his arm and detonated in his mind. It wasn't painful. It was a flood. A torrent of information, of sensation, of memory. He experienced the heat of the forge where the blade was born, the shock of it being quenched in dragon’s blood, the weight of a thousand battles, and the steady, confident grip of his grandfather’s hand. The sword wasn't just an object; it was a chronicle, a history, a living soul.

A notification exploded in his vision.

[SOULBOUND WEAPON ACQUIRED: SLICER]

You have bonded with a sentient weapon of legendary power. The weapon's knowledge is now accessible to you.

And then a new voice spoke, not aloud, not like House’s rumble, but directly inside his head. The voice was sharp, crisp, and dripping with a weary, aristocratic disdain.

“About time,” it said, the words forming in his thoughts. “I was getting dizzy. And look what I finally have to work with. A soft-handed beginner with all the grace of a falling wardrobe. We have much work to do.”

Eddie was so startled he almost dropped the sword. “Hey!” he thought back; the mental conversation feeling bizarrely natural. “Who are you calling soft-handed? I just cleared this whole place out! Twice!”

“With a stick and a trash can lid,” Slicer retorted, its voice laced with scorn. “Don’t brag about cleaning up pests, boy. I was forged to slay demons and parley with kings. You are merely the vessel. And a rather clumsy one at that.”

“I’m a Level 4 vessel, thank you very much!” Eddie shot back, already feeling a strange, argumentative rapport with the sentient weapon.

“A Level 4 tadpole in an ocean of krakens,” the sword sniffed. “We have less than an hour before your…date…with the Fae female. That is not enough time to make you a warrior, but it may be enough time to make you look slightly less like a farmer holding a pitchfork. We begin now.”

Eddie sighed. The sword was an arrogant, condescending pain in the neck. But he could feel the power humming in its blade, the centuries of knowledge coiled within its steel. He knew, with absolute certainty, that his life would be a lot easier—and likely longer—with this sword than without it.

“Alright, Slicer,” he said, hefting the blade. It was perfect in his hand, an extension of his own arm. “Teach me.”

“First, your stance is pathetic,” Slicer began, and the lesson commenced.

The sword was a relentless, exacting instructor. It guided him mentally, correcting his posture, the angle of his feet, his grip. It forced him through a series of basic stances, drills, and simple cutting forms. The knowledge flowed from the sword into him, not as abstract thought, but as pure muscle memory.

His System pinged.

[New Skill Unlocked: One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Level 1.

Due to knowledge imparted by [Soulbound Weapon: Slicer], this skill begins at Level 5.

He fell into a rhythm, the cellar forgotten, the upcoming date forgotten. There was only the weight of the blade, the hiss of it cutting through the air, and the sardonic, demanding voice of Slicer in his head. He was learning at an incredible rate, his body adapting, his movements growing smoother, more confident. He was hot, sweaty, every muscle in his body burning with the unfamiliar exertion, but he felt alive, powerful and focused.

He was in the middle of a complex parrying drill when another, far more welcome voice echoed from the top of the stairs.

“Eddie! I’m back! And I brought your surprise!”

His concentration shattered. He looked down at himself, aghast. Sweat drenched him, his new Henley shirt clinging to his chest, his hair a damp, tangled mess. He wasn’t ready. He wasn't even close to ready. The date!

“Oh, crap,” he muttered.

“The Fae female has returned,” Slicer noted dryly. “And you, my boy, look like you’ve been wrestling a pig. Your vaunted Charisma will be sorely tested.”

Eddie ignored the sword. He was too excited that she was back. He practically bounded up the stairs, the glowing sword still in his hand, a wide, eager grin on his face. He reached the top of the stairs and burst into the main hall, ready to greet her.

And then he saw her. And his heart stopped.

She was dressed to kill. Her practical clothes were gone, replaced by a stunning, form-fitting dress of deep, midnight-blue silk that hugged her every curve. The dress had a dangerously low neckline and a slit up one side that offered a tantalizing glimpse of a long, perfect leg. She wore a pair of strappy, high-heeled silver sandals that made her tall and elegant. Her fiery hair had been tamed into a cascade of soft, artful waves that fell over one shoulder, and her makeup was subtle but perfect, making her violet eyes even larger, even more magical.

“Surprise!” she said, but was clearly disappointed.

His heart sank. She was a goddess. A superstar. A queen.

And he was a sweaty, dishevelled mess, covered in grime from his training, holding a glowing magical sword.

The triumphant, confident Steward of Mooinjer Veggey vanished, replaced in an instant by the old, awkward, hopelessly out-of-his-league Eddie Strike. His face flushed with embarrassment. He’d blown it. He’d completely, utterly blown it.

He looked from her perfect, dazzling body to his own sorry state, and let out a small, defeated sigh.

“Oh, man,” he said, his voice a miserable croak. “I’m… I’m so sorry. I’m not ready.”


Chapter
Eighteen



The apology died on Eddie’s lips, a clumsy, useless thing in the face of her reaction. Cerys wasn’t looking at his sweaty, dishevelled state. She wasn’t looking at him at all. Her gaze, wide with a mixture of shock and sheer, unadulterated excitement, was fixed on the glowing silver blade in his hand.

“Ready?” she breathed, her voice a reverent whisper. She took a step closer, her previous annoyance completely forgotten. “Eddie, look at what you're holding! Is that…? By the First Tree, it is! Slicer!”

The name, spoken aloud in her melodic voice, made the sword hum in his hand, its blue light flaring for a brief, brilliant second. Eddie, still reeling from the sudden shift in her attention, could only blink.

“House gave you Slicer,” she continued, her eyes gleaming with a fierce, triumphant light. “It actually gave you Slicer! Oh, House has come up trumps! It wouldn’t release the blade from its keeping unless it truly believed in its new Steward.” She finally looked at him, her eyes shining with a pride that made his heart swell. “You must be doing something right, Eddie Strike. Something very right. That sword… It will make you powerful.”

Her validation was a tonic, soothing his bruised ego and erasing his embarrassment. But he was still a mess. “That’s great,” he said, gesturing to himself. “But I can’t exactly go for a pizza like this.”

Cerys laughed, a bright, clear sound that filled the hall. “Oh, you foolish, wonderful man,” she said, shaking her head. “That’s easily fixed.”

She raised her delicate hand, fingers spread. “Hold still,” she commanded playfully. With a sharp, elegant snap of her fingers, a fine, shimmering mist erupted from her palm, enveloping him completely. It was cool, tingling, and smelled of ozone, jasmine, and something else—the clean, crisp scent of victory. The magical spray swirled around him for a second, feeling like a thousand tiny, gentle hands scrubbing away the grime and exhaustion of his practice. When it dissipated, he felt incredible. He looked down. The sweat was gone. His clothes were pristine, without a single stain. He ran his hand through his hair; it was clean, dry, and fell perfectly into place.

He was overjoyed, amazed, but also a little perplexed. He looked at her, a question forming on his lips. “If you can just do that,” he started, “why do I keep having to take showers and baths?”

She gave him a slow, sly wink that sent a jolt straight to his core. “Because if you didn’t, Eddie Strike, I’d never get to see you naked.” Her voice was a low, husky purr.

Eddie’s brain promptly short-circuited. The blood rushed to his face, his mouth went dry, and he was once again the awkward, fumbling man completely out of his depth. He couldn't think of a single witty or charming reply. Instead, he just stood there, blushing furiously and holding the legendary, soulbound sword of his ancestors like it was a bag of groceries he didn’t know where to put down.

“Err,” he stammered, holding Slicer out. “What do I do with this? I can’t exactly take it to a pizza place.”

A sharp, disdainful voice echoed in his mind. “Use that oversized brain House seems so fond of, boy. I am bound to your soul, not your hand. Do you intend to carry me everywhere like a common cudgel?”

“What? How?” Eddie thought back, still not used to the mental conversation.

“Gods and gargoyles, you’re dense,” Slicer sighed. “I am a part of you now. Soulbound items need no storage devices. They are a part of you. Will me away, and I shall vanish. Will me back, and I shall appear. It is the most basic principle of soul-binding. Try to keep up.”

Eddie recalled the gaming concept, and his eyes lit up with nerdy glee. “No way!” he said aloud, looking at Cerys. “You mean I have a storage ring without the ring? Like in the games?”

Cerys laughed at his geeky enthusiasm, a sound that made his heart ache with affection. “Something like that,” she confirmed. “But it only works with truly Soulbound items. It’s a very rare connection. If you want storage, you’ll need a ring, but a soulbound item will not sit in it. It is with you always.” She offered him her hand, her smile warm and inviting. “Go on. Try it.”

He stared at the magnificent blade, then back at Cerys and took a deep breath, focusing his mind. He willed the sword to be gone. The leather bound hilt dissolved as Slicer’s blade erupted into a silent cascade of brilliant blue light, which then collapsed in on itself and vanished into nothingness. Eddie could still feel it, a faint, humming presence at the edge of his consciousness, a shaft of power waiting for his call. It was an incredible feeling. Cerys reached for him and took his hand, her fingers lacing through his. Her skin was soft and cool. It felt…right.

They walked out of the ancient house and into the moonlit night, hand in hand. Silver brushed the path down to the seafront, the air crisp and clean. They didn’t talk much, the comfortable silence punctuated only by the distant cry of a gull and the soft crunch of their footsteps on the gravel. This place, he decided, was better than any dream.

The pizza restaurant was a small, cozy place nestled on the promenade, its windows looking out over the dark, sleeping bay. It was warm and welcoming, a little pocket of mundane reality in his increasingly magical life. They sat at a small table by the window, the moonlit bay somehow theirs and theirs alone.

For the first time, with no quests, no monsters, and no interruptions, they began to talk. Really talk.

“So,” Cerys began, leaning forward, her chin resting on her hands, her violet eyes studying him intently. “Tell me about the man you used to be. Tell me about Eddie Strike from New York.”

A familiar pang of shame washed over him. He thought of his small, boring apartment, his monotonous job, his life lived in shades of gray. How could it possibly compare to her world of magic and wonder? He mumbled his way through a description of his existence, the spreadsheets, the lonely evenings, the lack of any real connection or adventure. It sounded even more pathetic when said aloud.

“That’s it, really,” he finished, shrugging, unable to meet her gaze. “Not much to tell.”

“I think,” she said softly, making him look up, “that it sounds like a man who was waiting. Like a seed, dormant in dry soil, just waiting for some rain.”

Her perspective shifted his own, and warmth spread through his chest that had nothing to do with the garlic bread steaming in front of him.

He turned the tables. “Okay, my turn. What about you? You said you have ‘other duties.’ That you’d ‘overstayed.’ What does a fairy do when she’s not guiding a clueless Steward around?”

Her smile tightened almost imperceptibly. She glanced around the restaurant, at the handful of other diners—a family, a young couple, all completely normal. “Not here, Eddie,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “The walls have ears, and some of those ears are very, very human. My story is…complicated. For another time.”

Though disappointed, he understood. The evasion itself was part of the magical, secret world she inhabited. So instead, they talked about everything and nothing. They argued about whether pineapple belonged on pizza (she was vehemently pro, he was staunchly against). He told her about his favorite movies, but attempting to explain the plots of sci-fi epics to a girl who lived in a world where such things were real? It was challenging. She told him funny, anecdotal stories about the magical creatures he’d seen in the Under Club—how Snaggle the goblin had once tried to pay for his drinks with enchanted leaves that turned back to normal ones at sunrise, how Grendel the Boggart was terrified of kittens.

They laughed, their knees brushing under the table, their hands occasionally touching as they reached for a slice of pizza. The initial, nervous tension melted away into a comfortable, charged intimacy. He was no longer just the Steward, and she was no longer just his guide. They were just Eddie and Cerys, a man and a woman on a date, sharing a meal under the Manx moon. And it was perfect.

As they finished the last of their pizza, their mood shifted. The looming threat of the Under Club, which they had successfully ignored for a couple of hours, began to creep back into the warm, cozy atmosphere. Cerys reached across the table and took his hand, her grip firm and serious. She stared into his eyes, her own filled with deep, pleading vulnerability.

“Don’t go,” she whispered, her voice tight with emotion. “Please, Eddie. Let’s just…not. Let’s finish this pizza, and then we can walk on the beach. We can watch the sunrise from the top of Bradda Head. Forget Kaelan. Forget everything. Just for tonight. Just be with me.”

The offer was a lifeline, a siren’s song of safety and happiness. It was everything he wanted. A normal night. A perfect date with a girl who was so much more than a girl. He could see it so clearly: the two of them, hand in hand on the sand, the world and its monsters a distant, forgotten dream.

But as he looked into her beautiful, pleading eyes, something else rose up inside him. A real sense of belief. A deep, gut feeling that was reinforced by the quiet hum of the System in his mind. The path of the Steward wasn't the easy path. Kaelan’s taunt about his grandfather, the Dryad’s intervention, the grim determination he’d felt after the beating—it wasn't just about pride anymore. It was about responsibility. It was about honor.

He squeezed her hand, his heart aching. “I can’t,” he said, his voice gentle but firm. “I have to go, Cerys. My gut…everything is telling me this is something I have to face. If I run from this now, I’ll always be running. I can’t go back to being that man.”

He saw the flicker of disappointment in her eyes, but it was immediately replaced by something else: a deep, hatching respect. She held his gaze for a long moment, then gave a slow, reluctant nod. “You’re right,” she sighed. “You’re not that man anymore,” and accepted his choice, trusting his judgment. The realization was more intoxicating than any kiss.

The walk to the church was polar opposite to their earlier, light-hearted stroll. The night appeared darker, the moon veiled by a thin layer of cloud, and their comfortable silence had been replaced by tense, purposeful quiet.

“If he attacks you,” Cerys said as they approached the ancient lychgate of Kirk Christ, her voice low and serious, “you draw Slicer. You are allowed. You have every right to defend yourself. But only defend. Do you understand, Eddie? Parry, block, protect yourself. Do not, under any circumstances, attack him first.”

“Why? After what he did?”

“Because what he did in the gardens was an ambush,” she explained, her tone urgent. “It was against the code of The Under. Unprovoked attacks are forbidden. He thinks he’s above the rules, and he pushes them to their very limit. But if you attack him first, you’ll be the one breaking the code. He’ll have every right, by the ancient laws, to kill you where you stand. And no one—not me, not the House, not even the Lady of the Grove—could intervene. Don’t give him that excuse. Had you the power, you could have killed him with impunity. But he knew you couldn’t.”

They stood before the small, moss-covered mausoleum, the air around it cold and still. The weight of his decision, of the possible confrontation, settled heavily on his shoulders. This wasn't just a fight; it was a game with deadly consequences.

Cerys turned to him one last time, her face pale in the gloom. “Are you sure about this, Eddie?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper. “There’s no shame in walking away. We can leave the island. We can go somewhere he can’t find us.”

He looked at her, at the genuine fear for his safety in her eyes, and his resolve hardened. He was done being that man. He reached out and cupped her cheek, his thumb stroking her soft skin. “I’m not leaving,” he said. “This is my home now. And I’m not letting him chase me out of it.”

He took a deep breath, feeling for the quiet, humming presence of his soulbound sword. He prayed Slicer would come when he called. “I’m sure,” he said.

She gave him a grim, sad nod and turned, placing her palm flat against the cold stone of the tomb. With a low, grating groan, the heavy slab slid sideways, revealing familiar, torchlit darkness and the stone steps leading down into the heart of the night.
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The heavy stone slab ground shut behind them, trapping them in the Under Club, the sound sealing their fate. The distant, hypnotic thrum of the music pulsed up the stairs, permeating the veil, thrumming through his already racing heart. Eddie took a deep breath, the cool, subterranean air doing little to calm the nervous energy buzzing under his skin. Cerys’s hand tightened in his, a small, reassuring pressure. He was terrified, but he wasn’t alone.

They descended, passing through the veil and into the vast, glittering cavern. The full sensory assault of the club hit them once more, the chaos of the music, the swirling rainbow of the lights, the sheer, overwhelming presence of so many magical beings in one place. Several of the regulars looked around as they passed, their expressions a mixture of shock and morbid curiosity. Ronan, the old man, caught Eddie’s eye from across the room and gave him a slow, solemn shake of his head, a silent warning.

They made a beeline for the glowing bar. Gilly was there, her wings fluttering with agitation as she polished a glass with a little too much gusto.

“You came back?” she hissed as they approached, her voice a low, urgent whisper. “Are you both completely insane? Kaelan’s been holding court all night, waiting for you!” She gave a subtle, almost imperceptible nod towards the VIP section as she poured their drinks.

Eddie’s heart sank. A foolish, hopeful part of him had prayed the vampire might have skipped the night. But there he was, lounging on a black velvet couch like a pale king on his throne, Lorcan and Finn flanking him like gargoyles. He was a spider in the center of his web, and Eddie was a fly who had just willingly buzzed back into the vampire’s parlor.

But his purpose tonight was stronger than his fear. He wasn’t there for Kaelan. He was there to pay a debt. “We’re not staying long,” he said to Gilly, his voice steadier than he felt. He took the cider, the liquid courage welcome.

He turned to Cerys. “Let’s go.”

He didn’t wait for her reply, but cut through the heaving crowd, Cerys’s hand held tight in his. He moved with his new, confident stride, pushing past a coven of laughing goblins and sidestepping the hulking form of Grendel the Boggart. He ignored the curious and hostile stares, his eyes fixed on the arched doorway at the back of the cavern leading to the gardens.

They stepped through, and deep, magical silence replaced the cacophony of the club. The air was cool and sweet, false moonlight from the great crystal above casting everything in a serene, silver-and-shadow. He led Cerys down the winding path to the clearing with the ancient, gnarled tree. He was nervous, his senses on high alert, constantly looking over his shoulder, half-expecting Kaelan and his goons to emerge from the shadows.

“They will not stain my gardens a second night.” Her voice was soft, yet it carried the immense authority of the earth itself.

The Lady of the Grove stepped from the trunk of the tree, not with a shimmer of magic, but as if she were simply passing through a curtain. She was as breathtakingly beautiful as he remembered, her bark-like skin and moss-green hair drawing strength from the moonlit garden around her. Her emerald eyes, ancient and calm, settled on him, and his heart gave a little skip.

“Steward,” she acknowledged with a slight inclination of her head. “You have returned. What is it that you want?”

Eddie’s old awkwardness momentarily returned, such timeless power and beauty, overwhelming. He swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “I… I just came to say thank you,” he said, the words feeling small and inadequate. “You saved my life. You saved Cerys and Gilly. I owe you my gratitude.”

The Dryad’s calm expression shifted, a flicker of genuine surprise in her emerald eyes. “Gratitude.” She spoke the word awkwardly. “It has been a long time, Little Strike. A very long time since any of the short-lived races have offered thanks for my works. They only come to me when they want something.”

Her unexpected pleasure gave him a surge of confidence. He had another question, a selfish one, but her reaction made him bold. He started to ask, then stammered and stopped, thinking it might be rude to ask for something after she’d just commented on that very thing.

“Speak your mind, Steward,” she prompted gently. “Your heart is cleaner than most. What is it you wish to ask?”

“It’s my garden,” he blurted out. “At the house. It’s a mess. Overgrown, chaotic. But the bones beneath its chaos are good. Cerys said… She said a Dryad lived there once. I just thought…if there was a Dryad out there who needed a home, a safe place to put down roots… I would welcome her, and I would protect her.”

The Lady of the Grove chuckled, a sound like the rustling of a thousand leaves in a summer breeze. “A noble offer, Eddie Strike, but it doesn’t work so simply. One cannot just transplant a Dryad. We are bound to our groves for better or worse.” She paused, her gaze becoming distant, contemplative. “But new groves can grow.”

She studied him, her ancient eyes peered directly into his soul, weighing his spirit on some invisible, cosmic scale. “A Dryad seed is precious beyond belief,” she explained, her voice low and serious. “And a sapling is incredibly vulnerable until she can grow powerful enough to defend her own domain. But we grow quickly. What takes your kind years, we can accomplish in mere weeks. She would need a guardian. A protector who would shield her with his own life until she reached her maturity in three of your months. It is a sacred, and dangerous, responsibility. Would you be willing to accept such a charge?”

Eddie glanced at Cerys, who was watching him with wide, hopeful eyes. He thought of the overgrown garden at his house, and the idea of bringing it back to life, of giving it a guardian spirit, filled him with a deep sense of purpose. “Yes,” he said without a moment’s hesitation. “I would.”

The Lady of the Grove nodded slowly, a small, approving smile on her lips. “Your heart is true.” She held out her palm, and resting upon it was a single, small seed. It was no bigger than his thumb, smooth and dark like polished wood, and it pulsed with a gentle, warm, internal light. “Then take this gift, Steward. It is my thanks to you. This is my own daughter. Plant her in prepared, orderly soil, and protect her with all the strength you possess.”

She offered him the seed and he took it. The moment his fingers touched it, the seed dissolved into warm light and flowed into him, settling deep within his consciousness, a quiet, earthy hum next to the sharp, metallic presence of Slicer.

[SOULKIN ITEM ACQUIRED: SEED OF THE GROVE]

Description: The dormant life force of a nascent Dryad. Requires safe, orderly ground to be planted. Nurture it, protect it, and it will grow into a powerful ally.

Overcome with the gravity of the gift, Eddie dropped to one knee before the Dryad. “Thank you,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I swear I will protect her.”

“I know you will,” she said, her hand resting on his head for a fleeting, warm second. “Which is one more reason you must stay alive. Beware of Kaelan, Eddie Strike. The Cursed Bloodline covets that which is pure, only so they can corrupt it.” With a final, gentle smile, she stepped back and merged once more with the ancient tree, vanishing from sight.

Eddie rose to his feet, a new, heavy weight of responsibility settling on his shoulders. Cerys rushed to him, her face glowing with pride. “Eddie, do you have any idea what you’ve just done?” she whispered in awe. “A Dryad’s seed… It’s a gift beyond price. You are truly the Steward now.” She squeezed his hand tightly. “Come on. Let’s get out of here. When we get back to the manor… I have a very special treat for you.”

The promise in her eyes made his heart race. He couldn’t wait. His mission was complete. He had paid his debt, and in return received a gift more precious than he could comprehend. All they had to do was leave.

They headed back into the main cavern of the club, hand in hand, feeling triumphant. Kaelan stood under the arched doorway, blocking their path from the magical gardens. The vampire leaned against its side, his arms crossed, an arrogant, mocking smile on his face. Lorcan and Finn stood behind him, their expressions promising violence.

“Finished hiding behind the Lady’s skirt?” Kaelan sneered, his cold eyes flicking over them. “I’m surprised she’d even speak to the likes of you. But I suppose she has a weakness for lost puppies.” He pushed himself off the pillar and took a step into the club. “If you were half the man you pretend to be, you’d be demanding satisfaction for last night’s…lesson. You’re well within your rights. I attacked you. I’ll admit it, no sweat.”

Eddie’s hand twitched, his mind instinctively reaching for the comforting presence of Slicer. But Cerys’s warning echoed in his mind. Only defend. Never attack. He clenched his fists, his new [Patience] skill fighting a desperate battle with his anger. “We’re leaving, Kaelan,” he said, his voice a low, steady growl. “Get out of our way.”

Kaelan laughed, a short, ugly sound. “Just like your grandfather,” he mocked. “He learned to run, eventually. After a great deal of…persuasion.” He took another step back, allowing Eddie to press forward. Then he opened his hands and raised his eyebrows. “And your father…did anyone ever tell you what a pathetic pussy he was?”

The words were a physical blow. Eddie’s father. He knew nothing of him. Only that he had supposedly died in a car crash just after Eddie had been born. Aunt Carol had rarely mentioned him.

“What do you know about my father?” Eddie demanded, his voice shaking with a sudden, raw fury.

Kaelan’s smirk widened. “More than you, clearly,” he whispered, savoring Eddie’s pain. He refused to elaborate, turning his venomous attention to Cerys. “And you,” he spat, his handsome face twisting into a mask of pure contempt. “Dragging this filth around, pretending he’s a somebody. You always were a tramp, Cerys. An ugly, no-good Fae bitch who⁠—”

He never got to finish the sentence.

Something inside Eddie snapped. All the warnings, all the tactics, all the fear, were incinerated in a white-hot flash of pure, protective rage. He could take the insults to himself. He could even endure the barbs about his family. But he would not, could not, stand there and let this monster spew his poison at her.

He didn't think. He acted. All his new strength, all his rage, all his love for the woman beside him, funnelled into his right arm. He swung.

His fist connected with Kaelan’s jaw with a sickening, solid CRACK that echoed through the cavern.

The music stopped. The chatter died. The entire, chaotic, vibrant club fell into a sudden, absolute silence. Every single creature—goblin, pixie, selkie, elf—turned to stare.

Kaelan, his head snapped to the side by the force of the blow, froze momentarily. A single, dark trickle of blood ran from the corner of his perfect mouth. Slowly, deliberately, he turned back to face Eddie. But there was no anger in his eyes. There was only the cold, triumphant fire of a predator who’d just sprung his trap.

“He struck me,” Kaelan said, his voice calm and clear in the dead silence. “In The Under. Unprovoked.” He smiled, a truly terrifying sight. “I demand a trial. Before the Magical Council.”

“That’s not fair!” Eddie protested, the adrenaline starting to fade, replaced by a cold, dawning horror of what he had just done. “You beat me half to death last night!”

Kaelen pointed at thr three-armed goblin. “You saw it, Snaggle. He struck me!”

A snickering laugh came from a nearby table. Snaggle grinned at him, showing a mouthful of pointed, yellow teeth. “Rules are rules, pretty boy,” the goblin chortled. “He beat you in the gardens. Private matter. You never came back in and invoked your right to sanctuary and grievance. So, officially? It never happened.”

Before Eddie could argue, a figure moved through the silent crowd, which parted before him like water. He was a High Elf, tall and ancient, with long, silver hair braided with threads of mithril, and eyes the color of a winter sky that held no warmth, only the cold, clear light of impartial law. He moved with an unnerving grace, his presence radiating authority that dwarfed everyone else in the room, even Kaelan. “My name, Strike, is Gallion. I’m the owner of the Under Club and a high-ranking member of the Council.”

He stopped before them, his ancient gaze sweeping over Kaelan’s bleeding lip and Eddie’s defiant, terrified face.

“Kaelan of the Cursed Bloodline was struck within the sanctuary of this establishment,” Gallion pronounced, his voice like the chiming of frosted glass. “He is affronted. His grievance is legitimate. A council will be convened. The trial will be held in ten days’ time.” He waited, but Eddie couldn’t speak, such was the magnitude of his folly. “If the Steward is found guilty,” Gallion continued, his cold eyes settling on Eddie, “then Kaelan is granted his vengeance, as is his right by the ancient laws. What will you ask for, Kaelan?”

The vampire’s smile was pure poison. “I ask for trial by combat,” he declared, his voice ringing with triumph. “To the death.”

Cerys gasped, rushing forward. “Lord Gallion, you can’t allow it! Eddie’s only a Level 4! Kaelan is an ancient! It would be an execution, not a contest!”

Gallion looked down at her, his expression utterly unmoved by her desperate plea. He turned his gaze back to Eddie, a final, damning judgment.

“Well,” the High Elf said, his voice as cold and final as a tombstone. “He shouldn’t have struck his betters then, should he?”


Chapter
Twenty



The mausoleum’s heavy stone slab ground shut, sealing them out of the Under Club and back into the cold, clean air of the mortal world. The silence of the graveyard was a deafening contrast to the chaotic energy of the club, and in that silence, the full weight of his catastrophic failure crashed down upon Eddie. He had been played. He had been provoked. And he, the supposedly intelligent analyst, had walked right into the oldest trap in the book.

The walk back to Mooinjer Veggey was a funeral march. Cerys was quiet beside him, her hand tucked into his, a small, warm point of contact in a world that had suddenly turned bleak and terrifying. Eddie’s mind, however, was a roaring torrent of self-recrimination.

“Ten days,” he muttered, the words tasting like vomit in his mouth. “How can I possibly be ready in ten days, Cerys? He’s an ancient vampire. I’m a Level 4 beginner who just learned how to hold a sword. It’s an execution. You said it yourself.”

He kicked a loose stone on the path, the small act of violence doing nothing to quell the storm inside him. “I let you down. I let the House down. Kaelan insults my family, and what do I do? I prove him right. I prove I’m just as feeble and stupid as he says I am.” He thought of the grandfather he’d never known, the man who had supposedly kept the ‘balance.’ He thought of the father he knew nothing about, now branded a coward by his family’s ancient enemy. “I’m a failure. As a Steward. As a Strike.That’s it! I’m a failure, nothing more. I should have stayed in my lane. A gray desk, in a gray cubicle, living a dull life. That’s me!”

Cerys remained silent, letting him purge the poison of his despair, her steady presence a silent rebuttal to his frantic monologue. They reached the clearing in front of the manor, the ruin looking stark and skeletal under the cold light of the moon. He stopped, the fight going out of him, leaving him feeling hollowed out and hopeless.

It was then that she moved. She let go of his hand, stepped in front of him, and placed her hands on either side of his face, forcing him to meet her gaze. Her violet eyes, which had been shadowed with worry, now blazed with a fierce, unwavering light.

And then she kissed him.

It was not the frantic, relieved kiss of before. This was slow, deep, and deliberate. It was a kiss that spoke of ancient promises and a defiant hope. It was a kiss that silenced the roaring monologue in his head, that anchored his spiralling despair, that told him, without words, that he was not alone. It went on and on, a timeless moment in the moonlit clearing, and when she finally pulled back, he was breathless.

“What… What was that for?” he stammered, his mind still reeling. “I just signed my own death warrant. I screwed everything up.”

“No,” she whispered, her forehead resting against his, her hands still cradling his face. “You screwed up, Eddie. But you won the battle that mattered.” Her eyes bored into his, intense and serious. “No human has ever stood up for me like that. Not ever. They’re usually too scared of what I am, or too busy trying to get something from me. But you… He insulted me, and you didn’t hesitate. You didn’t weigh the odds. You didn’t think about the consequences. You just acted to protect me. In that moment, you were more my hero than any man I have ever known.” Her voice dropped, becoming thick with an emotion so powerful it made him tremble. “I am forever yours, Eddie Strike. For that alone.”

The declaration, so absolute and unconditional, stole the air from his lungs. It was a vow, a binding. She was his, and he, well, he was hers.

“But,” she continued, pulling back slightly, her expression shifting to one of fierce determination, “that means you must stop being so down on yourself. I did not pledge myself to a man who is going to mope his way to his own execution. Kaelan has centuries of strength, yes. But you,” she tapped his temple with a single, delicate finger, “you have an intellect he can’t comprehend. An analytical mind. We don’t need to match his strength. We need to find a flaw in his logic. A loophole in the ancient laws. An angle he hasn’t considered. We will find a way, you and I.”

Her belief in him was a tangible force, a shield against his own doubt. The cold knot of fear in his stomach didn’t vanish, but it loosened, warmed by the fire of her conviction. A spark of hope, fragile but real, ignited within him.

“Okay,” he breathed. “Okay.” He looked at her perfect lips, still glistening in the moonlight. “Can I… Can I have another one of those kisses, then? For the road.”

A brilliant, dazzling smile broke across her face, chasing away the last of the shadows. “Oh, Eddie,” she laughed, a sound of pure joy. “You can have all the kisses you want from now on.” She leaned in, her voice dropping to a seductive purr. “And more. As long as you promise me you will focus everything you have on finding a way to survive this.”

He met her gaze, his own resolve hardening into steel. “It’s a deal.” He leaned in and kissed her again, a kiss not of desperation or surprise, but of shared purpose, a sealing of their pact. When they broke apart, he felt like he could face anything.

“There’s one more thing,” he said, his mind racing. “The trial… It’s not a foregone conclusion that I’ll be found guilty, right? I mean, he provoked me. There were witnesses.”

Cerys’s smile faded, replaced by a grim certainty. “Eddie, the Council is made up of ancient, powerful beings like Gallion. They value order, tradition, and the letter of the law above all else. You struck a pure-blooded vampire of a high-ranking bloodline in a place of sanctuary. He was baiting you, yes, but your fist connected with his face. To them, the context is irrelevant. The act is everything. You will be found guilty. Our task is not to win the trial, but to survive the duel that will follow it.”

The harsh reality of her words solidified his resolve. There was no easy way out. He had to prepare for war. He gave her one last, lingering kiss. “I promise,” he whispered against her lips. “I will train as hard as I can. I will think as hard as I can. I will not let you down.”

“I know,” she said, taking his hand. “And I know just where to start.”

She led him away from the house into the dark, tangled wilderness of the overgrown garden. She guided him through thorny brambles and choking weeds, to a small, secluded clearing he hadn’t seen before. It was a natural grove, surrounded by a circle of ancient, moss-covered yew trees. It oozed the sacredness of a place of immense peace and quiet power. In the very center of the grove was a patch of bare, fertile earth.

“Here,” she said, her voice hushed with reverence. “This is where the heart of the old garden used to be. This is where you should plant the seed.”

Eddie’s hand went instinctively to his chest, where he could feel the faint, warm hum of the Soulbound Seed in his consciousness. A wave of doubt washed over him. “I can’t,” he said, shaking his head. “Cerys, it’s the Lady of the Grove’s daughter. A gift beyond price. What if I lose? What if Kaelan kills me? The seed will be unprotected, wasted. I should return it to her. It’s too precious to risk on me.”

SLAP!

The sound cracked through the quiet grove. His head snapped to one side, his cheek stinging with a sharp, clean pain. He looked at Cerys, his eyes wide with shock. Her hand was still raised, and her face was a mask of furious, blazing anger.

“Don’t you dare speak like that,” she hissed, her voice trembling with passion. “Don’t you dare talk about losing. Don’t you dare suggest you are not worthy of her gift. The Lady of the Grove saw something in you, Eddie Strike. I see it too. You will not lose. You will plant this damn seed because this garden needs a heart, you need a future to fight for, and we need every single advantage we can possibly get!”

Her fierce, unwavering belief in him was a shock to his system, more potent than the slap. The fire in her eyes burned his self-pity to ash. She was right. He had to believe.

He dropped to his knees and cleared the rich, dark earth with his bare hands, creating a small, shallow hollow. Then he closed his eyes, focused his will, and summoned the seed. It materialized in his palm, tiny and smooth, pulsing with a warm, gentle, green light. It was alive, humming with unknown potential.

He carefully placed it in the hollow and covered it. The moment his task was done, Cerys knelt behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders. A surge of her cool, Fae magic flowed through his body, and down his arms into the earth. Its effect was instantaneous and breathtaking.

A soft, emerald light pulsed from the soil. It was a gentle, slow heartbeat of pure life. The light spread from the center of the grove in a complex, shimmering network of veins, racing across the garden floor. As the light touched them, the tall, choking weeds withered and turned to dust. The thorny brambles hissed and retracted as if burned. The very soil sighed in relief, darkening as it was enriched with potent magic. As the air grew thick with the scent of fresh rain, new leaves and blooming flowers grew.

Then, from the exact spot where he had laid the seed, a tiny, luminous green shoot pushed its way up through the earth. It grew with an unnatural speed, unfurling two perfect, glowing leaves before their very eyes. The grove was no longer just a clearing; it was a nursery. It was a promise.

A notification, serene and green, bloomed in his vision.

[Grove Seed Planted]. The Dryad's Grove has been consecrated. It will now grow under your protection. New Quest Line Unlocked: [Guardian of the Grove].

Awed and emotionally drained, they stayed there for a long time, kneeling in the dirt, watching the tiny sapling pulse with its gentle, life-giving light. Finally, Cerys helped him to his feet, and they walked back to the house, their hands clasped tight, their hearts too full for words.

They entered the newly cleaned living room, which felt like a true sanctuary, a safe harbor in a stormy world. The fire he’d laid earlier still waited, and familiar awkwardness crept up on him, the fear of the perfect moment ending.

“Do you… Do you have to leave now?” he asked, his voice barely a whisper, afraid of the answer.

Cerys turned to him, a slow, sensual smile spreading across her lips. She moved into his arms, her body fitting against his as if it were made to be there. “No, my brave, foolish Steward,” she murmured, her lips brushing against his. “I told you. I’m yours forever.”

The last of his reservations, his fears, his doubts, melted away. There was no House to interrupt them, no monsters to fight, no quests to fulfill. There was only this moment. There was only her.

A shared, joyful urgency seized them. They raced up the grand staircase, no longer a grim, dutiful Steward and his mysterious guide, but a young man and woman, giggling like children, filled with a breathless, triumphant anticipation.

In the firelit warmth of his bedroom, he finally claimed the promise he had fought so hard for.

Cerys pushed him onto the bed, standing at its end. Eddie lay there, suddenly unsure of his next move, waves of new panic crashing over him. It had been an age since he’d been with a woman. New Yorkers were crazy, erratic, and the women he’d seen hadn’t fit into Eddie’s ordered life. Would he last? Could he satisfy her? But he shed his doubt as she changed, morphing into her stunning fae form. This time, though, there was no sequined suit covering her nakedness.

“You are stunning,” he said.

Her gossamer wings spread behind her, spraying her in pulsing light. Her fiery hair cascaded around her pert breasts, high, perfect. Shallow breaths betrayed her nervousness, as Eddie’s gaze fell lower, to between her legs.

“You are absolutely beautiful.”

She cocked her head, a smile teasing her lips. “And you are overdressed.” She snapped her fingers, and his clothes vanished.

Eddie immediately covered himself, automatically shielding his erection from her. She quirked her fine eyebrows, lending him a quizzical look, as if to say, really? He took a breath and relaxed, reaching, beckoning her to him, and she came, parting his legs and sliding up his body until they were face to face, their lips touching, her breasts pressing against his chest, the heat of their genitals mixing.

“It’s time, Eddie Strike,” she said as she broke away.

Eddie fumbled, thinking he should take command, show his limited prowess, bring her to orgasm with his incredible foreplay. But that wasn’t him, yet. Before he could choose his next move, she mounted him, reaching behind, taking control, and guiding him into her.

“Relax, Slowpoke, let me…”

He slid into her, and all his troubles evaporated. Cerys spread her wings, her back arched and breasts high.

“We can take things slower next time, but for now, fill me with your seed, Eddie Strike.”

She rode him slowly, her sex hot on him, her hands planted on his chest, and then she leaned down and kissed him.

“I could live like this forever,” he said, his voice soft, his rapture complete.

“We will, Eddie. We will.”

And then she took him to heights he’d never reached with any other female, and when he came, he did so with all his heart flowing into her. She cried out, her own ecstasy complete.

His orgasm was endless, so complete, so pure, that it truly emptied him. It was like nothing he’d ever experienced, thrumming through him to nourish his soul.

She slumped beside him and a grin split his face in two. His transformation was complete, the bland man had vanished, replaced by Eddie Strike—Monster Hunter. But as he lay there, he understood one piece of the puzzle was yet to fit. He rolled around, moving on top of her, his erection renewed, and he parted her legs and entered her once more, slipping into silken heaven, understanding the magic of his new body, and no longer worrying that he came too soon. She lay under him, her wings framing her, breasts firm yet soft, and she accepted him, bucking, grinding, waiting for her orgasm to build in time with his, their lovemaking syncing, just as their hearts had.

Later, as they lay tangled in the sheets, their bodies slick with sweat, their breathing slowly returning to normal, an infinite peace settled over him. He had faced death, been given an impossible gift, and sealed a pact with his heart. He was complete in a way he had never imagined possible.

He propped himself up on one elbow and looked down at her, tracing the elegant curve of her pointed ear with his finger. There was one last question, the one that had been there from the very beginning.

“Cerys,” he asked softly, his voice full of a comfortable, post-coital intimacy. “What exactly are you? You said you had duties. Gilly works at the club. What do you do?”

She opened her eyes, their violet depths soft and sleepy, and she smiled, a genuine, unguarded expression of pure affection. “My kind, we have many names. We tend to the deep places, the parts of House that connect to the other layers. We maintain the portals, appease the ancient spirits, and guide clueless new Stewards who stumble into our world.” She reached up and touched his lips. “Your Grandfather, Eamon, he always had a practical way with words. He called us Dungeon Fairies.” She chuckled, a low, melodic sound. “And I quite like the name. So that’s what I am, Eddie Strike. I’m a dungeon fairy.”

The words hit Eddie’s brain, bypassed all the new, heroic, romantic programming, and struck a direct hit on the nerdy, game-loving core that had been there all along. A manic, joyful, utterly gleeful energy surged through him. He sat bolt upright in the bed, the covers falling away, his eyes wide with an excitement that eclipsed everything that had come before.

“Dungeons are real?” he cried, his voice filled with an unadulterated, boyish glee. “Like, with traps and loot and everything?”


Chapter
Twenty-One



Time to trial: 9 days, 12 hours.

The first rays of dawn painted the bedroom in soft hues of golden rose, a gentle awakening that was utterly at odds with the maelstrom of emotions churning inside Eddie. He lay perfectly still, not wanting to disturb the magical creature sleeping peacefully in his arms. Cerys nestled against him, her fiery hair a beautiful splash of color against the white pillows, her breathing a soft, steady rhythm against his chest. This, he thought, was a reason to fight. This was a reason to survive.

As the light grew stronger, she began to stir. Her eyes opened, and when they focused on him, a sleepy, devastatingly beautiful smile spread slowly across her face. The intimacy of the moment, the sheer, unadulterated domestic bliss of it, was more powerful than any magic he had yet witnessed.

“Good morning, my Steward,” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.

“Cerys,” he said, unable to say anything else.

But even paradise had a schedule. She stretched, a lithe, graceful movement like a cat waking in a sunbeam, and broke the peaceful spell. A look of regret crossed her affectionate expression. “I have to go,” she said, the words a small, sad stone dropped into the quiet pool of their morning.

Eddie’s heart sank. A desperate, childish part of him wanted to hold on tighter, to beg her to stay. “So soon?” Disappointment filled his voice. Then he remembered, he was Eddie Strike, the new Eddie Strike, not some lovesick, pathetic, avocado-toast-eating sap of a man.

He sat up, his mind already racing with the possibilities she had unlocked. “Take me with you. I want to see it. A real dungeon. You said it’s what you do. Let me help.”

She sat up as well, the sheet pooling around her waist, and shook her head gently, her expression a mixture of affection and apology. “Oh, my brave, eager Eddie. I wish I could. But it doesn’t work that way. My duties are in the deep, hidden places, the ones that are already mapped and warded. The dungeon in this house, the one that lies through the cellar…that’s your domain. It’s a reflection of the house’s own wild, untamed magic, and if you are to claim it, you must do it yourself. Only House can grant you access to its entrance, and to do that, you must first prove you are master of all that lies before it.”

“You mean I have to clear the cellar of more creatures,” he said, grim understanding dawning.

“All of it,” she confirmed.

“All of it?” he asked, incredulous. “What else can there possibly be down there? I’ve fought rats, worms, and a spider queen from hell. Is there a dragon hiding behind the furnace?”

She gave him a knowing smile that made the hairs on his arms stand up. “Think of it as training,” she said softly, reaching out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind his ear. “House is testing you, hardening you. It won’t let you into the true dungeon unless it thinks you have a chance of surviving what’s inside. Every trial you pass in the cellar brings you one step closer to the true prize.”

She leaned in and gave him a long, lingering kiss, a sweet promise of her return. “Be brave. Be smart. I’ll be back,” she whispered against his lips. And then, with that familiar, frustrating snap of her fingers, she vanished, leaving behind only the lingering scent of jasmine and the deep, aching void of her absence.

Eddie sat alone in the silent bedroom, the house feeling twice as empty as it had before, the warmth of her body already a fading memory. But his disappointment was quickly burned away by a new, cold fire of determination. He had nine days and around twelve hours left until the trial, so he couldn't afford to waste a single moment.

He threw back the covers, his mind set. Clear the cellar. That was his goal.

“Alright, House!” he yelled, his voice echoing in the morning stillness. “I’m ready! Let’s do this! What’s next? What forgotten horror have you got lurking in the shadows for me today? Bring it on!”

A deep, rumbling chuckle vibrated through the floorboards, and then House spoke, “Patience Steward. Your eagerness is noted, but a warrior cannot march on an empty stomach, and a Steward cannot command a filthy domain. There is one more task you must complete before you are worthy of facing the next trial below.”

“What task?” Eddie demanded, his fists clenched. “Just tell me.”

“The heart of a home is its hearth. You have cleansed the fireplace. But the stomach of a home…is its kitchen,” the House rumbled. “And mine is a cesspit. Go. Clean it. Only then will we speak of the cellar.”

“The kitchen?” Eddie roared, his frustration boiling over. “You want me to do the dishes? I’m facing a trial by combat with an ancient vampire, and you want me to scrub the kitchen floor?”

“Yes.”

“Fine!”

He stormed out of the bedroom and down the grand staircase, his bare feet slapping against the wood, bursting into the kitchen without breaking stride. It was a bomb site. Grease-caked plates were piled into a leaning tower by its stone sink. Dozens of blackened, dirty pans lay jumbled on countertops, more on the floor. A fine layer of greasy dust coated every surface, and the smell of old, mouldy food assaulted him.

“How does this help me?” he raged at the silent room, aware that House could hear him. “How does scrubbing a hundred years of filth off a pan prepare me to face Kaelan?”

“Everything helps,” House replied, its voice a calm, philosophical murmur in his mind. “To bring order to chaos is a source of great power. To master a dungeon, you must first master your domain. Every clean plate is a small victory. Every polished surface is a new ward against despair. From chaos comes order, Little Strike. And from order, sprout benefits. Now, begin.”

Muttering a string of curses that would have made a sailor blush, Eddie set to work. The monumental task was far worse than cleaning the living room. First, he tackled the pile of plates, but the caked-on food was like cement. He spent an hour filled with a sullen, impotent rage, achieving little more than splashing greasy, foul-smelling water everywhere.

But then, the analyst in him took hold. This was a data problem. A logistics problem. He stopped, surveyed the chaos, and formulated a plan. He filled the huge stone sink with the hottest water the house could magically provide, and left the worst of the pots and pans to soak. He systematically cleared one counter, scrubbing it down until the original wood shone through, creating a clean workspace. He then tackled the plates in manageable batches, scrubbing, rinsing, and stacking them on his newly cleaned surface.

The hours bled into one another. The sun climbed high. His back ached. His hands became red and raw, and a disgusting film of grime covered him from head to toe. But as he worked, a strange sense of peace settled over him. The mindless, repetitive labor was meditative. House was right. With every pan he scoured back to its original copper gleam, with every shelf he wiped clean, a sense of control grew, of accomplishment and pride in his work. He was imposing his will on this place, was healing it, and in doing so, he was mending the chaotic, fearful parts of himself. He wasn’t just a guest here, or a prisoner. He was the master.

By the time the afternoon sun slanted low through the newly cleaned kitchen windows, the job was done. The kitchen was spotless. The stone floor gleamed. The pots and pans hung from newly installed hooks, shining like trophies. The old iron range shone, ready to cook a feast. Eddie stood in the middle of the room, exhausted, aching, but proud. The feeling was almost as potent as leveling up.

As if on cue, House’s voice filled his mind, its tone one of deep, undisguised approval.

“From chaos, order. From order, strength. You have learned the lesson, Steward. You have restored the stomach of this house, and for this, you are rewarded.”

A glorious, golden notification filled his vision.

Mundane Quest Complete: Restore Order to the Heart!

Description: You have demonstrated your dedication to your domain by cleansing the filth of a century. House is pleased.

XP Gained: 1500!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 5!

You have 5 Attribute Points to allocate.

Level 5. From washing dishes. A grin split Eddie’s tired, grimy face. He pulled up his character sheet, his mind already working, the analyst back in his element. The duel. Nine days. He needed speed to deal with Kaelan’s vampiric swiftness, and he needed to be able to take a hit.

He allocated the points with a decisive, strategic clarity. Three points went into [Constitution], bringing his toughness up another significant notch. Two points went into [Dexterity], hoping to give him the edge in agility he would so desperately need.

He looked with satisfaction at his updated stats.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 5 

	Title: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 140/170 

	MP (Mana Points): 140/140 

	Status: Satisfied 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 14 

	DEX (Dexterity): 11 

	CON (Constitution): 17 

	INT (Intelligence): 14 

	WIS (Wisdom): 10.1 

	CHA (Charisma): 8 




Unallocated Points: 0

SKILLS & TRAITS

	[Analytical Mind] (Trait) 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 2 

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

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 1 

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

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 1 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 




He was tougher, faster. He was ready. But before he faced the next trial, there was one more duty he had to attend to. He quickly showered, appreciating again how the bathroom was fully restored, the cracked tiles replaced with gleaming white marble, and then he dressed, heading out into the garden.

The grove was even more vibrant than the day before. Soft, green light pulsed with a strong, healthy rhythm. He walked to the center of the clearing. The tiny sapling he’d planted was now a foot high, its luminous green leaves unfurled to the air. As he approached, he could have sworn there was a tiny, swirling knot within the stem’s tender bark, and within it, the faint impression of a beautiful, feminine face, eyes closed.

He was her guardian. The thought filled him with a sense of purpose so intense it brought him to his knees. This was why he was doing this. For House. For Cerys. And for this tiny, vulnerable life he had sworn to protect.

His resolve hardened into granite. He strode back into the house, his mind clear, his purpose absolute. He stood in the main hall, no longer a meek part of this strange bargain, but a partner demanding his due.

“The kitchen is clean,” he announced, his voice ringing with a new authority. “I’ve checked on the Grove. I have nine days to prepare for a trial to the death. I need to get stronger. I need to clear the cellar. Give me my next quest. Now.”

The House rumbled, a sound of deep, satisfied amusement at his commanding tone. “Very well, impatient Steward. Your will is strong. The deepest supports of my foundation are being…nibbled. Do you have the strength to address it?”

“I do. What’s wrong?”

“I have…” House hesitated. “I have a small termite problem.”

Eddie closed his eyes and rolled them so hard he felt them in the back of his skull. Termites. Of course. He had a feeling they wouldn't be fixed with a simple can of bug spray. He took a deep breath, his hand instinctively going to his side, feeling for the comforting, phantom weight of Slicer.

“Right,” he said, his tone snappy, mirroring his own readiness. “Let’s go see about these termites.”


Chapter
Twenty-Two



Time to trial: 9 days, 6 hours.

The echo of Cerys’s promise, the ghost of her kiss on his lips, was a fire in Eddie’s soul. He was no longer just a man trying to survive; he was a man with a future to fight for. The cellar, his personal arena of pain and growth, awaited. He marched to the corner of the hall where he’d left his makeshift arsenal, picking up the dented dustbin lid and the heavy iron poker. He stared at the splintered broom handle, the source of his first, clumsy victory. It was a weapon from a different lifetime. He had his sword, but the stick was still his, and gave him range. He tucked the poker into his belt, grabbed his shield and makeshift spear, and with a deep, steadying breath, he turned to the cellar door.

He didn't hesitate, taking the stone steps two at a time, his new confidence filling him as he vaulted the last few, landing lightly on the flags in a practiced crouch. Standing, feet planted like a returning hero, he stood and surveyed the scene. Torches burned brightly, their magical, herbal scent a familiar welcome. The workshop area was tidy, the floor swept clean of the ashes of the Furnace Queen. House, thankfully, cleaned up after his trials.

Eddie began a slow, deliberate patrol of the torchlit area, he scanned every detail, his analyst's mind engaged, knowing from experience that the next wave of horrors wouldn't attack until he breached their territory, until he crossed the invisible line at the edge of the light. He likened it to the video games of his youth, the concept of an ‘aggro range.’ It was a simple rule, but in this deadly new world, understanding the rules was the key to survival.

Inspecting the workshop again, more closely this time, he searched for an angle. The tools on the rack were as useless as before. The pipe rack offered possibilities for clubbing weapons, but nothing better than his solid iron poker. Then he saw it, lying by the cold, ash-choked furnace, almost hidden in the shadows. A blacksmith’s hammer. It was heavy, with a square, flat head and a sturdy hickory handle. It was a tool of creation and destruction, and the sight of it sparked an idea in his brilliant, evolving mind.

As he approached the furnace with purpose, a low hum filled the air. A deep, red glow emanated from its iron belly, growing in intensity until the entire furnace was radiating a shimmering heat. It bloomed into life as if it had been burning for a thousand years, waiting for a smith to command it. House was responding to his intent.

He picked up the hammer, its weight feeling solid and true in his hand and looked at the dented, corroded dustbin lid he called a shield. It had saved his life, but it was a pathetic, flimsy thing. He stared into the glowing furnace and at the heavy anvil that stood beside it like a loyal hound, then back at the hammer in his hand.

“Why not?” he asked the silent cellar.

He thrust the lid into the heart of the magical flames. The metal groaned and began to glow a cherry red. Using a pair of nearby tongs, he pulled it out and slapped it onto the anvil. Then, he went to work.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The sound of the hammer striking the hot metal was a raw, powerful, and deeply satisfying rhythm. Sparks flew, illuminating his sweat-sheened face. He wasn’t just a Steward; he was a creator. He was beating the ugliness and weakness out of the metal, forging it into something stronger, something worthy. He lost himself in his work, his entire focus narrowed to the hammer, the anvil, and the glowing, malleable steel.

A notification chimed, surprising him.

[New Skill Unlocked: Blacksmithing (Novice)]

Description: You have demonstrated a basic understanding of heating and shaping metal. Further practice will yield greater results.

A grin split his face. He wasn’t just cleaning and fighting anymore; he was building. He continued to work, his movements becoming more confident, more practiced. He hammered out the last of the dents, shaping the lid into a perfectly round, slightly convex buckler. A strange impulse, a whisper from his growing magical senses, hatched. As he plunged the still-glowing shield into a nearby trough of quenching water, he pushed a tiny sliver of his own will, his own mana, into the metal.

The water exploded into a cloud of steam. When it cleared, he pulled out the shield. It wasn’t a dented, grimy lid anymore. It was a solid, perfectly formed round shield of dark, hardened steel, a faint, blue tracery of magical energy shimmering just beneath its surface.

[Item Improved: Makeshift Shield -> Reinforced Round Shield]

Stats: +10 DEF, +50 Durability, +5% Block Chance.

[New Skill Unlocked: Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)]

Description: You have instinctively infused an item with your own energy, granting it magical properties. You may now attempt to add basic runes to armor and shields.

He felt a surge of pride. He had made this. With his own hands, his own will. He turned back to the furnace, ready to try and improve his poker, but as he did, the brilliant red glow faded, the intense heat vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. The furnace became cold and dormant once more.

“A cooldown,” he deduced aloud. “You can’t just spam the magic forge.”

The System confirmed his theory with a quiet ping.

[Analytical Mind] has identified a magical mechanic: The Steward's Forge requires time to recharge its ethereal flames after use. Cooldown: 12 hours.

He wasn’t disappointed. He was learning the rules. Armed with his new, magnificent shield, his poker and splintered spike tucked securely in his belt, he was ready. So he strode to the center of the room and focused his will. Slicer.

The soulbound sword materialized in his hand in a flash of blue light, its familiar, comforting weight in perfect balance with his new shield. He stared at his reflection in the polished surface of the buckler, and in its reflection was a man armed for war, his eyes burning with a grim determination. Eddie looked every bit the warrior.

He strode to the edge of the darkness, his new shield held high. “Alright, you bugs!” he roared. “The exterminator is here, and my license is a glowing magic sword! Come on out!”

The response was a dry, chittering tide of sound. From the shadows, they emerged. The “termites” were a horrifying parody of the real thing. There were dozens of worker drones, small and fast as scorpions, their mandibles clicking hungrily. Among them were the soldiers, hulking beasts the size of large dogs, their heads covered in thick, brown, chitinous armor, their crushing mandibles powerful enough to splinter stone. And behind them lurked the spitters, their bloated, translucent abdomens pulsating with a corrosive, glue-like acid.

The battle began. A wave of workers swarmed him. In the past, it would have been a frantic defense. Now, it was a harvest. Slicer was a blur of blue light, a whirlwind of silver steel. Eddie moved with a new grace, his DEX: 11 allowing him to weave through their attacks as he cut them down, their chitinous bodies crunching under the sword’s perfect edge.

Then the heavies arrived. A spitter launched a glob of acid. Eddie met it with his new shield. The acid hit with a sizzle, but the runic-infused metal held, the corrosive goo sliding off, leaving only a faint scorch mark. [Reinforced Round Shield] flashed in his mind. He grinned.

A soldier charged, its huge mandibles snapping. Eddie didn’t retreat. He stood his ground, let it get close, then used [Shield Bash]. The solid shield slammed into the creature's armored head with the force of a battering ram. The soldier stumbled back, stunned, its antennae twitching. Eddie followed up with a vicious, downward slash from Slicer, cleaving the creature’s head from its body.

This was a different kind of fight. He wasn't just surviving; he was dominating. He was using his skills, his gear, his environment. His analyst's mind saw the battlefield as a complex data set. The spitters were the biggest threat, their range a problem. He needed to close the distance.

He pictured the pipe rack in his mind’s eye. An idea sparked. He parried a blow from a soldier, then sprinted towards it, Slicer a defensive blur around him. With a great roar, he put his shoulder into the heavy metal rack, his [Strength: 14] just enough to topple it. It crashed down with a deafening clang, creating a barrier and a choke point, scattering the termites, several crushed by the heavy iron pipes.

He vaulted over his makeshift barricade and charged directly at the spitters. They were clumsy up close, their acid sacs a huge, vulnerable target. He dodged their frantic, point-blank sprays and sliced open their pulsating abdomens. They exploded in showers of corrosive goo that he evaded using his enhanced dexterity.

With the ranged threat eliminated, he turned his attention to the remaining soldiers. The fight was a brutal, grinding affair. His new shield took a beating, sparks flying as mandibles met enchanted steel. Slicer rose and fell, its blue light carving death in the gloom. He was taking hits, his HP dropping, but for every point of damage he took, he dealt ten in return.

“A little to the left, boy. They telegraph their lunge with a twitch of the foreleg,” Slicer commented coolly in his mind. “Try not to get your clumsy feet tangled. It would be terribly embarrassing to be killed by an insect.”

Eddie ignored the sword’s running commentary, his mind and body working in perfect sync. He dispatched the last soldier and stood panting in the sudden silence, surrounded by the carnage of his victory. A surge of triumph coursed through him. He had done it. He had cleared the cellar.

But then the floor trembled.

A deep, grinding, chittering sound echoed from the deepest, darkest part of the cavern, a part that was now, to his horror, beginning to light up with a sickly, pulsating, yellow light. A new chamber opened.

She emerged, and she was a thing of nightmares. The Termite Queen. She was the size of a minivan, her body a grotesque, bloated sac of pale, leathery flesh, her head a massive, armored battering ram with mandibles that could shear steel. She dragged her immense abdomen behind her. Dozens and dozens of pulsating, translucent eggs, each the size of a football, jostled inside it.

The Queen was about to spawn a new army. As she dragged herself fully into the light, she let out a high-pitched, psychic shriek that nearly split his mind. And behind her, the eggs rolled onto the floor and hatched.

But the hatchlings weren't small. They were monstrous, accelerated versions of her children, born for battle. They were as fast as workers, but with the armored heads and crushing jaws of soldiers. A fresh, writhing horde of horrors—and he was standing between them and their enraged mother.

This was the real test.

But Eddie was already down on health. He was vulnerable, about to snap. The Queen charged, a living juggernaut of destruction. At the same time, the newly hatched brood swarmed at him from all sides, trapping him.

His mind went into overdrive. He couldn’t fight them all. He couldn’t outrun them. He looked around, his eyes wild, searching for an angle, a loophole. The furnace. The coal. The thought was a lifeline.

He had to get to it.

He turned his back on the charging Queen—an act of pure, insane faith in his own speed—and sprinted towards the furnace, using his shield like a snowplow to shove the swarming hatchlings out of his way. They latched onto his legs, their mandibles trying to find purchase.

HP -5... HP -5...

“An interesting, if suicidal, tactic,” Slicer noted. “Do you have a plan, or are you simply trying to die somewhere warmer?”

Eddie reached the furnace, the Queen’s thunderous approach shaking the floor behind him. He didn’t have time to use the flint and steel. He needed an instant ignition. He grabbed the heavy coal scuttle with both hands, Slicer vanishing from his grip as he did.

He spun around just as the Queen was upon him, her gaping maw a nightmare of grinding, chitinous plates. With a desperate, primal roar, he swung the coal scuttle with all his might, not at her head, but into her mouth, emptying the entire contents—heavy lumps and fine, black dust—down her throat.

She gagged, her charge faltering for a precious second. It was all he needed.

He thrust his right hand into her coal-stuffed mouth. He focused every last drop of his will, all his remaining MP: 35/50, into his new skill. “BURN!” he screamed.

He activated [Fire Craft].

It wasn't a small flame. It was an inferno. A concentrated, explosive burst of pure, magical fire that erupted from his palm. The coal dust he had force-fed the Queen ignited instantly.

It was no magical fireball, instead, it was a catastrophic, internal detonation. The Queen froze, her multifaceted eyes wide with shock. Her huge, armored head bulged outwards. A muffled, concussive BOOM echoed from deep within her body, cracks of orange light advancing all over her carapace.

She let out one final, silent, psychic shriek, a wave of pure agony that caused all her hatchlings to instantly pop like overheated balloons. Then, with a sound like a volcano erupting, the Termite Queen exploded, her massive body disintegrating into a shower of superheated ash and smoldering gore.

The air-punching moment of victory was a silent one. Eddie stood alone in the center of the carnage, his arm blackened, his ears ringing, his body screaming in protest. He had won. He had faced impossible odds and had emerged, by some miracle of intellect and sheer, bloody-minded desperation, victorious.

As he fell to his knees, every ounce of strength left him. And then, the system, his faithful, silent partner, announced his victory.

[BOSS DEFEATED: THE TERMITE QUEEN & HER BROOD]

Quest Complete: Purge the Final Sickness!

XP Gained: 5000!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 6!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 7!

All HP/MP Restored! All Negative Status Effects Removed!

You have 10 Attribute Points to allocate.

Trait Updated: [Analytical Mind] -> [Strategic Mind] - (Grants an enhanced ability to formulate complex plans in combat and identify multi-stage environmental solutions).

Skill Updated: [Fire Craft] has reached Level 2.

He could have wept with relief. He had survived and leveled twice. He had ten more points, but more importantly, he was alive.

With trembling hands, he began the slow, agonizing crawl up the cellar stairs. He didn’t have the strength to walk, so he pulled himself up one step at a time, leaving a trail of ash and ichor behind him. Finally reaching the top, he collapsed in the main hall, his body a single, massive ache, his mind a swirling vortex of triumph and exhaustion. The last thing he did before the darkness claimed him was to check his notifications, the beautiful blue light a soothing elixir for his battered soul.


Chapter
Twenty-Three



Time to trial: 9 days, 4 hours.

He lay on the hall’s cold stone floor, a victorious wreck. The system’s blue light bathed him in a triumphant glow as his notifications faded. He had faced a queen and her monstrous brood, and he had prevailed. He had leveled up twice and was a goddamn hero.

So why did every single cell in his body feel like it was on fire?

Pain came from every part of his body. His ribs ached where the Queen’s hatchlings had battered him. His arms burned with the memory of her corrosive venom, and his head throbbed from where it had smashed against a stone pillar. He was in agony, a broken man who had crawled from the jaws of death.

But the numbers didn’t lie.

He forced his swimming vision to focus on the figures hovering in his mind’s eye. HP: 170/170. MP: 140/140. Status: Triumphant. The data was absolute, a clean, irrefutable fact. He was, by every metric of his new reality, perfectly fine.

He sat up, the movement sending a fresh wave of imagined agony through his limbs, and stared at his hands, expecting to see them bruised and bleeding. They were clean, strong, and completely unharmed. He touched his ribs, bracing for a sharp, stabbing pain. There was nothing but the feel of his own solid, healthy flesh.

The pain was all in his mind.

That realization was as profound as it was disorienting. The System had restored his body, had refilled him, but it hadn’t wiped the memory of the damage from his brain. His mind, a product of a lifetime of reason, of logical reality where injuries were real and lasting, was still screaming the echoes of the trauma it had just endured. It expected him to be exhausted. It expected him to be broken. The phantom pains were a ghost, a stubborn residual data point from an old, obsolete operating system.

“How can that make sense?” he whispered to the empty hall. If he felt exhausted but wasn’t, which was real? The feeling, or the fact?

He looked at the glowing HP bar again. The data. The numbers. In his old life, that was all that mattered. Feelings were subjective, but data was pure. He had to learn to trust the numbers again, not the treacherous, faulty wiring of his own perceptions. He had to train his mind to measure his state in figures, not feelings. It was, he realized, the ultimate analytical challenge.

Getting up was a conscious act of will against the screaming protests of his nerves. The phantom aches receded under the force of his decision, like shadows retreating from a newly lit lamp. He was fine. The System said so, and from now on, his System was his law.

His mind clear, he focused on the most pressing matter at hand. The ten unallocated attribute points blinked like a row of brilliant, beautiful stars in his vision. This wasn't just about getting stronger. This was about getting smarter.

He began to pace the hall, his analyst's mind breaking down the problem. Kaelan was a physical powerhouse, centuries old. Trying to beat him at his own game, a straight contest of Strength and Dexterity, was a fool’s errand. It was like a startup trying to outspend a multinational corporation. Eddie couldn’t win on Kaelan’s terms, so he had to change them.

He kept circling back to the trial itself. It wasn't just a duel. It was a legal proceeding before a council. Gallion, the High Elf, was a creature of law and order, not passion. What if…?

He focused on the [Charisma] stat. Charisma. In the games he used to play, it was often a dump stat, useless for a warrior. But this wasn't a game. What if [Charisma] wasn't just about being charming? What if it was about presence? The ability to project confidence, to influence perception, to make an opponent underestimate you, or to sway a neutral party on a council of ancient beings? Lulling Kaelan into a false sense of security, making him overconfident, making him make a mistake…that was a strategy. It was a high-risk gamble, but it was a plan that relied on his mind, not just his muscle.

He had to hedge his bets, of course. He still needed to be able to survive the combat part of the trial. But he made his decision. His attribute points were the most important investment he had. He couldn’t waste them. With an iron will, filled with surety, he allocated his points.

He pushed four points into [Constitution], bringing it to a formidable 21, pushing his [Health Points] to 210. He needed to be a tank, to endure whatever Kaelan threw at him. He put three points into Strength, raising that to 17. His blows needed to count. And the last three points, the wild card, the gamble…he pushed them into Charisma.

CON: 17 -> 21

STR: 14 -> 17

CHA: 8 -> 11

New power surged through him as his physical stats increased, a deep, satisfying thrum of resilience and strength settling into his core. But his [Charisma] was different. It wasn't a physical sensation. It was a subtle, internal shift. A quiet click of self-assurance. A newfound ease in his own skin pervaded, as if an awkward, ill-fitting suit he hadn't known he was wearing had just fallen away.

He was about to summon his full stat sheet to admire his new build when House interrupted him, its tone deep and resonant.

“Your power grows, Steward. Your will solidifies. The path forward is now open. You have gained access to the next level of the basement.”

Eddie’s heart stopped. The next level. The portal Cerys had spoken of. The true dungeon. A wave of longing washed over him. He wanted to wait for her, to face this next step with her by his side. But he had no idea when she’d return. It could be hours. It could be days. He had nine days until his trial. He couldn't afford to be idle. His survival, and any future he hoped to have with her, depended on him getting as much experience as possible, right now.

“Right,” he said with a sigh, his decision made. “No rest for the wicked.”

He descended into the cellar for the fifth time. The torchlit workshop was clean and silent, thanks to his recent victory. He walked through it, studying the far wall where the Termite Queen had emerged. The darkness there had receded, revealing a new, final section of the cellar.

It wasn't another monster lair. It was a dedicated crafting hall. On one side stood a great Loom, ancient but sturdy, with threads of shimmering silk already strung upon it. In another corner, a large stone sharpening wheel sat in a water-filled trough, humming with a faint, latent energy. And against the far wall was a masterfully crafted woodworking bench, complete with a rack of strange, elegant tools he didn't recognize. This was a place of creation. A place to make armor, sharpen blades, and craft bows or staves. It was a promise of future power.

And set into the wall between the loom and the woodworking bench was an archway. But it held no door. The space within it was filled with a shimmering, undulating curtain of emerald-green and murky-brown light. It was clearly a portal. It pulsed with a slow, hypnotic rhythm, and the air around it was thick with the humid, cloying smell of stagnant water, rich soil, and ancient decay.

This was it. The entrance to his first real dungeon.

He took a moment to prepare, checking the fit of his reinforced shield, then sheathed the poker and his trusty splintered spike in his belt. Summoning Slicer, the glowing blade appeared in his hand, its mental voice sharp and immediate.

“A portal. How quaint. Smells of rot and misery. Do try not to get us both killed in the first five minutes. It would be dreadfully upsetting.”

“Glad to have you along for the ride, too,” Eddie muttered, and with a final, deep breath, he marched into its shimmering green.

His world dissolved into a static-filled, swirling vortex, disorientating him before it spat him out into a new world. He resolved on a small patch of semi-solid ground, the air thick, hot, and so humid it was like breathing water. A perpetual, sickly-green twilight filtered down through the canopy of immense, weeping trees draped in thick, clinging moss. The ground was a treacherous marsh of murky water and muddy islands, and the air was alive with the buzzing of insects the size of his thumb. He itched his nose, the stench of decay seeping into his lungs.

“Oh, great, a swampland!” he muttered.

A faint trail of glowing, ethereal markers, like ghostly footprints, led away from him, deeper into the swamp. It was his only path. With Slicer held at the ready, he began to follow it.

The next few hours were a grueling, desperate blur of survival. Gnarled, mud-caked Bogarts rose from the murky water, their powerful arms trying to grapple him and drag him down into the suffocating mud. He learned to use his new Strength to break their grasp and Slicer’s perfect edge to sever their limbs.

Shambling mounds of vegetation and slime, Swamp Things, lumbered from behind twisted trees, lashing out with thorny, vine-like tendrils. He remembered his battle with the Termite Queen and used his [Fire Craft] skill, summoning small, intense bursts of flame to burn the vines away, revealing the creature’s soft, vulnerable core.

Illusory Will-o'-the-Wisps, beautiful, dancing balls of blue light, tried to lure him from the path, their siren call promising a safe, dry shortcut. But his WIS: 10.1 and his [Strategic Mind] trait allowed him to see through the illusion and to recognize the shimmering quicksand pits they were trying to lead him into.

He nearly died several times. Once, when a giant, venomous leech dropped from a branch above, latching onto his neck. Its bite sent a potent neurotoxin through his system, his HP plummeting, his vision blurring.

Status Effect: [Paralytic Venom]! DEX -5!

He managed to pry it off and crush it, his superior [Constitution: 21] allowing him to fight through the poison's effects until it wore off. Another time, a pack of Bogarts cornered him, his HP critically low, and he had to use the last of his energy to push a rotting log into their path while he escaped.

Through it all, Slicer was a constant, sarcastic companion in his mind.

“To your left, boy! Or are you trying to be hugged by that particularly ugly pile of mud?”

“A commendable effort. You only almost got us both killed that time. An improvement.”

Finally, after an eternity of struggle, the trail led him to a small, dry island in the heart of the swamp. In the center of the island stood a single, moss-covered stone plinth. And resting on top of it was a simple, unadorned silver ring, set with a single, small, green stone.

As he reached out and picked it up, a notification filled his vision.

Dungeon Run Complete: The Weeping Fen!

Reward Acquired: [Lesser Storage Ring] - (A magical artifact capable of holding up to 10 non-sentient items in a pocket dimension. To use, simply will an item into the ring while touching it).

The moment he slid the ring onto his finger, a crackling portal, identical to the one he had entered through, opened beside the plinth. He was exhausted, covered in mud and swamp slime, and bleeding from a dozen minor cuts. But he was triumphant. He had survived his first dungeon level.

He stepped through the portal and appeared back in the clean, quiet, torchlit workshop of his cellar. The green portal behind him faded into nothingness. He admired the simple silver band on his finger, then willed his grimy, splintered wooden spike into it. The spear vanished. He willed it back, and it appeared in his hand. A grin of pure, nerdy joy split his filthy face.

He trudged up the cellar stairs, feeling every one of his new levels. His only thought was of a long, hot, magical bath to soak the swamp out of his bones. But as he reached the top of the stairs, he found a welcoming committee of one.

Cerys was standing there, arms crossed, tapping a foot impatiently on the stone floor. Her date-night dress was a vision, and she looked as if she had been waiting for some time.

She fixed him with a glare that was equal parts relief and severe annoyance. “Do you have any idea what time it is?” she asked, her voice dangerously calm.

Eddie looked at the grandfather clock in the hall. Hours had passed. It was almost midnight.

“It’s date time,” she said, her voice softening slightly. Then she let out a long, theatrical sigh. “Or it was. Lucky us magicals party through the night.” She looked away for a second, a flicker of genuine frustration on her face. “Gilly got off work early. She was so excited about you and me, and I couldn't say no.” She tilted her head. “I’m sorry, but she wants to come with us.”

She turned back to him, her expression a perfect picture of apology.

“Do you mind? It’s her night off.”


Chapter
Twenty-Four



Time to trial: 8 days, 22 hours.

The question hung in the air, a perfect, fragile bubble of social awkwardness. Eddie, covered in the filth of the hell-swamp, stood before the woman he was meant to be taking on a date, who was now asking if he minded her equally beautiful friend tagging along. He was exhausted, triumphant, and utterly out of his depth. Even the new Eddie Strike couldn’t handle two women!

But it was more. He wanted Cerys for himself, all to himself. His old self, the mundane analyst, would have stammered an immediate, accommodating ‘yes’ while screaming internally ‘No!’ But the new Eddie emerged from his funk, the Level 7 Steward with a [Charisma] of 11, took a breath and gathered himself. He took her hands, staring lovingly, and wondered why he was even hesitating. Gilly had an infectious, mischievous grin. She was fun. And after all, his life was a series of insane, impossible situations. What was one more? Why not spend the night with two beauties rather than one?

“Her night off?” he said, a slow, tired smile spreading across his face. “Then we can’t let her spend it alone, can we?” He felt a surge of warmth as Cerys’s expression flooded with relief. Had he passed some unspoken test? Was he learning to navigate the treacherous territory of a new relationship? Or was it his new Charisma score? “But I’ve gotta get washed up first. Can’t be wining and dining two beauties looking like this, can I?” He hesitated. “Unless you want to do your thing and…”

Cerys snapped her fingers and her magic swirled around him, cleaning him and dressing him in a crisp, white shirt and black pants.

“I look like a waiter!” He protested.

She lifted one eyebrow and snapped her fingers again. His pants changed color to tan, and his shirt morphed into a crew neck jumper.

“Better,” he said, finally kissing her. “So, do we need to go fetch Gilly?”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?”

He pushed her to arm’s length. “Sure. Why not? She’s fun, and I’ve never taken two beauties out at once!”

“Brilliant!” Gilly’s voice chirped from the doorway. She had clearly been eavesdropping. “I knew you were a good one. Don’t worry, Eddie, I promise not to be too much of a third wheel. I’ll even let Cerys hold your hand.” Then she pushed between them, coming close to Eddie. “Call me a beauty again, and it might turn my heart to mush.”

She winked, and Cerys rolled her eyes, but the mood had shifted from awkward to playfully chaotic. The date was on, albeit with a chaperone…of sorts. After a quick puff of magical aftershave from Gilly, who insisted her glamor-spray was superior to Cerys’s, they set off.

They walked to the beach, passing by the vibrantly-colored beach huts that glowed under the brilliant Manx moon. Cerys and Gilly were buzzing with energy that made the air around them sparkle. Flanked by both, Eddie strode along the dark beach towards the looming cliffs at the far end of the bay. He was a king, a man with a beautiful fairy on each arm. He’d never felt more complete.

Cerys led them to a narrow fissure in the rock face, a dark, uninviting cave that swallowed the moonlight. “It’s not a pizza place,” was all she said, before stepping into the darkness and vanishing.

Gilly giggled and pulled Eddie after her. As he crossed the threshold, a strange, fizzing sensation crawled over his skin, like stepping through a veil of static electricity. The world dissolved into a swirl of deep blues and greens, the sound of the sea replaced by the gentle chiming of a hundred tiny bells. Then, just as quickly, the world resolved itself around him, the feeling similar to entering the dungeon portal.

They appeared in a vast, subterranean grotto, its ceiling a high dome of rock that was studded with thousands of softly glowing pearls. Water cascaded down one wall into crystal-clear rock pools where iridescent fish swam. The air was warm, and the only music was the intricate, mesmerizing melody of a lone Elven harpist. This was an exclusive, elegant restaurant, a world away from the rowdy chaos of the Under Club.

A goblin waiter, his white jacket spotless, grunted a greeting and led them towards a table. As they walked, Eddie scanned the clientele. He saw the same mix of magical beings—werefolk, goblins, elves—but the atmosphere here was one of quiet sophistication. Then he saw them, and his blood ran cold.

In a large, secluded alcove sat a table of vampires.

But it wasn't Kaelan’s crew. These vampires were different. They were draped in old-world finery: brocade waistcoats, lace at their throats, rings glittering on their pale, slender fingers. They moved with slow, deliberate grace, exuding an aura of immense age and weary aristocracy, and observed the room with an air of profound boredom, as if watching a tedious play they had been forced to attend for centuries.

Cerys tensed, her hand tightening on his, and tried to steer them past without being noticed. But it was too late.

“Mistress Cerys.” The voice was calm, cultured, and carried authority that made the goblin waiter freeze in his tracks. An ancient vampire, with silver hair tied back in a ribbon and eyes that held the cold, clear depth of a frozen lake, gestured for them to approach. “And the new Steward of Mooinjer Veggey. How…bold of you to show your face.”

Cerys inclined her head stiffly. “Lord Valerius.”

Valerius’s gaze settled on Eddie, one that was not overtly hostile like Kaelan’s, but was all the more terrifying in its clinical, dispassionate appraisal. “We hear you are to be the main event in Kaelan’s latest spectacle,” he said, his lips curling in a faint, bloodless sneer. “A brutish child playing at being a king. The Cursed Bloodline has always been an embarrassment to our kind.”

He took a slow sip of the dark red liquid in his crystal goblet. “We are, of course, rooting for you, Mr. Strike. It would be a delight to see that arrogant pup put in his place.” He paused, letting his words hang in the air. “However, sentiment does not stop a blade, and your chances, you must admit, are statistically insignificant. You will die, Strike.”

The blunt, factual statement was more chilling than any threat.

“But,” Valerius continued, setting his glass down with a soft click, “a man of your spirit, with your connection to House, should not be snuffed out so easily. An asset like you could be…repurposed. So, I have a proposition. Should the worst come to pass, should Kaelan get his brutish ‘victory’…my bloodline can offer you another life. A new beginning. An eternal one.”

Inwardly, Eddie gasped. Valerius was offering to turn him. To make him a vampire. The air crackled with the weight of the offer. Eddie stared at Valerius, at the ancient power and profound emptiness in his eyes. He thought of Cerys, of the sun on his face, of the simple joy of a bacon sarnie.

He found his voice, and was surprised by its steadiness. “Thank you for the offer, Lord Valerius. But I intend to win with the life I have.”

For the first time, a flicker of genuine interest appeared in Valerius’s frozen eyes. He held Eddie’s gaze for a long moment, then gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. “A pity,” he said softly. “But the offer stands. Should you change your mind.” He waved a dismissive, elegant hand that informed them they were free to go.

They sat at their table on the opposite side of the grotto, the encounter leaving a cold pall over them. The goblin waiter brought them sea-foam cocktails that sparkled with captured light, but Eddie could still feel Valerius’s ancient eyes on him.

Gilly, however, was undeterred. The moment the waiter left them, she leaned forward, her curiosity overriding the tension. “So!” she began, her voice a conspiratorial whisper. “An offer of eternal damnation from the old guard, a death sentence from the new guard, and you’re on a date with the two prettiest girls on the island. You don’t do things by halves, do you, Eddie?”

She turned her attention to Cerys. “And you! What’s it like? Having a lover who has a deadline? Is it more…intense? Do you savor it more? We have forever, you see,” she explained to Eddie, “and it’s dreadfully boring. We see the same faces for centuries. We hold the same grudges. We party, yes, but we forget how to live. We’re all just waiting for something interesting to happen. And then you show up!” She beamed at him. “You’re the most interesting thing to happen to this island in a hundred years!”

The compliment was so strange, so backhanded, that Eddie couldn’t help but laugh. But the mention of his deadline brought the cold reality crashing back. “It might only be for eight more days, Gilly,” he said quietly.

Gilly’s bubbly demeanor fell away, replaced by a sudden, sharp seriousness. She met his eyes, her own filled with an unexpected depth. “Then you have eight days to live more than most of us do in a century,” she said, her voice soft but firm. “Eight days to feel everything as if it’s the first and last time. Kaelan wants to kill you, Valerius wants to turn you, but what do you want, Eddie Strike? Don’t waste a single second of the time you have worrying about it all. Make the moments count.”

Her words, so simple and so profound, resonated deep within him. He looked at Cerys, who had been watching the exchange silently. He saw the truth of Gilly’s words reflected in her eyes—the fear, the hope, the desperate desire to make this time, however long it was, mean something. He reached across the table and took her hand. It was a silent promise. He would live every one of these last eight days to the fullest.

The rest of the evening was a strange, beautiful dream. They talked for hours, the presence of Gilly acting not as a hindrance, but as a catalyst, her outrageous questions and teasing commentary breaking through their natural reserve. They laughed until their sides ached, and Eddie felt a deeper connection to Cerys forged in the shared humor and the quiet moments between Gilly’s verbal assaults. They were two people, falling for each other under difficult circumstances, with a hyperactive, glitter-loving fairy playing gooseberry.

As they finally left the grotto and walked back onto the moonlit beach, the magical night began to wind down. Gilly, for once, was quiet, her energy spent. But as they approached the path leading back up to the town, she stopped, a speculative gleam in her eyes.

She threw an arm around Eddie and Cerys, pulling them into a group hug. “Well!” she announced to the night sky. “That was an evening! An offer of eternal damnation, a declaration of mortal love…all very dramatic! It’s been simply wonderful.”

She pulled back and looked from Eddie’s confused face to Cerys’s wary one. A slow, wicked grin spread across her face.

“You know, Cerys,” she said, her voice full of theatrical contemplation. “If he does win…and I’m starting to think he just might…and you two are all loved up and disgustingly happy…” She paused for dramatic effect. “Perhaps you might consider sharing him, like a good sister should.”

Eddie’s jaw dropped. He stared at her, utterly speechless, his mind a complete blank. He looked to Cerys for help, but she was just shaking her head, a long-suffering but amused smile on her face. Before he could even begin to formulate a response to the most insane proposition he had ever heard, Gilly giggled, blew them both a kiss, and dissolved into a shower of sparkling green glitter that danced on the sea breeze and vanished.

Left alone on the beach with Cerys, the sound of the waves hissing on the shingle, and the echo of Gilly’s utterly outrageous suggestion hanging in the air between them, he blushed as if he’d done something wrong. So when she said, “So, what do you think?” His jaw dropped.

“You’re thinking about it?”

Cerys shrugged. “Sure, why not? With two fairies on your side, you could be incredibly powerful.”

Just the thought flushed Eddie with desire. He pulled her toward the beach huts, kissing her passionately, fumbling with her clothes.

“Here?” she asked.

“Sure,” he mimicked. “Why not?”


Chapter
Twenty-Five



Time to trial: 8 days, 12 hours.

Eddie woke with a stretch and a yawn. Patting the bed beside him, his heart sank. He was alone in the vast four-poster bed, the space where Cerys had slept, cold and empty. The memory of the night—the magical restaurant, the tense encounter with Valerius’s vampires, Gilly’s outrageous proposition, and the sweet, final surrender in Cerys’s arms remained a vivid, beautiful dream. But the scent of her, jasmine and sea moss, still lingered on his pillow. Fragrant, tangible proof that it had all been real.

He sat up, expecting the phantom aches of his previous battles to scream in protest. There was nothing. He felt…fantastic. Better than fantastic. He felt a deep, thrumming well of energy in his core, a vibrant readiness that was entirely new. He looked at his sheet.

HP: 210/210. Status: Well-Rested.

The numbers were a clean, beautiful fact. He was learning. The ghosts of old pain were just that—phantoms from an old life. His System defined his reality, and the System said he was at one hundred percent.

Eight days. The thought was a cold, sharp stone in the pit of his stomach. Eight days until he faced Kaelan in a trial by combat to the death. The fear was still there, a low, background hum, but it was no longer a paralyzing terror. It was a deadline. A project timeline. And he, Eddie Strike, was the project manager of his own survival.

He knew the routine now. Before he could descend into the cellar for another training session in his personal dungeon, House would have a task for him. It was a frustrating, transactional relationship, but it was the only one he had. He swung his feet out of bed, raring to go.

Standing, stretching once more, he closed his eyes, thinking how happy he was, despite the looming deadline. He took a quick, magical shower, the water washing away the last vestiges of sleep and leaving his skin tingling with energy. Then he dressed in the simple jeans and t-shirt that House had provided, and descended the grand staircase, his footsteps echoing with a new, confident authority. Before he bargained with House, he strode into the kitchen, his stomach rumbling. A warrior needed fuel. He rifled through the magically-stocked larder and fridge, finding eggs, thick-cut bacon, and a crusty loaf of bread.

His mouth watered and stomach rumbled as he cooked with a focused efficiency, the simple, domestic act calming him. He cracked eggs into a hot, buttered pan, the sizzle a satisfying sound in the quiet kitchen, then fried bacon until it was perfectly crisp. Eating while standing at the great wooden table, he devoured the hearty meal, stoking the furnace of his body for the trials to come. When the last bite was gone, he wiped his mouth and spoke to the empty room.

“Alright, House. I’m fed, I’m rested, and I’m on the clock. What’s on today’s agenda?”

The ancient voice rumbled in his mind, its tone a familiar blend of paternal wisdom and grim purpose. “The Grove, Little Strike. The new heart of my garden. It is in danger.”

Eddie stiffened. The sleeping face he had seen in the sapling’s bark flashed in his mind. “Danger? From what?”

“Rabbits,” House stated.

Eddie blinked. “Rabbits? You’re kidding me.”

“I don’t jest about threats to my domain,” House rumbled, a note of irritation in its voice. “They have made a burrow in the consecrated soil of the Grove. Their incessant nibbling will sever the sapling’s connection to the earth. If your Dryad dies before she awakens, a curse of eternal ill-fortune will fall upon both of us. You will be clumsy. You will be unlucky. In your coming trial, a misstep would be…fatal. You must purge them.”

Rabbits. Fluffy, twitchy-nosed, harmless balls of fluff. After giant spiders and acid-spitting termites, it was comical. A curse of bad luck sounded unpleasant, but the creatures themselves posed no threat. He felt a wave of confidence. This would be easy. A quick warm-up before the real work began.

“Consider it done,” he said, striding out of the kitchen. He grabbed his new [Reinforced Round Shield] from the hall, its weight solid and reassuring. He thought about grabbing his poker or the old broom handle, then scoffed at the idea. Why would he need them? He had Slicer. He would deal with a few bunnies and be back in time for a second cup of coffee.

Eddie marched into the garden, which was already looking less wild, the magic of the seed’s planting having tamed the worst of the chaos, and made his way to the yew-ringed grove. He was amazed at the sight that greeted him. The sapling, which had been only a foot high, was now a slender, graceful tree almost three feet tall. Its leaves glowed with a healthy, vibrant green light, and the sleeping face in its trunk was more defined, more beautiful.

Unfortunately, something else was there as well. Something that made the blood freeze in his veins.

Standing on its hind legs, its nose twitching as it prepared to take a huge bite out from the Dryad’s tender stem, was a rabbit. And it was also three feet tall. Its fur was a mangy, dirty brown, its muscles bunched and powerful beneath the skin. And its eyes… its eyes were a maddened, blood-red, filled with a vicious, rabid hunger. From its mouth, two pairs of huge, razor-sharp fangs, like those of a saber-toothed tiger, protruded in a grotesque overbite.

The tiny Dryad, her face contorted in a silent scream of terror, let out a psychic cry that lanced through Eddie’s mind—a pure, undiluted wave of fear.

The overconfidence he had felt just moments before evaporated into a cloud of pure, cold adrenaline. Harmless fluff balls! He was an idiot.

“SLICER!” he roared, the name a command itself.

The soulbound sword flashed into his hand in a blaze of blue light. He didn’t hesitate. He launched himself forward, a desperate leap, placing his own body between the monstrous rabbit and the terrified Dryad.

But he was too slow.

The creature lunged, not at the tree, but at him. It moved with a terrifying, bounding speed. Before he could bring his shield up, its huge fangs sank into his thigh, taking a meaty chunk from his leg.

Pain, white-hot and blinding, exploded up his leg. He screamed, a raw, animal sound of pure agony.

HP -40!

The old Eddie would have collapsed, overwhelmed by the shock and the pain. But the new Eddie, the Level 7 Steward, gritted his teeth and focused on the glowing blue numbers in his mind. It’s just data. It’s not real. I have 170 HP left.

He ignored the pain, his [Patience] skill a dam against the tide of agony. He brought Slicer down in a vicious, overhead slash.

CRITICAL HIT!

The glowing blade bit deep into the creature’s shoulder, eliciting a guttural shriek of rage. It released his leg, and he kicked out with his good foot, shoving the monstrous beast away from him. He followed up instantly, his movements fluid despite his injury, slicing again across its flank.

But as he fought the first one, more emerged. They bowled out of a series of large, freshly dug holes at the base of the yew trees. Two, three, five of them, all as large and monstrous as the first, their red eyes glowing with a single-minded, ravenous hunger. They fanned out, their movements intelligent, coordinated. The rabbits were a pack, like wolves, all working as one.

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me,” he snarled, planting his feet. His back was to the Dryad’s tree, his shield held high.

The next few minutes were a blur of desperate, brutal combat. He was a lone warrior defending a sacred charge. The rabbits were a tide of fur and fangs, relentlessly trying to overwhelm him. He used [Shield Bash] to send one careening into another, buying himself a precious second. He dodged a flying leap from a third, Slicer lashing out to hamstring it as it passed.

He fought with a controlled fury, his mind clear and cold, processing the battlefield. Two on the left, one feinting right. Block the lunge, parry the bite, create an opening. He was no longer just reacting; he was predicting, controlling the flow of the fight.

“They are fast, but their skulls are weak,” Slicer’s voice noted calmly in his mind. “A downward blow, just behind the ears. It severs the brain stem. Efficient.”

Eddie took the advice. He blocked a snapping jaw with his shield, then brought Slicer’s pommel down hard on the back of the rabbit’s head. The creature dropped like a stone. He spun, his leg screaming in protest, and ran another one through with a perfectly executed [Piercing Attack].

He was a whirlwind of enchanted steel and runic iron, desperate to protect the poor dryad. But there were too many of them. His HP was dropping steadily. 150…120…90… He was bleeding heavily from his thigh, a new [Bleeding] status effect draining him further. Eddie was flagging, his movements growing slower.

He dispatched the last of the pack with a final, desperate sweep of his sword, but he was on his last legs. He sank to his haunches by the Dryad’s tree, panting, his vision starting to tunnel. He had won. But the victory felt hollow. He scanned the carnage around him, the grotesque bodies of the monstrous rabbits littering the sacred grove.

A soft, weak voice whispered in his mind. It was the Dryad. “The burrow…you must destroy the burrow…the Mother…she will not stop…Kill her and her kits will die too.”

Eddie’s heart sank into his boots. Of course. The Mother. He glared at the largest of the burrows, a dark, gaping hole in the earth that smelled of damp fur and blood. Shaking his head, he checked his HP. Not that it mattered. He had to go in.

He took a deep breath, steeling himself. He was at 65/210 HP and bleeding. There was no time for a prolonged fight. He had to end this quickly. Rising, he limped to the burrow entrance and peered into its darkness.

It was a tight, earthy tunnel that sloped steeply downwards. He had no choice. Dropping to his hands and knees, he began to crawl, dragging his wounded leg behind him, his shield held in front of him like the blade of a bulldozer. The tunnel was claustrophobic, the smell of rabbit and churned earth overwhelming.

After about twenty feet, the tunnel opened into a large, circular chamber. The air was thick and foul. And in the center of the chamber, lying on a vast nest of torn-up roots and dried grass, was the Mother.

She was immense. The word ‘rabbit’ was a pathetic descriptor for the behemoth that lay before him. She was the size of a small bear, her body a bloated mass of muscle and fat, her fur filthy and matted gray. The burrow mother was old, her face scarred from a hundred battles, a torn ear and milky eye. Despite that, she was anything but easy meat… Her other eye was a baleful, intelligent red orb that fixed on him with an expression of pure, maternal fury. And lying beneath her, suckling from her, were a dozen newborn kits, already the size of house cats.

She rose to her full, terrifying height, a low, guttural growl rumbling in her chest. This wasn't just a monster. This was a mother defending her young. And she was going to tear him limb from limb.

She didn't lunge. She was too smart for that. Instead, she thumped her massive hind leg on the floor of the chamber, a thunderous THUMP that shook the very earth. A wave of concussive force slammed into Eddie, sending him flying back against the tunnel wall.

20 HP! Status Effect: [Stunned]!

His vision swam, his ears ringing. He couldn't move. The Mother charged, her huge fangs aiming for his throat. He was helpless. This was it.

“The leg, you fool!” Slicer screamed in his mind. “She puts all her weight on the other leg when she thumps! Strike the leg!”

The stun wore off just as her fangs were inches from his face. He rolled desperately to one side, her teeth scraping sparks off his shield. He scrambled to his feet, his mind racing. Slicer was right. He couldn't go head-to-head with her. He had to be smarter.

So he began a dangerous, desperate dance in the confined space. He would feint, forcing her to commit to a lunge, then dodge at the last second, trying to get a quick slash at her flanks. But she was surprisingly agile for her size, turning to meet his attacks, her fangs a constant, snapping threat.

His HP was critical. 30/210. He was out of time. With one last, desperate gambit, he charged her.

She met his charge with a furious roar, rearing up on her hind legs to bring her full weight and fangs down on him. It was exactly what he had been hoping for. As she reared up, she exposed her soft, brown, underbelly for a fraction of a second.

He slid on the muddy floor, going under her arching body. As he sped forward, he angled Slicer upwards, turning his [Piercing Attack] into a devastating upward thrust.

The glowing, soulbound blade sank to its hilt into the Mother Rabbit's soft belly.

Her roar of fury turned into a shriek of mortal agony. She crashed down, her immense weight trapping him beneath her. The world went dark, the pressure immense. His ribs cracked again, HP -10. HP -5, as his own victory crushed him to death.

With the last of his strength, he activated [Fire Craft]. It wasn't a jet of flame, but a concussive, explosive pulse of heat from his entire body. The wave of force was enough to shove the dying rabbit’s body off him.

He lay there, gasping for air, his vision a red haze.

HP: 5/210.

He was alive. By a thread.

The beautiful, triumphant reel of blue notifications filled his vision. He gulped for air, his need real, but that faded as the system magically restored him.

[BOSS DEFEATED: THE VORPAL MATRIARCH]

Quest Complete: Purge the Burrow!

The Grove is now safe. The Dryad's curse of ill-fortune has been averted.

XP Gained: 6000!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 8!

All HP/MP Restored! All Negative Status Effects Removed!

You have 5 Attribute Points to allocate.

New Skill Unlocked: [Animal Cunning] - Lvl 1. (Grants a passive ability to better understand and predict the behaviour of non-magical and semi-magical beasts).

Skill Updated: [One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] has climbed to Level 6.

The glorious, full-body heal washed over him, knitting his bones, sealing his wounds. He felt incredible as he crawled from the stinking, corpse-filled burrow and out into the clean, sunlit air of the grove. He then promptly collapsed onto the soft grass at the foot of the Dryad’s tree, his chest heaving, his body humming with the power of his new level. He had done it. He had protected her. And he was still alive.


Chapter
Twenty-Six



Time to trial: 8 days, 10 hours.

Eddie crawled from the burrow, covered in mud, blood, and driven by sheer, bloody-minded will. The triumphant notifications still glowed in his vision, a beautiful sight driving his ambitions. Figures, levels, attribute scores and skill trees—they suited him. They fitted his analytic mind like a glove. He collapsed onto the soft, green grass at the foot of the Dryad’s tree, the soil around her his sanctuary, the goal that had pulled him from the terrible burrow. He had done it. He had saved her. Ordinary Eddie was no more. Hero Eddie was a real and tangible person. He was more than he’d ever been.

As his breathing steadied and the last of the phantom pains receded, he became aware of a strange, wet, tearing sound. He pushed himself up on one elbow and stared, his eyes wide with a mixture of horror and fascination. The grotesque corpses of the monstrous rabbits bubbled and heaved. They dissolved, their flesh and fur breaking down at an unnatural rate, sinking into the rich soil of the grove as if being devoured by the earth itself. The ground around the base of the Dryad’s tree drank in the river of blood and liquefied flesh, and as it did, she grew.

It was a gruesome but strangely natural process, death feeding life in its most primal form. The slender, three-foot sapling pulsed with deep, emerald light, its stalk thickening and hardening, its bark becoming rougher, more defined. It shot upwards with an audible creak of growing wood, reaching a height of six feet in a matter of moments. Its trunk was as thick as Eddie’s arm, and the sleeping face held within the bark was no longer a faint impression. It was her. He could see her clearly now, her form relieved in the wood like a character from his favorite movie, frozen in carbonite. Her eyes were closed, her features serene and breathtakingly beautiful. So sweet, so innocent.

Then, her eyes opened. Deep, mossy green, her irises flecked with gold, she stared directly at him. There was ancient wisdom there, but also a new, sharp glint of something else. Something mischievous. Something that had tasted the raw, ferocious life force of the rabid rabbits and liked it.

Her voice, low and earthy, like the rumble of deep roots shifting in the soil, echoed not in his ears, but in a growing part of his soul.

“Greetings, My Lord and Protector,” the Dryad said, her bark-like lips moving slightly. “You have saved me from the scourge of the burrowers. For this, I am forever in your debt.”

Eddie, still awed and exhausted, could only nod.

“I am vulnerable, My Lord, all the while I am growing,” she continued, her voice gaining strength. “My roots must delve deep, and my branches must reach for the sun before my spirit can walk free from this wooden shell. But know this: once I am free, I will aid you in taming this garden. I will make it a place of power and beauty for you. Not long now, My Lord. Not long.”

She paused, and he could feel a surge of gratitude and power flowing from her. “In the meantime, my magic brims full from the life I have consumed. I wish to offer you a boon. A gift. I am aware of your upcoming trial. The whole island whispers of it. Alas, I am a creature of life and growth. I cannot gift you a spell, nor can I give you anything that can directly cause harm. But I can alter the nature of something natural. A piece of wood. A stone. A flower. I can imbue it with a singular, helpful property. That I can do.”

Eddie looked at the beautiful, powerful being trapped in the tree. He saw the gift for what it was: immensely precious, a token of deep magic, but in the face of his impending duel, perhaps a little useless. What good would an enchanted stone do against an ancient vampire? Still, he was immensely grateful. He wasn’t the kind of man to refuse such a heartfelt offering.

“That is…an incredible gift,” he said, his voice filled with genuine sincerity. He pushed himself to his feet, straightening and brushing the worst of the grime from his clothes. “Thank you. May I…think about it? I wouldn’t want to waste such a boon on a whim.”

The Dryad’s woody lips curved into a slow, gentle smile. “Of course, my Protector. The offer stands until you have need of it.”

The grove, now cleansed of its monstrous invaders, was restored to its peaceful, orderly self. The air was clean, the light was soft, and a profound sense of calm emanated from the newly empowered Dryad. Eddie clapped his hands together, the sound sharp in the quiet air. He felt a sense of completion, perhaps because he had fulfilled his duty.

For the first time since arriving, he was truly on his own time. Of course, he needed to improve his stats, but he also needed space—space to think and plan, space to breathe.

He walked to the edge of the grove, looking through the ancient yew trees up the steep, gorse-covered slope of the hill behind the house. At its peak, stark against the brilliant blue sky, stood Milner’s Tower. He had seen it from a distance, a lonely stone, rocket-shaped folly. He wondered what it was all about, what function it possessed. A sudden, powerful urge came over him. He decided to take a couple of hours off from his relentless training to clear his mind. He would walk up there. Simply because he could.

But first, strategy. He stood in the quiet of the garden and called up his System, focusing on the five beautiful, blinking attribute points he had yet to allocate. His mind was a flurry of calculations. The trial. Kaelan. [Strength] and [Constitution] were the obvious choices, the raw materials of survival. But the memory of his public humiliation, of being so easily goaded, still stung. He had won his physical battles, but he had lost the psychological war in the Under Club. He couldn’t afford for that to happen again. He needed to be smarter, calmer, more persuasive. He needed to win with his mind.

He made his decision. It was a balanced build, a hedge against both physical and mental defeat. He pushed one point into [Constitution], bringing it to 22. Two went into [Intelligence], sharpening his already-keen analytical mind and bringing his [MP] up to 160. And the final two points…he pushed them into Wisdom, hoping to better understand the motivations of his enemies, and perhaps his own.

CON: 21 -> 22

INT: 14 -> 16

WIS: 11 -> 13

The familiar surge of power came, but this time it was different. Alongside the deepening sense of physical resilience, his mind cleared and sharpened. The world came into focus with a new, crystalline clarity. The intricate patterns of the veins on a leaf from ten feet away became clear, the subtle shifts in the wind became predictable, and he could hear the quiet, ancient thoughts of the stones around him.

He dismissed the interface, checked his final, updated stat sheet, and smiled. His numbers were improving. House guided him well.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 8 

	Title: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 220/220 

	MP (Mana Points): 160/160 

	Status: Rejuvenated 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 17 

	DEX (Dexterity): 11 

	CON (Constitution): 22 

	INT (Intelligence): 16 

	WIS (Wisdom): 15 

	CHA (Charisma): 11 




Unallocated Points: 0

SKILLS & TRAITS

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait) 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 1 

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 6 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 2 

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

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 1 

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

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 2 

	[Blacksmithing (Novice)] - Lvl 1 

	[Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)] - Lvl 1 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 




He set off, leaving the grove behind, and climbed. The path was steep and rugged, but his new stats made it feel like a gentle stroll. He moved with an easy, powerful grace, his lungs drawing in the clean, salt-tinged air without effort, reaching the summit of Bradda Head quickly, where he paused. The wind was a wild, living thing, tearing at his clothes, roaring in his ears. He stood on the edge of the cliff, looking out at the endless, churning expanse of the Irish Sea. And for the first time, he felt it.

It wasn't the gentle, life-giving magic of the grove, or the contained, tool-like magic of the House. This was something else. It was the raw, untamed, primal power of the island itself. It thrummed up from the ancient granite beneath his feet, it swirled in the ferocious wind, it pulsed with the ceaseless rhythm of the waves crashing against the cliffs below. It was ancient, chaotic, and unimaginably powerful. The swirling, misty power of the sea-god Mannanán filled him. Cold, hard strength of the Viking longships that had once raided these shores, infused him, and the deep, earthy magic of the Celtic tribes who’d built the first stone circles upon these hills, drove power into him. During that moment, Eddie tapped into a vast, untapped ocean of power, discarded and ignored by the more refined magical races, recognizing it was the very soul of the land.

Drawn by an instinct he didn't understand, he walked towards the tower. Milner’s Tower was a strange, key-shaped folly, built of stern, gray stone. Inside, it was cramped, damp, and disused, smelling of sea salt and nesting birds. A narrow, winding stone staircase led upwards. He climbed, emerging onto the small, crenelated rooftop.

The view was breathtaking. The entire sweep of Port Erin bay lay before him, the Calf of Man shimmering in the distance, and the endless, blue-gray expanse of the sea stretched to the horizon. He stood there, buffeted by the wind, feeling the raw power of the island swirling around him, through him. It was a wild, ancient song, and a part of his soul, a part he never knew existed. It was his roots.

Upon that realization, a sudden, profound connection to this place, to this windswept rock in the middle of the sea, clicked into place. He thought of his grandfather, the man who had kept the ‘balance.’ He thought of his father, the man he knew nothing about. He thought of House, of the grove, of Cerys. This was his home. His responsibility.

A vow formed in his heart, not as a thought, but as a simple, undeniable truth. He would defend this island. He would defend its people, both magical and mundane, and he would stand against any who sought to harm it, be they vampire, monster, or man.

”I swear it on my blood, on my soul, on the very name of Strike.”

The moment he made the vow, the power of the island responded. Thrumming energy swirled around him, then surged into him. It was not a gentle infusion like the Dryad’s boon; it was a violent, elemental claiming. It was a live wire plugged directly into his soul, flooding him with a raw, uncontrollable energy that was as intoxicating as it was terrifying.

A notification, stark and crimson, exploded in his vision.

[TERRITORIAL VOW ACCEPTED: DEFENDER OF MANN]

By swearing your life and soul to the defense of the island, you have forged a bond with its primal, untamed spirit. You may now channel its ancient power.

New Passive Buff Gained: [Rage of the Ancients]

Description: A berserker rage born of the island's wild spirit. This power is a double-edged sword, granting immense strength at the cost of control.

Rules & Effects:

	Trigger: At this level it automatically activates when your HP drops below 25. You cannot trigger it yourself. 




Active Effects:

	STR and CON are temporarily increased by +10. 

	A temporary shield of 100 HP is granted. This shield does not regenerate. 

	You become immune to pain and fear-based status effects for the duration. 




Penalties:

	While active, you are consumed by a battle rage and are unable to distinguish friend from foe. You will attack the nearest living creature. 

	All skills and traits requiring INT or WIS (e.g. Strategic Mind, Fire Craft) cannot be used. 

	The rage lasts for 1 minute or until all hostile targets are eliminated. 




Cooldown: This ability can only activate once every 24 hours. Activating it leaves you with the [Exhausted Soul] debuff for 1 hour afterward (all stats -5).

He stood on top of the lonely stone tower, the wind whipping his hair, the taste of salt and ozone on his lips. He was no longer just the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey. He was something more. He had tapped into the very soul of his new home and held within him a new, terrifying power. A berserker’s rage. An ancient fury. A final, desperate, uncontrollable weapon for the dark days to come.


Chapter
Twenty-Seven



Time to trial: 8 days, 8 hours.

A wild, intoxicating storm of power surged through Eddie. It was the howl of the wind, the crash of the waves, the unyielding strength of ancient stone. He stood on the crenelated roof of Milner’s Tower, his arms spread wide, feeling the raw, untamed spirit of the island claim him as its own. He was no longer just a Steward; he was a conduit for fury as old as the hills. His world dissolved into a red haze of pure, elemental rage.

“Eddie! What are you doing?”

Her hand, small but strong, clamped onto his arm, yanking him back from the edge of the parapet. Her voice, sharp with panic, was a pinprick of familiar reality in the roaring chaos of his mind.

“Get away from the edge! What are you doing up here?” Cerys yelled, her face pale with fear, her eyes wide.

He stared at her, groggy and disoriented. The red haze slowly receded, leaving him feeling hungover and confused. Who was this woman? Where was he? The roaring power in his veins subsided, leaving behind a bone-deep ache and a sense of spiritual exhaustion. He looked around at the sky, the sea, the stone tower, as if seeing them for the first time.

“Cerys?” he mumbled, her name feeling foreign on his tongue.

Seeing the dazed, lost look in his eyes, her anger melted away, replaced by maternal concern. She kept a firm grip on his arm, her touch a grounding anchor in his sea of confusion. “Come on,” she said softly. “Let’s get you away from here. This place…the power is too strong for you right now.”

She led him carefully down the winding stone steps of the tower and back onto the coastal path. He stumbled after her, his mind slowly coming back into focus, the berserker funk receding like a fever dream. They sat on one of the weathered wooden benches that overlooked Port Erin Bay, the view a calming montage of blues and greens.

She sat beside him, not touching him, but her presence was warm and comforting, contrasting with his emptiness. For a long time, they let the gentle sea breeze and the cry of the gulls wash over them.

Finally, she spoke, her voice low and serious. “There are rules in our world, Eddie. Ancient, complicated, and often infuriating rules. The one that got you into this mess at the Under Club is one of them—the rule of public challenge and grievance.” She sighed, a sound of complete weariness. “I might not agree with all of them, and you certainly won’t once you understand them. But they are there for a purpose. To keep the peace. To stop the different factions from tearing each other, and this island, apart. They are what prevent us from descending into eternal, magical warfare.”

Eddie thought of the cold, impartial judgment of the High Elf, Gallion. “I love rules,” he said, the words a bitter echo of his former life. “Or I used to. My whole world was built on them. Financial regulations, social etiquette, traffic laws. They made sense.” He stared blankly at the wild, untamed sea. “But now…now they just feel like a straitjacket. They’re what’s going to get me killed.”

“They are also what have kept the peace in the magical community for a thousand years,” Cerys countered gently. “They are a cage, yes, but they keep the wolves from the sheep. And one of the oldest, most fundamental rules, one that every faction agrees on, is that you do not court wild magics. You do not tap into the raw, untamed power of the island. The power of the Celts, of the Vikings. It’s too chaotic, too destructive. It is what drove them wild in battle, their mouths foaming, their eyes wide. It’s forbidden, Eddie, forbidden.”

She turned to him, searching his face for a clue. “That’s what you were doing up there, wasn’t it? I felt it the moment I got back to the island. A huge, raw spike of primal energy. It was you.”

He fell silent. He could lie. He could pretend he didn’t know what she was talking about. But he looked into her concerned, beautiful face, and the thought of deceiving her was more painful than any monster’s bite. He didn’t want secrets between them. Not ever.

“Yes,” he admitted, his voice barely a whisper. “I made a vow. To protect the island. And it…responded.”

Cerys’s breath hitched. “Let me see,” she said, her voice hushed. She placed her cool, delicate palm on his forehead. Gentle, magical probing followed, a soft inquiry into the depths of his soul, into the very architecture of his System.

She gasped and pulled her hand back as if burned. Tears welled in her eyes, shimmering like captured stars. “Oh, Eddie,” she whispered, her voice trembling. “What have you done?”

“What is it?” he asked, alarmed by her reaction.

“It’s a berserker rage,” she said, her voice filled with a new kind of fear he had never heard from her before. “The Rage of the Ancients. It’s one of the most dangerous abilities I have ever seen. When it takes you, you won’t just have enhanced strength. You will lose yourself completely. You won’t be able to tell friend from foe. You could kill anyone who gets in your way. You could kill me.”

The thought was a physical blow. The idea of his own power, his own hands, bringing harm to her was so horrific he couldn’t even comprehend it. “No,” he said, shaking his head fiercely. “I would never. I won’t use it. I swear.”

“You won’t have a choice,” she said, the tears finally spilling over, tracing silver paths down her cheeks. “The vow you made, the way it’s integrated with your System… It’s a failsafe. It will trigger automatically to save your life if your health drops too low. It’s a power you cannot control.”

She rose, her back to him, looking out over the bay. He couldn’t resist, even riddled with confusion, so he went to her, his arms around her, chin on her shoulder. “I could never harm you. I swear.”

She reached, holding his hand. “Knowingly,” was all she said.

After a while, they walked back to the house in a somber, heavy silence, the weight of his new, terrible power a chasm between them. They skirted past the manor, the idea of going inside too much to bear, and soon found themselves in the Railway Cafe, sitting at the same table where they’d had their first breakfast. They ordered tea and scones, the simple, mundane act a stark contrast to the epic, terrifying conversation they’d just had.

Eating in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, Eddie felt despair settling over him. He had found a new, ultimate weapon, only to discover it was a bomb that could detonate in his own hands, destroying everything he cared about.

Then, Cerys perked up. A sudden, sharp glint of mischief sparkling in her eyes, the same look she’d had in the Under Club right before they faced Kaelan.

“Wait,” she said, her voice gaining a new, excited energy. “Maybe…maybe it’s for the best.”

Eddie looked at her, confused. “The best? Cerys, you just said it could make me kill you.”

“It could,” she conceded. “But think, Eddie! Use that analytical mind of yours! The trial. It’s trial by combat. What if Kaelan beats you to within an inch of your life? What if he thinks he’s won? And then…this happens. This uncontrollable rage. This huge surge of power. He won’t be expecting it. No one will. It might be your only chance.”

He visualized it. The whole magical community gathered for the trial. Him, beaten and broken on the ground. Kaelan, laughing triumphantly. And then the red haze, the roaring power, the loss of control. He saw himself rising, not as a man, but as a mindless beast of pure destruction. He saw the shock and terror on Kaelan’s face. He also saw the fear in Cerys’s eyes as he turned towards her, unable to recognize her.

“No,” he said, his voice firm. He pushed the vision away. “I won’t win like that. I won’t become a monster to kill a monster. There has to be another way. I’ll find one.”

She sighed, her expression a mixture of fear and admiration, reached across the table, taking his hand. “I’d rather have a damaged Eddie than no Eddie at all,” she said softly.

Then her mood shifted again, her Fae spirit refusing to dwell on the darkness. She sprang to her feet. “Enough of this! I have a surprise for you. Did I tell you?” She creased her brow. “Not sure I did in all the kerfuffle. Well, it’s time. Come on.”

She pulled him from the cafe, her energy infectious, and led him through the backstreets of Port Erin, away from the quaint town center, to a row of old, slightly dilapidated lock-up garages. Stopping in front of one with a peeling green door, she knocked a strange, rhythmic pattern on the wood.

After a moment, the door slid open with a loud groan, revealing a grizzled old man, his face a roadmap of wrinkles, a pipe clenched between his teeth. “Aye?” he grunted, his voice thick with a Manx accent so heavy it was almost another language. “What d’you want?”

“Frank,” Cerys said cheerfully. “We’ve come to see you. This is Eddie.”

The old man, Frank, looked Eddie up and down, his eyes sharp and shrewd. “The new Steward, is it? Heard you’ve been makin’ a nuisance of yourself. Good.” He gestured them inside with his pipe.

The garage was a cluttered workshop, filled with strange tools, pieces of metal, and the smell of oil and old wood. As the door slid shut behind them, Frank’s form shimmered. His stooped, elderly frame straightened, growing taller, leaner. His wrinkles smoothed out, his grizzled hair became a cascade of silver, and his ears sharpened to elegant points. He was an elf, but not a pristine, ethereal High Elf like Gallion. Frank was a warrior. His face was covered in a network of fine, silvery scars, one of his eyes had a viscous cut across it, and his hands were the calloused, powerful hands of a man who had held a sword his entire life.

“Frank is a Sword-Elf,” Cerys explained in a hushed, respectful tone. “A member of an ancient order. They’re sometimes called upon to protect…the higher-ups.”

Frank let out a humorless snort. “The higher-ups,” he scoffed, his voice now a smooth, cultured baritone that was utterly at odds with his previous gruff persona. “A pack of politicians and paper-pushers who wouldn’t know which end of a blade to hold. But,” he conceded, his good eye fixing on Eddie, “they would very much like to see that arrogant pup Kaelan’s pride get a good kicking. And since your grandfather was one of the few humans I ever had a drink with who didn't bore me to tears, I have agreed to train you.”

He turned and led them to a steep set of wooden stairs at the back of the garage. “Come. Let’s see what we have to work with.”

The upstairs was a large, window-lit loft, the floor covered in training mats, a rack of wooden practice swords against one wall. It was a private, hidden dojo.

“Pick up a waster,” Frank commanded.

”One of these?” Eddie asked, pointing at a row of wooden training swords.

Frank harrumphed. “Novice!”

The training that followed was the most grueling, humbling experience of Eddie’s life. Frank was a brutal, relentless, and brilliant instructor. He didn’t just teach stances and parries; he taught the philosophy of the blade.

“A sword is not a club,” he barked, slapping Eddie’s arm with the flat of his own practice sword when his swing was too wide. “It is a line. The shortest, most efficient line between you and your opponent’s vital points. Stop flailing!”

He taught him footwork, forcing him to move in a constant, flowing dance, never staying in one place. He taught him to read his opponent's body, to see the shift in their shoulders that telegraphed a strike, the change in their balance that created an opening. He was relentless, pushing Eddie past every limit he thought he had. They fought for hours, the clash of their wooden swords the only sound in the sunlit loft.

Eddie’s HP bar dropped steadily. 150…100…70… Frank was landing two, three hits for every one Eddie managed to block. But he was learning. His [One-Handed Blade Proficiency] skill leveled up rapidly under the elf’s expert tutelage.

Finally, after a particularly brutal exchange that left Eddie gasping for breath, his HP flashing a warning yellow at 30/365, he stumbled back.

“I have to stop,” he panted, leaning on his wooden sword.

Frank scoffed, not even breathing hard. “Stop? You’re barely warmed up. The fight isn’t over until one of you is on the ground. We can go until you have ten hit points left. Now, guard up.”

“No,” Eddie said, his voice quiet but firm. He stood up straight, his chest heaving, and met the ancient elf’s gaze without flinching.

“No?” Frank asked, incredulous.

“My power…it has a failsafe,” Eddie explained, the words tasting strange in his mouth. “It gets…angry…when I get below twenty-five points. When I get close to dying.”

He looked the scarred, ancient warrior dead in the eye, the memory of the wild power thrumming in his veins, the promise he had made to Cerys, all hardening his resolve into something unbreakable. He was no longer the student. He was a man setting a boundary.

He let the wooden sword drop to the mat. “Trust me, Frank, you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”


Chapter
Twenty-Eight



Time to trial: 8 days, 5 hours.

The gruelling training session with Frank left Eddie feeling like a walking bruise, but a bruise with purpose. Once again, he had to focus on his numbers, but this time, they hadn’t been magically replenished. The ancient Sword-Elf had pushed him to the brink, his gruff pronouncements and punishing drills inspiring a new respect for the art of combat in Eddie. As they left the garage, Frank gave him a final, critical look. “You’re slow and clumsy, boy,” he’d grunted. “But you’ve got a good eye and you don’t give up. It might be enough to die with a little dignity. Now get out of my sight.” Coming from Frank, Eddie gathered that it was practically a declaration of love.

They returned to Mooinjer Veggey as dusk fell, the setting sun painting the sky in soft shades of lavender and rose. The house stood silent as if waiting for its master. A deep, profound ache filled his muscles, but it was the good ache of hard work, not the tearing pain of injury.

He pushed open the heavy front door, expecting the quiet emptiness he had left behind. Instead, he found the hall filled with a soft, green-gold light. Gilly was there, waiting for them.

She was not the flirty, mischievous girl in the green dress, nor the practical friend in jeans. She was a warrior. She had shed her human guise and stood in her full, glorious Fae form, her wings folded neatly behind her. She wore a body-hugging suit of dark, supple leather, intricately tooled with leaf-like patterns. A beautifully crafted yew bow rested over her shoulder, and a quiver filled with arrows fletched with multi-colored feathers sat strapped to her thigh. She looked lethal, breathtaking, and utterly alive.

She grinned as they entered, her eyes sparkling with excitement that was nigh on feral. “About time! I was beginning to think you’d decided to run away and join the circus.”

Cerys laughed, a warm, happy sound that filled the hall. She draped her arm over Eddie’s shoulders. “Look at us,” Cerys said, a note of immense pride in her voice. “Gilly is our ranged attack.” She nodded at the bow. “You,” she squeezed Eddie’s shoulder, “are our tank and our melee. The shield and the sword.”

She then held up her own hand, a ball of soft, violet light coalescing in her palm. “And I,” she said, “am the magic.” Her eyes blazed with a new, thrilling purpose as she transformed into her fae form. “We are going dungeon diving, my Steward. And tonight, we are going to power-level you until your eyes bleed.”

Eddie’s mind, still locked into the rules that House had established, struggled to keep up. “But… House only lets me do one trial at a time,” he said, confused. “I have to clear the rest of the cellar to get to the next level of my dungeon, and then it will probably make me dust the attic or something.”

Gilly and Cerys exchanged a look, and then burst into laughter. It wasn't a mocking sound, but one of pure, unrestrained amusement at his mortal logic.

“Oh, you sweet, simple man,” Gilly giggled, zipping over to poke him in the chest. “We’re not talking about House’s little training ground. That’s the tutorial level. That’s for teaching you the controls.”

“We’re going to a proper dungeon, Eddie.” Cerys’s voice dropped to an excited, conspiratorial whisper. “An established nexus of chaotic magic. A place with levels, with factions, with wandering adventurers and forgotten settlements and treasures that haven't seen the light of day in a thousand years. A place where we can fight, and learn, and get you strong enough to wipe that smirk off Kaelan’s face for good.”

Her words painted a picture straight out of his old gaming fantasies. A real dungeon. With a real party. His party. He looked from Gilly’s battle-ready grin to Cerys’s determined, beautiful face.

“For real? Now?”

“Tonight,” Cerys declared, her eyes shining with the promise of adventure, “we go to the Barrow-Downs of Balladoole. First, you must shower and revitalize that health of yours. We need you full, Tank, not on 30 HP!”
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Cerys stepped to the center of the hall, closing her eyes in concentration as she pulled out a small blouse token and traced a complex pattern in the air, her movements graceful and intricate. A glowing, silver-blue line followed her touch, hanging in the air. As she completed the rune, it flared with brilliant light, and the space within the glowing lines dissolved, not into a swirling vortex, but into a stable, shimmering doorway. Through it, Eddie could see a dark, stone corridor, its dry and dusty stench wafting over him.

“Ready, tank?” Gilly asked, nocking an arrow.

“Ready,” Eddie said, his heart hammering with a mixture of terror and pure, unadulterated excitement. He summoned Slicer, the soulbound blade appearing in his hand with a familiar flash of blue light, and retrieved his shield.

Cerys stood by him, Gilly moved behind them, and together, the three of them stepped through the portal.

The air in the barrow was cold and still, carrying the scent of dry stone and thousand-year-old dust. The narrow corridor, built from massive, expertly-fitted stone blocks, hinted at a long-forgotten, master race of builders. Faint, ghostly runes, different from the Fae magic Cerys used, pulsed with weak, dormant power.

“Alright,” Cerys whispered, her voice echoing slightly in the confined space. The portal snapped shut behind them, sealing them in. “The rules here are simple. We stick together. We move slowly. And we listen to the tank.” She looked at Eddie, her expression serious. “That’s you. You’re on point. We’ll be right behind you. Yell if you see anything.”

Eddie nodded, his mouth suddenly dry. He was the weakest member of the party, yet he was the leader. It was a terrifying responsibility. He raised his shield, Slicer held at a ready low guard, and began to move slowly down the corridor.

The first encounter came without warning. As they passed a series of sealed burial niches, a stone slab suddenly burst outwards. A creature, gaunt and gray-skinned, with long, stringy hair and claws like rusty daggers, launched itself at him.

Grave-Ghoul detected.

Eddie reacted on pure instinct, his training with Frank taking over. He met the creature’s charge with his shield, the impact a jarring thud that echoed through the hall.

HP -20.

The ghoul let out a horrific, gurgling moan, its breath a foul, charnel stench that made his eyes water. A notification flashed.

Status: Stench-Dazed! DEX -2!

Before he could recover, a high-pitched thrum sounded from behind him. Gilly’s arrow, trailing a line of green Fae light, buried itself in the ghoul’s eye socket. The creature shrieked and staggered back.

“Keep your shield up, pretty boy!” she yelled. “They stink worse than a goblin’s outhouse!”

Two more ghouls burst from the adjacent tombs, their claws outstretched.

“Eddie, hold the line!” Cerys commanded. She began chanting in the old tongue, her hands weaving a pattern of violet light.

He stood his ground, a tank in the narrow corridor. The two ghouls slammed into his shield, their claws scraping uselessly against the runic-infused metal. He was a wall. He was a tank. He shoved back with a mighty [Shield Bash], sending them stumbling.

“Solas an-dòchas!” Cerys cried, completing her spell. A brilliant sphere of pure, white light erupted from her hands, engulfing the ghouls. They screamed as the radiant energy seared their undead flesh, their dry gray skin blistering and smoking.

It was the opening they needed. “Gilly, now!” Eddie roared.

Two more arrows flew, swift and true, each one finding a neck. Eddie dispatched the first one, the one Gilly had wounded, with a clean, efficient thrust from Slicer. Cerys killed the second. The ghouls dropped, their bodies dissolving into foul-smelling dust, and the corridor fell silent. The first fight was over. Eddie panted, his HP at 235/255. Fortunately, the stench faded quickly.

“Not bad,” Gilly commented, sauntering up to inspect his handiwork. “You didn’t even scream like a little girl. I’m impressed.”

“That was a choke point,” Cerys analyzed; her expression critical. “Well-played, holding them there. But don’t expect them all to be that easy.”

They continued deeper into the barrow, the narrow corridor opening into a large, pillared burial chamber. The place was a maze of crumbling sarcophagi and deep shadows. And it was not empty. At least a dozen ghouls milled about, blending into the gloom.

“Okay,” Eddie whispered. “This is different. We can be flanked here.” His [Strategic Mind] was working, seeing the angles, the threats. “Gilly, can you get up there?” He pointed to a high, wide ledge that ran along one side of the chamber.

“Can a pixie steal your pocket watch?” she grinned, and with a single, powerful leap, she was up on the ledge, a perfect vantage point.

“Cerys, stay behind me,” Eddie ordered. “Give me a protective ward if you can. I’m going to draw them to the center of the room, away from the pillars.”

“On it,” she said, her hands already beginning to glow.

Eddie took a deep breath, banged Slicer against his shield with a loud CLANG!, and yelled, “Hey, ugly! Dinner time!”

The ghouls’ heads all snapped towards him, their dead eyes fixing on him with a hungry malevolence. They surged forward, a tide of gray flesh and sharp claws.

A shimmering, violet bubble of energy enveloped Eddie just as the first ghoul reached him. Its claws raked against the ward, which flared brightly but held.

[Fae Ward] active! Absorbing 50 points of damage.

He was in the thick of it now, a desperate, swirling melee. He blocked, he parried, he bashed with his shield. He wasn’t trying to kill them all, just to hold their attention, to keep them clustered together. Slicer flashed, its blue light a beacon in the gloom, keeping them at bay.

From above, Gilly’s arrows rained down, a constant stream of green death. She was an incredible archer, picking off ghouls that tried to circle around him, her shots finding eyes and throats with unerring accuracy.

Cerys, her hands free, unleashed her offensive magic. She summoned chains of light that whipped out, entangling ghouls and searing their flesh. She launched bolts of pure force that sent them flying into stone pillars.

They quickly became a team. A well-oiled, monster-slaying machine. And Eddie, the weakest of them, was the lynchpin holding it all together. He took hits, his Fae ward shattering and his HP dipping, but he never faltered. He held the line. He was the tank.

“Widen your stance, boy!” Slicer snapped in his head. “You’re fighting like a drunken farmer! Use your shield to create space, not just to hide behind!”

Heeding the sword’s advice, he shoved forward into the press of bodies, using the shield’s flat surface to knock three ghouls off their feet, then followed up with a wide, sweeping slash from Slicer that cut them down.

Finally, the last ghoul fell, an arrow from Gilly sprouting from its chest. The vast chamber fell silent once more, littered with piles of foul-smelling dust.

Eddie leaned on his sword, his chest heaving, every muscle in his body protesting. His HP was at 95/220. He was exhausted, but he was grinning from ear to ear. He had never felt so alive.

Gilly dropped down from her ledge, landing lightly beside him. “You know,” she said, looking him up and down with a new, appraising glint in her eye. “For a squishy human, you’re a surprisingly sturdy piece of furniture.”

Cerys rushed to his side, her hands glowing as she cast a minor healing spell. A warm, green light enveloped him, and his aches receded, his HP ticking slowly upwards. 105… 115… 125…

“You did well, Eddie,” she said, her voice filled with pride that was worth more to him than any amount of XP. “You held them. Don’t check any notifications. Don’t allocate any attribute points. Save all until the end. You’ll level faster that way.”

He was about to thank her when a low, grating sound echoed from the far end of the chamber. A huge, stone sarcophagus, its lid carved with a snarling, demonic face, slid open.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” Gilly groaned. “There’s always a big one.”

The three of them turned, raising their weapons, ready for the next wave. The dungeon dive had only just begun.


Chapter
Twenty-Nine



Time to trial: 7 days, 23 hours.

The sound of the heavy stone sarcophagus lid grinding open grated Eddie’s teeth. A wave of freezing, stale air, rank with the dust of millennia, washed over him and the two girls. From the darkness within, two points of malevolent, blue light flickered to life. A skeletal hand, its bones blackened and brittle with age, its fingers tipped with jagged, broken claws, gripped the edge of the tomb.

“Oh, brilliant,” Gilly muttered from her perch, nocking an arrow. “It’s a Barrow-Wight. I hate these things. They’re so…dramatic.”

The creature hauled itself out of its stone bed. It was tall and gaunt, clad in the rusted, pitted remnants of ancient bronze armor. A tattered shroud clung to its skeletal frame, and a green-coated crown sat askew on its desiccated skull. This had been a king or a chieftain in a long-forgotten age, and they’d disturbed its rest.

“Alright, party,” Eddie said, his voice a low, steady command that surprised even himself. The fear was there, a cold knot in his stomach, but the thrill of teamwork and the comfort of having his two powerful allies at his back was a potent antidote. “Same plan. I’m pulling aggro. Gilly, find the weak points in that rusty armor. Cerys, he’s undead. Hit him with everything radiant you’ve got.”

“You heard the tank,” Cerys grinned, her hands already glowing with violet light.

Eddie banged Slicer against his shield, the resounding CLANG! an insult to the sacred silence of the tomb. “Hey, grandpa!” he yelled. “Time to go back to bed!”

The Barrow-Wight Lord turned its head, the blue fire in its eye sockets fixing on him. It let out a silent, psychic scream, and a wave of pure, ancient despair washed over them.

Status Effect [Fear] applied! WIS check failed!

STR -2, DEX -2 for 30 seconds!

Cold, irrational terror gripped Eddie. His hands trembled and his newfound courage fled a million miles away. But then, a sharp, clean note from Cerys’s spell cut through the psychic gloom. “Misneach!” (Courage!) A warm, golden light enveloped him, and the fear receded, leaving only a lingering chill. The [Fear] debuff vanished from his sheet.

The Barrow Wight strode forward, its movements stiff but unnaturally fast. It raised a long, notched sword of pitted bronze. Eddie met its charge, his shield taking the brunt of a surprisingly powerful blow. The impact jarred him to his bones—HP -35—as the creature hit him like a freight train.

“Its movements are ancient, predictable,” Slicer’s voice commented coolly in his mind. “The style is that of the Bronze Age raiders. Wide, powerful swings. Low guard. Exploit it.”

Eddie ducked under a sweeping horizontal slash that would have taken his head off and drove Slicer’s tip into a gap at the Wight’s hip where its breastplate met its greaves. The enchanted blade bit deep. The Barrow Wight let out another silent scream, staggering back.

An arrow, trailing a line of green Fae light, flew from the rafters and struck the Barrow Wight squarely in its right kneecap, shattering the ancient, brittle bone. Gilly’s shot was perfect. The creature stumbled, its leg buckling.

“Nice shot!” Eddie yelled.

“I aim to please, handsome!” Gilly called back. “Now stop admiring my work and hit him again!”

Cerys, seeing her opening, unleashed a torrent of magic. “Loisg!” (Burn!) she cried, and a jet of pure, white-hot Fae-fire—the radiant flame that Eddie had come to realize was anathema to the undead—slammed into the Barrow Wight’s chest. Its ancient bronze armor sizzled and melted, and the tattered shroud burst into flames. The Barrow Wight howled, this time an audible, terrifying sound that echoed through the chamber, and it swatted at the magical flames clinging to it.

This was teamwork. This was orchestrated destruction. A fierce, exhilarating joy coursed through Eddie. He saw how easily the girls’ power crippled the enemy, how his own role as the ‘tank’ created the opportunities for them to unleash their devastating attacks. What would have been a desperate, life-or-death struggle for him alone, became, for the three of them, a challenging but manageable battle. He knew he was the weakest link, and that knowledge didn’t dishearten him; it made him try harder, push further, fight smarter.

He pressed his advantage, Slicer a blur of blue light, chipping away at the Barrow Wight’s defenses, while Gilly’s arrows harried it from above and Cerys’s spells battered its undead form.

The battle raged for another ten minutes, a chaotic mix of steel, arrows, and magic. Eddie took more hits, his shield battered, his HP dipping below half, but Cerys’s timely healing spells and his own growing skill kept him in the fight.

Finally, he saw his chance. The Barrow Wight, reeling from another blast of radiant fire, stumbled, its guard completely open.

“NOW!” he roared.

He charged forward, ducking under the Wight’s clumsy, flailing arm. He drove Slicer with all his might into the creature’s sternum, through a melted hole in its armor. At the same time, a final, brilliantly shot arrow from Gilly pierced its skull through an eye socket, and Cerys unleashed a final, concussive blast of violet energy that shattered its remaining bones.

The Barrow-Wight Lord of Balladoole, a king of a long-dead age, collapsed into a pile of rust, dust, and shattered bone, the blue fire in its eyes flickering out for the last time.

The chamber fell silent. The air, which had been thick with the chill of the grave, suddenly felt warmer and cleaner. Eddie stood panting over the remains of his enemy, his body aching, his heart soaring.

Notifications flooded his vision—XP gained, skills leveled, loot dropped—but he pushed them to one side, as Cerys had suggested. His progress through the dungeon was what mattered.

Gilly dropped from her ledge, landing beside him with a grin. “See? Easy peasy,” she said, wiping a speck of ancient dust from her cheek. “You’re getting good at this, tank. All that muscle isn’t just for show.” She gave his bicep a deliberate, lingering squeeze.

Cerys floated down, landing on his other side, and pointedly took his hand, squeezing it tighter than Gilly had squeezed his arm. “He was brilliant,” she said, her eyes shining with pride. “He held the line perfectly.”

Before Eddie’s head could swell to twice its size, a deep, resonant thrum echoed through the chamber. The great stone sarcophagus began to glow with a soft, golden light. As they watched, the heavy stone lid dissolved into motes of light, revealing the contents. Nestled on a bed of faded velvet lay a single object: a shield.

It was a magnificent kite shield, forged from a dark, shimmering metal that resembled polished obsidian. Edged with silver, an intricate, gilded crest of a snarling wolf’s head sat in its center. It radiated a quiet, protective power.

[DUNGEON REWARD ACQUIRED: AEGIS OF THE WOLF KING]

Type: Heavy Shield

Description: A legendary shield, carried by the Barrow-King in his mortal life. It is imbued with his protective spirit and his defiance of the grave.

Stats: +50 DEF, +250 Durability, +15% Block Chance, grants [Resistance: Undead] and [Resistance: Fear].

Eddie took the shield. His battered, makeshift dustbin lid clattered to the floor, forgotten. The Aegis was heavy, but perfectly balanced. He slid his arm through its leather straps, and it settled into place as if it had been forged for him. He felt safer, stronger, more a knight than he had ever dreamed.

“Alright,” Gilly said, slinging her bow over her shoulder. “All this monster-slaying has made me thirsty.” She scrunched her face up. “And hungry. Is there a pub in this dusty old crypt? We can rejuvenate. I have some [Health] and [Mana] potions to restore us.”

Cerys laughed. “I can do better than that,” she said and closed her eyes and, just as she had in the main hall of the house, traced a glowing rune in the air. A stable, shimmering doorway appeared beside the sarcophagus, revealing a warm, noisy, inviting room. “Come on!” She pulled Eddie towards the portal as Gilly held up a sack of coins. “First round is on the Steward.”

They stepped through into what Eddie learned was a dungeon tavern, an extra-dimensional respite, a pocket of warmth and safety for adventurers. The room was cozy, with a low-beamed ceiling, a roaring fire, and rough-hewn wooden tables filled with other parties, all in varying states of exhaustion and celebration. A burly, four-armed giant tended the bar, and the smell of roasting meat and strong ale filled the air alongside the cheerful din of a hundred different stories being told at once.

They sat at a table, and a goblin waiter took their order for three flagons of ale and a massive platter of roasted boar. The food and drink were the best Eddie had ever tasted, a feast earned with blood and steel. They ate, they drank, they laughed, recounting the battle. Gilly embellished every one of her own shots and teasingly downplayed Eddie’s.

It was perfect. Sitting in the warm tavern, between two beautiful, powerful fairies who were both, in their own way, vying for his attention, Eddie became truly content. This was his life now, and it was a thousand times better than the beige existence he had left behind.

They finished their meal, their bodies healed by Cerys’s potions and restored by food and rest. His weariness vanished, replaced by restless, eager energy.

“So,” Gilly said, wiping ale from her lips with the back of her hand. “What’s next? I hear the second level of this place has giant, acid-spitting slugs.”

Cerys grinned, her eyes flashing with the thrill of the hunt. She stood up and walked to an empty space on the tavern floor. With a practiced, elegant motion, she drew another glowing rune in the air. A new portal shimmered into existence, this one swirling with darker, more ominous colors. From it, he could smell damp earth, fungus, and the faint, coppery scent of old blood.

She turned back to him. “Ready for Level Two, tank?”

Eddie stood up, his new shield on his arm, the weight of Slicer a comforting presence in his mind. He looked at Cerys, at Gilly, at the promise of adventure and danger in the swirling portal. He had seven days to become a legend. And he wasn’t going to waste a single one.

“Let’s go kill some slugs,” he said with a grin.


Chapter
Thirty



Time to trial: 7 days, 21 hours.

The elation from their tavern feast shattered the moment they stepped through the second portal. The air that hit them was not the cool, dusty air of the barrow, but a thick, humid miasma stinking of damp earth, rot, and a sickly-sweet fungal odour. They stood at the entrance of a vast network of natural caverns, the walls slick with moisture and covered in pulsating, bioluminescent fungi that cast everything in a nauseating, green-and-purple light.

Blue light flashed.

The Slime Pits of Balladoole.

“Right,” Gilly said, her cheerful bravado from the tavern already fading, replaced by a hunter’s focus. She nocked an arrow, her butterfly wings giving a slight, agitated flutter. “This is going to be messy.”

A surge of pure, unadulterated confidence flooded through Eddie. He was Level 8. He had a legendary shield, a soulbound sword, and the unwavering support of two powerful fairies. He looked at the gloomy cavern ahead not with fear, but with a gamer’s eagerness. This was just the next level. Another set of monsters to vanquish, another boss to defeat.

“Stay behind me,” he said, his voice ringing with a new, authoritative confidence. He raised the Aegis of the Wolf King, its obsidian surface absorbing the sickly light, and with Slicer humming in his hand, he strode into the cavern.

The first encounter came quickly. A giant slug emerged from a deep, slime-filled pool, its body a quivering, translucent mass of ochre-colored jelly, its eyestalks weaving hypnotically. The monster was disgusting, but it looked slow and clumsy.

“Piece of cake,” Eddie muttered.

“Eddie, wait!” Cerys called out, a note of warning in her voice.

But he was already moving, his recent victories having filled him with a dangerous bravado. He didn't wait for a plan. He didn’t wait for his team. He charged, seeing the slug as nothing more than a bag of easy XP. He brought Slicer down in a powerful, overhead slash. The blade cut deep into the creature's gelatinous flesh.

But the slug didn't recoil. Instead, its body adhered to the blade, and a corrosive acid ate at the enchanted metal.

[Slicer] taking Acid Damage! Durability -1%... -2%...

Worse, the slug let out a gurgling shriek, and from the alcoves and pools all around them, more slugs emerged. Three, five, ten of them, all slithering towards him, drawn by their kin’s cry. He had overextended and charged directly into the middle of a nest.

He tried to pull Slicer free, but it was stuck fast. A slug from the side spat a thick stream of acid at him. He blocked with his shield, the Aegis hissing as the corrosive goo ate at its surface. Another slug latched onto his leg, its rasp-like tongue beginning to dissolve his jeans and the skin beneath.

HP -10... -15...

He was cornered, his primary weapon useless, his shield under assault, and his health dropping. The confidence he had felt moments before evaporated into a cold, sickening dread.

“Get him out of there!” Cerys screamed.

Gilly didn’t hesitate. With a powerful beat of her wings, she launched herself into the air, becoming a whirlwind of green magic and righteous fury. Arrows flew from her bow with incredible speed, each one trailing green light, and each one finding a vulnerable spot on a slug, causing them to burst in showers of acidic slime. She was a Valkyrie, a beautiful, deadly angel of death raining destruction from above.

Her aerial assault drew the attention of half the slugs, giving Eddie the breathing room he desperately needed. With a great roar, he put his foot on the slug he’d attacked and ripped Slicer free, the blade smoking. But Gilly’s daring rescue had a cost. With her drawing the aggro of so many creatures, Cerys was left vulnerable on the cavern floor. Two large slugs were slithering towards her, cutting off her retreat.

The battle devolved into chaos. Cerys chanted frantically, throwing up shimmering violet wards to protect herself, while launching bolts of force to keep the slugs at bay. Gilly continued her deadly assault from above. Eddie, his confidence shattered, fought with desperate, grim determination, trying to protect Cerys’s flank.

They were winning, but it was a haphazard, uncoordinated mess. And in that chaos, no one saw the true danger until it was too late.

From a deep fissure in the back of the cavern, the Slug Matron emerged. She was immense, a quivering mountain of translucent, bile-colored flesh, her eyestalks as thick as tree trunks. Moving with a terrifying, ponderous speed, and before anyone could react, she lunged, not at Eddie, but at the preoccupied Gilly in the air. A huge, whip-like tentacle shot from her body and cracked through the air, catching Gilly’s wing.

Gilly cried out in pain and surprise as the Matron swatted her like a bug. She crashed hard to the cavern floor.

“Gilly!” Cerys screamed, her concentration breaking as she turned towards her friend.

It was the opening the Matron needed. It ignored the downed Gilly and charged directly at Eddie. He had no time to prepare, no time to set his shield. He managed to get Slicer up in a clumsy block, but the creature’s immense weight slammed into him, sending him flying.

He landed hard, his head cracking against the stone floor. As his vision swam, the Matron was upon him. Her huge, circular maw, filled with thousands of tiny, grinding teeth, descended. He saw a flash of movement as Cerys launched a desperate, last-ditch spell, a bolt of pure force that struck the Matron in the side, causing her to swerve slightly. It saved his life. Instead of devouring him whole, her fangs sank deep into his shield arm.

Pain, unlike anything he had ever felt, exploded through him. It wasn't just the physical tearing of flesh. It was a cold, vile, magical pain.

CRITICAL HIT!

HP: 30/220!

Status Effect [Blight Corruption] applied! HP regeneration blocked! All stats -3!

Black, necrotic energy spread from the wound, veins of darkness crawling up his arm. He screamed, a raw, agonized sound. He was going to die. But as his HP plummeted, a new, terrifying power roared to life within him. The red haze of the [Rage of the Ancients] crept into the edges of his vision. He felt the wild, uncontrollable fury rising.

“Cerys! Tourniquet! Now!” Gilly shrieked, scrambling to her feet, her wing bent at an awkward angle.

Cerys, her face a mask of pale terror, reacted instantly. She chanted a single, powerful word, and a band of tight, constricting violet light appeared around Eddie’s bicep, just above the corrupted wound. At the same time, she launched a healing spell at him, bringing his HP back up. The spread of the black veins halted. The red haze in his vision receded before it had fully gripped him as the berserker rage subsided, leaving him weak, trembling, and horrifically wounded. The tourniquet stabilized the corruption, but he could feel it pulsing in his arm, a vile, parasitic presence.

The Matron reared back for another strike, but Gilly, ignoring her own injury, loosed more arrows, peppering the beast’s soft hide. Eddie, fighting through a haze of pain, did what he could. He was a wreck, his corrupted arm almost useless, but he was still the tank. He used his shield, he used his body, he made himself a target, drawing the Matron’s attention while Cerys’s healing spells, thrown from afar, kept him from succumbing completely.

Their teamwork disintegrated further, replaced by a desperate, ugly scramble for survival. But they were alive. They were fighting. Cerys switched to offense, her expression a mask of cold fury. She unleashed a storm of Fae magic, her power amplified by her rage and fear. Light and force slammed into the Slug Matron, causing it to reel back.

In that moment, Eddie, on his knees but not yet broken, saw his chance. He held Slicer in a one-handed grip and, with the last of his strength, hurled it like a javelin. The soulbound blade, guided by his will, flew true, burying itself deep in one of the Matron’s huge, vulnerable eyestalks.

The beast let out a final, gurgling roar and collapsed, its immense body dissolving into a quivering mountain of inert, foul-smelling slime.

Silence, broken by the sound of their ragged, desperate breathing, settled. They had won, but the cost was immense.

Cerys carved a portal right there in the slug-infested cavern. It shimmered with a clean, white, sterile light. “We have to go,” she said, her voice tight with panic. “Now.”

They stepped through into a small, quiet room that smelled of antiseptic herbs and healing magic. A wizened old Gnome with spectacles perched on the end of her nose and kind, ancient eyes looked up from a bubbling pot.

”Madam Elspeth,” Cerys said, “is the finest magical healer south of the Sulby River.”

“Fortunately for you, she is now living in Colby,” she said as she took one look at Eddie’s arm and her kindly face became grave with worry. She tutted and shook her head as she gently probed the wound, her fingers glowing with a diagnostic light.

“Well, you’ve made a right mess of this, haven’t you?” she said, her voice like an unoiled hinge.

“Can you fix it?” Cerys asked, her own voice trembling.

Madam Elspeth sighed. “The Blight Corruption is deep. Nasty stuff. It’s trying to rewrite his very essence into something…else.” She looked at Eddie over her spectacles. “I can cleanse it. But the process is slow. It will take a full day. A whole day. He can have a potion, and I’ll administer a poultice of powdered moonstone and silver moss. But, he’ll complete, total rest and monitoring. What I’m doing will only stabilize him, and if he so much as tries to use that ‘System’ of his, if he even tries to level up…the corruption will break past the wards and go straight for his heart. He’ll be dead before he hits the floor.”

A full day. One of their precious days, gone. The news was a death knell. His fate sealed. They took the potions, thanking Madam Elspeth, and left.

It was early morning by the time they left. Their argument started on the way back to the house, the three of them all bitterly disappointed..

“If you hadn’t been showing off, trying to be a hero, this wouldn’t have happened!” Cerys hissed at Gilly, her fear transmuting into furious blame.

“Me?” Gilly shot back, clutching her injured wing. “If you hadn’t been so busy making goo-goo eyes at your new pet, you would have seen the Matron coming! I had to save his reckless hide because you were distracted!”

“He’s not a pet! And he was only reckless because you filled his head with nonsense about being a handsome party decoration!”

They trudged up the path to the house, their angry, whispered argument a toxic cloud around them. Eddie, weak and sick with the corruption in his veins, tried to act as a peacemaker, but he knew they weren't really angry at each other. They were angry at the situation, at the ticking clock, at their own helplessness.

They fussed over him, getting him into his bed, their anger momentarily forgotten in their shared concern. But soon, the real world intruded. Gilly, wincing, was late for her shift at the Under Club. Cerys, her face etched with worry, had to return to her own duties in the deep dungeons. They left him alone in the quiet house, with a promise to return as soon as they could.

He lay there, feverish and miserable, the black veins on his arm a terrifying, pulsing web of impending doom. He drifted off to sleep, utterly devastated, waking only when the front door creaked open. He reached for Slicer with his good hand, but the figure who appeared in his bedroom doorway was not a threat. It was Elara, the white witch from the health food shop. She carried a large wicker basket filled with vials, jars, and bunches of dried herbs.

“Honestly,” she tutted, bustling into the room. “Cerys sends a magical text message, and you’d think the world was ending. Elspeth might have triaged it, but it’ll need more. Let’s have a look at you.”

She was a whirlwind of no-nonsense efficiency, changing the dressing on his arm, applying a thick, pungent-smelling poultice that immediately soothed the burning pain, and then began forcing a series of disgusting, gritty potions down his throat.

“Who…sent you again?” he managed to ask through gritted teeth as he swallowed a particularly vile, green concoction.

“Cerys, of course,” Elara said, not unkindly. “That girl worries. Now, drink this one. It tastes like bog water, but it’ll fight the corruption.”

He had wished she would just leave him to his misery, but she didn’t go. She pulled up a chair and sat by his bed, her knitting needles clicking softly. And then, she began to talk. She told him the real stories of the island, the folklore behind the folklore. She told him why the Fairy Bridge was so important—it sat on a convergence of ley lines. She told him about the ghost of the Moddey Dhu, the black dog of Peel Castle, explaining that it wasn't a ghost, but an ancient, benevolent shadow-beast that guarded the western shores. Her words filled him with stories about his grandfather, not as a great warrior, but as a kind man who always paid his bill at her shop and had a soft spot for her homemade ginger biscuits.

He learned more about the history and heart of his new home in those few hours than he had in all his battles. He found himself forgetting the pain in his arm, forgetting the ticking clock, captivated by her stories. He discovered that the quiet, unassuming witch was one of the most interesting people he had ever met.

By evening, he felt significantly better. The black veins had receded, leaving the skin a bruised, angry purple. Elara declared him stable enough to have the arm put in a sling.

“You’ll live,” she announced, packing up her basket. “But you listen to that Gnome. Rest. No heroics. Understand? I suggest you take the night off too.”

He nodded gratefully. She left him with a final, foul-smelling poultice and instructions to drink plenty of water. As she left, a strange sense of peace settled over him. He had lost a day. A precious, irreplaceable day. But perhaps he had gained something, too. A deeper understanding of the place he had vowed to defend.

Feeling restless, he carefully got out of bed, wanting to visit the Dryad. He walked out into the garden, his arm throbbing in its sling.

Reaching the grove, his breath caught in his throat. He had expected to see some growth, but the dryad tree was astounding. She was easily over six feet tall, her trunk straight and strong, her canopy of glowing leaves forming a small, perfect circle of emerald light. And her form within the bark…it was no longer an impression. It was a fully sculpted, three-dimensional figure, as if a master artist had carved her from the living wood. Her body, with its elegant curves and graceful lines, was breathtakingly beautiful. Sexy, even. Every detail of her serene, sleeping face was plain to see. She was a goddess in repose.

He stood there, awestruck, looking at this young life he had sworn to protect. A lost day. Yes, it was a catastrophic setback. But the beautiful, sleeping Dryad gave him a renewed sense of purpose that transcended the fear.

Night fell, and Eddie felt the itch to train, but dared not.


Chapter
Thirty-One



Time to trial: 6 days, 16 hours.

He woke to the gentle kiss of morning light and the profound, echoing silence of an empty bed. His aches and pains had vanished, and his mind was clear. The agony of the previous day had been replaced by a clean, quiet readiness. He sat up, the System’s familiar blue shimmer lighting into existence. His numbers were a clean, reassuring truth for his analytical mind to anchor on. HP: 220/220. He was alive. He was fine. He was whole. But most of all, he was ready.

Six days. The countdown was a relentless, ticking clock in the back of his mind. He swung his legs out of bed, his focus singular. He had to get stronger.

First, the spoils of war. He had been so exhausted after the ghouls and then the Slug Matron that he hadn’t even properly processed his rewards after they’d left the dungeon. He called up the notifications from the disastrous adventure, the one that had almost killed him in the Slime Pits.

Dungeon Run Partially Complete: The Slime Pits of Balladoole (Level 1)

XP Gained: 4000

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 9!

You have 5 Attribute Points to allocate.

Skill Updated: [One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] has reached Level 7.

Skill Updated: [Shield Bash] has reached Level 2.

Level 9. The number felt good, another milestone on his desperate journey. He looked at his five new attribute points, the little blinking plus signs a promise of potential. But he had to think long and hard. His previous strategy had been sound—build a tough, smart foundation. The battle with the slugs had proven that while his body needed to endure, it was his mind that would ultimately win the day. His intellect, his ability to see patterns and exploit weaknesses, had let him down when his overconfidence took over. He had to lean into his strengths—his old strengths, the ones he’d used as a crutch his whole life. Sure, he kept changing his mind, and in a way, he wished he didn’t. But wasn’t that the road to perfect evolution?

With a focused will, he allocated the points. Three points went straight into [Constitution]. He needed to be an unbreachable wall. The remaining two he pushed into [Intelligence]. He had to be sharper, faster, to process the battlefield data with a speed that could match Kaelan’s physical prowess.

CON: 22 -> 25

INT: 17 -> 18

The familiar surge of power, a deepening of his physical resilience and a sharpening of his mental acuity, followed. The world snapped into higher resolution. He pulled up his full character sheet, the improved numbers displaying his brutal education.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 9 

	Title: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 250/250 

	MP (Mana Points): 180/180 

	Status: Well-Rested 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 17 

	DEX (Dexterity): 11 

	CON (Constitution): 25 

	INT (Intelligence): 18 

	WIS (Wisdom): 13 

	CHA (Charisma): 11 




Unallocated Points: 0

SKILLS & TRAITS

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait) 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 1 

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 7 

	[Improvised Weapon Proficiency (Polearm)] - Lvl 2 

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

	[Shield Bash] - Lvl 2 

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

	[Fire Craft] - Lvl 2 

	[Blacksmithing (Novice)] - Lvl 1 

	[Basic Runic Crafting (Armor)] - Lvl 1 

	[Patience] - Lvl 1 (Passive) 

	[Rage of the Ancients] (Passive Buff) 




He nodded, satisfied. He had a solid build and would soon be a fortress, both physically and mentally. After a quick, invigorating magical shower, he dressed and descended into his clean, quiet kitchen where he cooked himself a hearty breakfast of bacon and eggs, eating with focused intensity, fueling the machine. Today, he would not be idle.

He had just finished washing his plate when he heard the front door open. Cerys’s cheerful voice called out his name, but it was followed by a low, pained groan that could only belong to one person. He walked into the hall to see Cerys, looking as fresh and beautiful as a morning sunrise, helping a very sorry-looking Gilly through the door.

Gilly was a wreck. Her usually vibrant green Fae-form was pale, her butterfly wings drooped sadly, and she wore a huge pair of dark glasses despite the overcast morning. She was leaning heavily on Cerys, her expression one of ultimate suffering.

“Morning, handsome,” she croaked, squinting at him as if the light from the dusty windows was a physical assault. “Note to self: goblin moonshine is a gift from a vengeful god designed to punish the wicked. And apparently, I have been very, very wicked.”

“I brought coffee and donuts,” Cerys said, holding up a paper bag from the Port Erin bakery.

Eddie couldn't help but smile. “Rough night at the Under Club?”

“Don’t even say the name of that cursed place,” Gilly groaned, collapsing into an armchair in the newly cleaned living room. “I think a goblin tried to pay me with his own teeth. It’s all a bit of a blur. Miss Purity here, won’t even cast me a heal. Says I’ve got to suck it up.”

Despite Gilly’s suffering, their presence was welcome, a welcome dose of his new normalcy in his insane life. But he couldn't afford to be distracted.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said, his tone turning serious. “Because we need to go back.”

Cerys, who had been pouring coffee, froze. “Go back? To the Barrow-Downs? Eddie, no. You almost died. Your arm was corrupted. We lost a whole day healing you.”

“And that’s exactly why we have to go back,” he countered, his voice firm, his resolve absolute. “I wasted a day. The clock is ticking. I have six days left. I need the XP, I need the practice. House’s trials are good for learning the basics, but that dungeon…that’s real combat. That’s what’s going to get me ready for Kaelan.”

“It’s too dangerous!” she insisted, her fear for him warring with the logic she saw in his eyes. “You should stay here. Focus on House’s training areas. The forge, the loom…they can make you stronger without the risk of…Blight Corruption!”

“There’s no reward without risk,” he argued. “Frank taught me that. House taught me that. Every time I nearly die, I come back stronger. I’ve learned my lesson about being reckless. We’ll be smarter this time. We’ll work as a team from the start. But we have to go back.”

Gilly let out another low groan from the depths of her armchair. “As much as it pains me to agree with Mr. Suicide Mission here,” she mumbled from behind her dark glasses, “he’s not wrong, Cerys. The kind of power he needs isn’t going to be found clearing out termites. The barrow is a nexus. The XP flow there can off the charts if you catch it right. It’s his best shot.”

Cerys looked from Eddie’s determined face to Gilly’s miserable but resolute one. She was outnumbered. “Fine,” she sighed, defeated. “But the portal to that dungeon is on cooldown. We can’t open it again until this evening. We have the rest of the day to kill.”

“Perfect,” Gilly said with a pained smile on her face. “A whole day for my head to stop feeling like a goblin is playing the drums inside it.” She sat up a little straighter, an idea seeming to cut through her hangover haze. “Actually… I know what we can do. We can deal with his…other little power problem.” She looked pointedly at Eddie. “That berserker rage you picked up on the Headland. It’s a wild card, Eddie. A bomb waiting to go off. If you go into a fight with that thing untamed, you’re as much a danger to us as you are to the enemy.” She struggled to her feet. “We need to go up to the Darragh. To the stone circle. It’s a place of ancient, primal power. If you’re going to learn to bargain with the spirit of this island, that’s the place to do it.”

It sounded like a plan. Or at least, a plan that didn’t involve sitting around and wasting the day. “Alright,” Eddie agreed. “Let’s do it.”

An hour later, armed with a picnic basket that Elara the witch had magically delivered after another text from Cerys, they began the long walk. They climbed the hills behind the town, the landscape growing wilder, more rugged with every step. The air grew thinner, cleaner, filled with the scent of heather and gorse.

After passing a restored tholtan and an old farmhouse that Eddie thought would make a fine refuge from zombies, mostly because its bay windows resembled gun turrets, they finally reached the summit of Meayll Hill, a high, windswept place with a panoramic view of the southern end of the island. Below them, the sea churned, a brilliant, turbulent blue, and they could see the Calf of Man, a small, rugged island separated from the mainland by a narrow, treacherous strait. In the center of the summit stood the stone circle, a ring of old, lichen-covered standing stones that hummed with a quiet, ancient power.

They spread their picnic blanket in the shelter of one of the stones, and as they ate, Gilly, her hangover slowly receding in the clean, powerful air, pointed out towards the Calf.

“See that little island?” she said, her voice regaining some of its usual sparkle. “They say a Viking king, a berserker named Olaf the Black, was once marooned there by a rival. Trapped for a year, with nothing but the sea, the wind, and his own uncontrollable rage for company, he went a bit mad. They say his spirit never left. That his fury soaked into the very rock of this land. That’s what you tapped into, Eddie. That ancient, lonely, Viking rage.”

Eddie looked out at the wild, isolated island, and for the first time, he began to understand the nature of the power thrumming beneath his skin. It wasn’t just a buff. It was an echo of a real person’s fury, a legacy of pain and power left behind.

After they ate, Cerys gestured for him to stand in the very center of the stone circle. “Alright,” she said, her expression serious. “The power of this place will amplify the connection. Don’t fight what you feel. Try to…talk to it, to reason with it. Whatever you do, remember this. Rage always wants to fight. Whatever bargain you strike, it has to have that promise of blood.”

“Charming,” Eddie said, but he understood it. He understood the depths of the madness inside him. He stepped into the circle, and the moment he did, the low hum of the stones rose to a loud, vibrating thrum. The world around him warped and faded. The blue sky turned a bloody, furious red. The gentle sea breeze became a howling gale screaming in his ears. The [Rage of the Ancients] buff flared to life in his mind, not as a calm notification, but as a vivid, mental, assault.

Uncontrollable, volcanic anger surged through him, making him want to smash, to tear and destroy. His baleful gaze fell on Cerys and Gilly, standing just outside the circle, and for a terrifying second, he didn’t see the women he cared for. He saw threats. Obstacles. Targets.

But his [Intelligence: 18] and [Wisdom: 13] were a fortress. He held onto the core of himself, the analytical mind that was his greatest strength. He didn’t try to suppress the rage. That would be like trying to hold back the tide. Instead, he reached out to it with his thoughts, not as an enemy, but as a negotiator.

I feel you, he projected into the red haze. I feel your power. Your loneliness. Your anger.

The howling wind in his mind lessened slightly. The rage was surprised. It was used to being fought, not addressed.

I am not your enemy, Eddie continued, his mental voice calm and steady. I am your vessel now. I have accepted you. I won’t reject you. I won’t try to cage you. I will give you the battles you crave.

The red haze began to thin. The image of a bearded, wild-eyed Viking king, alone on a windswept rock, flashed through his mind.

But you must focus, Eddie bargained. You must direct your fury at our enemies. Not at our allies. Not at those I have sworn to protect. They are not your target. Kaelan is. The monsters in the dark are. Lend me your strength against them, and I will give you the release of glorious battle. But if you threaten my friends… I will find a way to silence you forever.

It was a bluff, but it was a powerful one. For a long, tense moment, the red, raw power swirled around him, weighing his words, his will. Then, with a final, great sigh that sounded like a wave crashing on a distant shore, it relented. The red haze dissolved. The blue sky returned. The howling wind softened back into a gentle breeze. The rage was still there, a coiled, powerful serpent in the depths of his soul, but it was no longer a mindless, chaotic storm. It was listening. It was waiting.

A new notification, calm and blue, appeared in his mind.

[Rage of the Ancients] has been partially tamed. You have gained the [Focused Fury] trait. While in berserker form, you will no longer attack allied targets unless they attack you first.

He had done it. He hadn’t conquered it. He had formed a pact. He concluded, with a startling clarity, that a greater Intellect, a greater Wisdom, was the only true way to control it. Power wasn’t about strength; it was about understanding.

He stumbled out of the stone circle, drained but triumphant, and collapsed onto the picnic blanket beside Cerys. She looked at him, her eyes filled with a mixture of awe and relief.

It was in that moment of quiet victory, as his mind finally cleared, that the pieces suddenly, violently, clicked into place. His analytical mind, free from the immediate threat, connected the dots he had been too busy to see.

The Under Club. Valerius and his ancient vampires. Their detached disdain for Kaelan. Kaelan’s obsession with him, the Steward. The constant goading, the personal attacks on his family. And Cerys. The way Kaelan’s venom was always, ultimately, directed at her.

He sat bolt upright.

“It’s not about me, is it?” he said, his voice quiet, the question hanging in the clean, sharp air.

Cerys looked at him, confused. “What are you talking about?”

He turned and faced her, his eyes locking with hers, his new insight a burning fire within him. “This whole thing. With Kaelan. His hatred. It’s not about me being the Steward of the House. Not really. That’s just an excuse.”

He leaned closer, the truth of it hitting him with the force of a physical blow.

“This is all about you, isn't it? The ancient war. The enmity between your kinds. He’s not trying to hurt me to get to House. He’s trying to hurt me…to get to you.”


Chapter
Thirty-Two



Time to trial: 6 days, 10 hours.

The weight of Eddie’s revelation settled between them, as heavy and ancient as the standing stones surrounding them. The wind on the summit carried the faint, ghostly echo of a thousand-year war he had just stumbled into. He stared at Cerys, at the deep, sad wisdom in her eyes, and knew he had only scratched the surface.

“It’s not just about me,” he repeated, the question now a statement. “He’s using me to get to you.”

Cerys let out a long, slow breath, a sigh that carried the weariness of centuries. “Come on,” she said softly, taking his hand. “Let’s walk.”

They left the ancient, humming power of the stone circle behind, Gilly trailing after them quietly, and they descended from the wild heights of the hill, the path leading them down towards the southernmost tip of the island, towards the Sound and the rugged coastline overlooking the Calf of Man. The bustling cafe was packed with tourists, all soaking in the wild scene. They found a spot on the grassy edge, the sea surging through the narrow strait below with a powerful, hungry roar.

“It has always been about us,” Cerys said, her gaze fixed on the turbulent water. “Vampires and Fae. It’s the oldest war there is. Older than any human conflict.”

She drew her knees to her chest, her storyteller’s cadence returning, but this time it was laced with a deep, historical sorrow. “We are creatures of life, Eddie. We draw our magic from the living world, from the ambient mana that your kind generates just by living. You are like little suns radiating life force. We Fae, we are like the plants that turn towards that light, thriving in its warmth. But the vampires…they are a curse. They are black holes. They don’t bask in the light; they consume it, twisting it into something cold and dead to fuel their own eternal, empty existence.” She drew her knees in, shivering as if the tale gave her a chill.

“They don’t just feed on blood,” she continued, her voice a low, intense murmur. “They feed on the tragedy that surrounds death. They are parasites of sorrow. With every great, unexplained human tragedy…you will find their shadow lurking nearby. The crew of the Marie Celeste, a ship found floating and empty? It was a single, hungry vampire who had snuck aboard, a new fledgling who couldn’t control his thirst and drained every soul on the ship, leaving behind nothing but a ghost story.”

Her gaze grew distant, dark with borrowed memories. “The great Aztec civilization, which vanished so suddenly? It wasn’t disease. It was a rogue vampire horde, a coven of the Cursed Bloodline who broke the accords and gorged themselves on an entire empire, their feasting a cataclysm that echoed through the magical world for centuries. War, plague, famine… They flock to it like vultures, stoking their insatiable hunger on the misery of humanity. We Fae have always seen it as our sacred duty to protect you, our mortal suns. Sometimes we act as guardians, sometimes as guides. We wake the sleeping, warn the oblivious, and fight the darkness that seeks to devour you.”

She turned to him, her violet eyes burning with a fierce light. “That is the root of Kaelan’s hatred. His kind see you as cattle. Some, most, of us, see you as a garden to be tended. And he hates the gardeners.”

A new, troubling thought occurred to Eddie. “You said your kind. Are there Fae who don’t agree?”

Cerys’s expression hardened. “Like any race, we have our factions. There are those among the Fae, the Seelie Court traditionalists, who have grown bitter. They see the damage humanity is doing to the mortal plane—the pollution, the destruction, the endless wars—and they blame you. They believe you are destroying the very fabric of the world, the thin veneer between Earth’s surface and the magical realms underneath. They argue that we should let the vampires have you, that it would be a cleansing fire. They are a minority, but their voice grows louder every year.”

Eddie looked out at the churning sea, at the beautiful, wild landscape of his new home, and tried to comprehend the scale of the conflicts she described. Ancient wars, cosmic struggles, all happening just beneath the surface of the world he had thought was so simple. “I’d… I’d like to see it one day,” he said quietly. “The magic underneath.”

“Careful what you wish for, pretty boy,” a voice drawled from behind them.

Gilly, who had been uncharacteristically silent, sauntered up, her hangover seemingly banished by the sea air and the gravity of their conversation. She tapped Eddie’s once corrupted arm. “The Blight Corruption’s over, and there’s a dungeon close.”

Eddie’s heart leaped with a mixture of excitement and frustration. He was desperate to hear more from Cerys, to understand the intricacies of her world. But Gilly was right. They were on the clock. He had a trial to prepare for. Cerys swapped a hopeless look with him, but she gave him a small, sad smile. Their moment was lost. He knew that if he was ever going to have more moments like this, more quiet conversations on windswept rocks, he had to get back to the grim business of getting stronger.

They didn’t return to the house. Cerys led them along the rocks to a place hidden from the tourist paths—a set of ancient, stone steps carved directly into the rock face. They were slick with sea spray and covered in green slime, a treacherous-looking smuggler’s route that vanished directly into the churning waves of the high tide below.

“You’ve got to be joking,” Eddie said, gawping at the steep descent.

“The entrances to the deep places are rarely convenient,” Cerys said with a grin. She walked to the top of the steps and placed her palm on a large, flat rock that was etched with a faint, almost invisible spiral. She whispered a single word in the Fae tongue, and a shimmering portal, swirling with the vibrant greens and deep browns of a jungle, opened in the air before them.

“Ready to kill some slugs?” Gilly asked, nocking an arrow with a hunter’s grin.

Eddie pulled his Aegis of the Wolf King from his storage ring, the magnificent shield settling onto his arm. He summoned Slicer, the soulbound blade appearing in his hand with a flash. He looked at Cerys, at Gilly, at the swirling portal, and nodded. “Let’s go.”

Stepping through the portal was like being plunged into a sauna. The air was hot, thick, and heavy with the scent of wet earth, exotic flowers, and decay. A cacophony of unseen creatures chirped, buzzed, and screeched from the dense, jungle canopy high above. They were in a new dungeon, a world away from the cold stone of the barrow.

This time, there was no overconfidence. The memory of his near-fatal hubris was a fresh, painful lesson.

“Okay,” he said immediately, his voice low and commanding, the voice of the tank. “Eyes open. Gilly, find a high branch. Cerys, stay behind me. We move as one. No charging in. We draw them to us.”

They moved slowly, cautiously, through the dense undergrowth. Eddie led the way, his shield held high, Slicer a menacing blue glow in the dappled jungle light. It didn’t take long to find their quarry. In a clearing ahead, a group of slugs, larger and a more vibrant, poisonous-looking green than the ones from before, were sliming their way over the jungle floor. Among them were several smaller, faster-looking slugs with armored carapaces.

“Spitters and Skitterers,” Cerys identified. “The armored ones are fast, but their acid is weaker. The big ones are slow, but their venom is potent.”

“I’ll draw the big ones,” Eddie said. “Gilly, can you take out the Skitterers before they can flank us?”

“Like shooting fish in a barrel,” she replied, already scrambling up the trunk of a giant fern with her usual Fae grace.

Eddie took a deep breath, banged his sword against his shield, and let out a warrior’s yell. The slugs turned their eyestalks towards him, and the battle began.

But this time, it was a controlled, tactical engagement. Eddie held his ground, a steadfast wall of enchanted steel. The big Spitters launched their venomous attacks. He met them with his shield, his higher CON and the shield’s magical resistance mitigating the damage. He didn’t charge. He held the line, absorbing their attacks, his feet planted firmly.

From above, Gilly’s arrows flew. She was devastatingly effective, her shots picking off the fast-moving Skitterers before they could become a threat, their armored shells cracking under the force of her enchanted arrows.

With the flanking threat neutralized, Cerys was free to work her magic. She didn't use flashy, explosive spells. She used smart, tactical magic, chanting low, earthy spells, and thick, grasping vines erupted from the jungle floor, entangling the slow-moving Spitters, holding them in place to become sitting ducks.

“Eddie, now!” she yelled.

Finally, it was teamwork in action. His defense, Gilly’s precision, Cerys’s control. He moved forward, no longer a reckless berserker, but a disciplined warrior. He dispatched the entangled slugs with clean, efficient thrusts from Slicer, his [One-Handed Blade Proficiency] making his movements deadly and precise. They cleared the slugs without him taking a single direct hit to his HP. It was just what they all needed after the last debacle. After a brief rest, they fought their way through the jungle dungeon. Minutes turned to hours as they became a perfectly coordinated unit, defeating giant, carnivorous plants, swarms of venomous, bat-like creatures, and a tribe of territorial, monkey-like goblins. With every battle, their synergy grew. Eddie learned to trust Gilly’s aim, to anticipate Cerys’s spells, and they came to rely on his unbreachable defense. He wasn't just a meat shield anymore; he was the anchor, the pivot around which their deadly dance revolved.

Finally, they reached the heart of the jungle, a large, steaming cavern filled with pulsating egg sacs. The Slug Matron, bigger and meaner than her cousin in the barrow, slithered from the shadows to protect her brood.

But this time, they were ready. There was no panic, no chaos.

“The eggs!” Eddie commanded. “Gilly, Cerys, take out the eggs! I’ve got her!”

He charged the Matron, not with reckless abandon, but with a focused purpose. They met with a bang, his shield and her fang-lined maw clashing, but his [Constitution: 25] held him steady. He didn’t try to wound her. He just held her, blocked her, kept her immense, ravenous attention focused entirely on him. He was the wall. He would not break.

Behind him, Cerys and Gilly unleashed hell. Gilly’s arrows flew like streaks of green lightning, piercing the pulsating egg sacs. Cerys summoned a rain of radiant fire that incinerated dozens more. The Matron shrieked in rage as the two fae destroyed her brood, her fury making her attacks clumsy and predictable.

She reared up for a final, desperate strike, and Eddie saw his opening. He dropped his shield, took Slicer in a two-handed grip, and drove it upwards with all his strength, straight into the Matron’s soft, vulnerable underbelly. The battle was over.

As the beast dissolved into a mountain of slime, a beam of golden light shot from its remains and struck Eddie in the chest. A pair of magnificent, intricately carved bracers, fashioned to look like snarling wolves’ heads, materialized on his forearms.

[DUNGEON REWARD ACQUIRED: BRACERS OF THE WOLF KING]

Type: Gauntlets

Description: The matching bracers to the Aegis. They are imbued with the Wolf King's relentless battle spirit.

Stats: +3 STR, +5% Attack Speed, completes the [Wolf King's Defiance] set.

Set Bonus (2/2): When blocking an attack, you have a 10% chance to unleash a [Spirit Howl], temporarily stunning nearby enemies.

Eddie inspected his new gear, then turned to the two smiling fairies. They were exhausted, covered in slime and sweat, but they were triumphant. Without a word, they came together, a spontaneous, joyous group hug in the middle of the monster-infested cavern. They were a team. They were a family.

Gilly was the first to pull away, her eyes already gleaming with restless, insatiable energy. She looked around the now-quiet cavern, then grinned at them.

“Well,” she said, her voice filled with a happy, bloodthirsty glee. “Who’s for the next level?”


Chapter
Thirty-Three



Time to trial: 6 days, 6 hours.

After a brief rest and eating the remains of their picnic, Cerys activated another portal. Before they went through, she grabbed Eddie’s t-shirt, bringing him close.

“Now, you listen to me. This will be another step up, but if we do the same again, we’ll get through it without a scratch. Remember, getting hurt doesn’t give you more XP. It gives you less. We take our time, and we watch each other’s backs.”

Eddie kissed her, breaking away and unable to contain himself. “I know these levels are nothing to you. Don’t think I don’t. You two could ace this easily.”

Cerys blushed, but Gilly laughed. “What part of power-leveling don’t you get? Of course you’re a passenger, just don’t be a hot-headed one and we’ll be mint.”

“And,” Cerys added. “You have to fight to improve your skills. Levels alone won’t help you.”

“And,” Gilly warned. “The dungeon can surprise, you know, like that time, and the dodgy ports.”

“What do you mean by that?” Eddie asked.

“Not all portals take you where they’re supposed to.”

Eddie felt a lump grow in his throat. “Really?” he asked, unsure if they were hazing him.

“Right,” Gilly said, ignoring Eddie, her voice still a little hoarse, but her eyes sharp and focused. She nocked an arrow, and the hunter returned. “What fresh hell awaits?” She winked at him, her smirk confusing him even more.

Stepping through the portal was like being plunged into a hall of mirrors. They stood in a cavern of glittering, razor-sharp crystal formations. The light from an unseen source refracted through a thousand facets, creating a disorienting, dazzling kaleidoscope of color that made it difficult to focus. The air was thin and vibrated with a low, harmonic hum.

“The Crystal Caves,” Cerys whispered in awe. “Haven’t been down here in ages. Be careful where you step. Everything is sharp.”

Their teamwork, forged in the slime pits, was immediate. Eddie took point, his magnificent Aegis shield held high, its dark, obsidian surface a welcome contrast to the blindingly bright cavern. Cerys stayed close behind him, her hands glowing with protective magic, while Gilly scrambled up a massive crystal formation with Fae grace, finding a sniper’s perch that gave her a view of the entire chamber.

They didn’t have to wait long. From behind the crystal pillars, the monsters skittered. Crystalline Spiders. They were beautiful and terrifying, their bodies and legs forged from the same multifaceted crystal as the cavern, making them almost invisible until they moved.

“They’re refracting the light!” Eddie yelled, squinting as a spider scuttled into a beam, becoming a blinding flare of rainbow energy. “I can barely see them!”

“Close your eyes and trust your instincts, tank!” Gilly called down.

An arrow, trailing green light, flew from her perch and struck one of the spiders in a leg joint. The crystal leg shattered with a sound like breaking glass. The spider shrieked, a high-pitched, chittering sound that echoed off the crystal walls.

“Aim for the joints!” Gilly shouted. “Their bodies are too hard!”

Cerys chanted a single word, and a sphere of absolute darkness coalesced in the center of the room, swallowing the blinding light. “Better?” she asked.

“Much,” Eddie grunted, his eyes adjusting. In the gloom, the spiders’ internal light sources—small, pulsing hearts of red crystal—became clearly visible, making them perfect targets.

The battle was a masterclass in coordination. Eddie held the line, his shield deflecting the sharp crystal shards the spiders spat at him. He didn’t attack wildly, but used his body and shield to maneuver the spiders into Gilly’s line of sight, trusting her to cripple them. Cerys supported them both, using her magic to create pockets of darkness that confused the spiders and made their movements clear, while firing bolts of force to knock the creatures off balance. They cleared the chamber methodically, a three-person engine of destruction.

After defeating the last spider, Cerys created a portal to a dungeon tavern and they stepped through, flushed with victory, into the welcoming hubbub of an adventurers’ tavern. They claimed a table, ordered a round of strong, dark ale, and basked in the glow of a job well done.

It was Gilly who spotted him first. “Well, I’ll be,” she muttered into her flagon. “Look who’s holding up the bar. Eswick.”

Eddie followed her gaze. In a dark corner of the tavern, perched on a high stool like a wizened, scaly gargoyle, was a Kobold. He was tiny, no more than three feet tall, with mottled green-and-brown scales, a long, whip-like tail that occasionally twitched with irritation. But it was his large, intelligent, jet-black eyes that sucked Eddie in. He was ancient; his scales faded, his horns worn smooth with age, and he nursed a mug of something that smoked and bubbled ominously.

“An old friend,” Gilly explained, a genuine affection in her voice. “He’s a Loremaster. Knows more about the deep dungeons and the creatures in them than anyone. Forget your libraries and your scholars. If you want to know how to kill something, you ask Eswick.”

She waved, and the old Kobold’s head turned. His black eyes fixed on them, and with a weary sigh that suggested getting up was a great effort, he picked up his steaming mug and shuffled over to their table.

“Gilly,” he rasped, his voice like stones grinding together. “Still causing trouble, I see.”

“Always, Essie,” she beamed. “This is my best friend, Cerys, and her new pet project, Eddie.”

Eswick’s gaze settled on Eddie, his ancient eyes surprisingly sharp. “The new Steward,” he stated, not as a question. “The one who picked a fight with the Cursed Prince. News travels fast in deep places.”

Gilly leaned forward eagerly. “That’s why we’re here, Essie. He has a trial by combat. In what? Six days now. Against Kaelan. We need to know how to kill him.”

The old Kobold took a long, slow sip of his bubbling drink, then let out a dry, rattling chuckle that sounded like a death rattle. It sent a shiver down Eddie’s spine.

“Kill Kaelan?” Eswick rasped, fixing Eddie with a look of profound pity. “Child, you do not kill a vampire of his lineage. You inconvenience him. You annoy him. On a very, very good day, you might make him angry enough to move to a different city for a decade or two.”

He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial hiss. “You think they are just men with fangs? You have no idea. Their blood is a curse of regeneration. You can cut them to ribbons, and they will knit themselves back together before your eyes. They move faster than a Fae’s thought, and their strength can shatter stone. But that is not their true weapon.”

He tapped his own scaly temple. “Their power is here. In the mind. They can cloud your thoughts, make you see things that are not there. They can whisper a single word of command into your soul and make you drop your weapon, turn on your friends, or simply stand there and welcome their embrace. Kaelan has had centuries to perfect this art. He will dismantle your mind long before his fangs ever touch your throat.”

The old Kobold’s words were a bucket of ice water, extinguishing the warm fire of Eddie’s recent victories. His fear returned, cold and sharp.

“So it’s hopeless?” Eddie asked, his voice barely a whisper.

Eswick was silent for a long moment, studying him. Then he let out another rattling sigh. “Of course not,” he grumbled. “Everything has a weakness. It is a fundamental law. You just have to be smart enough to find it and strong enough to exploit it.”

“How?” Eddie pressed, leaning forward, desperate. “Like sunlight?”

“Sunlight?” Eswick scoffed. “A nuisance. It burns, yes, but it is an inconvenience, not a death sentence. They have their daylight rings, their deep tombs. It is easily avoided.” He took another sip of his drink. “The old stories…they always have a kernel of truth. A wooden stake through the heart…now that is a different matter. So very…cliché.”

Eddie’s heart leaped. It was as Cerys had said when she first told him about vampires. “So it works? That’s his weakness?”

Eswick’s black eyes twinkled with a dry, ancient amusement. “It is a cliché for a reason, boy.” He drained his mug. “Well,” he rasped, pushing himself to his feet. “You have your answer, then.” And with a final, weary nod, he shuffled back to his dark corner of the bar.

They ate their meal in thoughtful silence. Eswick’s words had given Eddie a clear, tangible goal. It was a near-impossible one, but it was a target. After they finished, Cerys stood and, with new determination, carved a fresh portal in the air. This one swirled with colors of black iron and fiery orange. The air washing out of it was blisteringly hot and smelled of soot and molten metal.

“The Obsidian Forges,” she announced. “This one will be harder. We need to push you, Eddie. To your absolute limits.”

The Forges were an industrial hell. Rivers of molten lava flowed in carved channels through the black, glassy floor. Huge, clanking machines pounded and hissed, spewing jets of superheated steam. The heat was a physical blow, and a [Heat Exhaustion] debuff immediately appeared on Eddie’s blue screen, slowly draining his [Health].

The inhabitants were Duergar, dark, twisted dwarves with skin the color of ash and beards braided with iron wire. They were clad in heavy, black iron plate mail and wielded massive, flaming warhammers.

The first fight was a brutal, grinding affair. Gilly’s normal arrows glanced harmlessly off their thick armor. The immense heat dampened Cerys’s magic and the Duergar’s innate resistance to fire made them almost immune to her radiant spells. Incredibly, it all came down to Eddie.

He became a walking fortress, a bastion of defiance in the face of overwhelming force. He took blow after blow on his Aegis shield, the impacts ringing like a blacksmith’s anvil, his [Constitution: 25] the only thing keeping his arms from shattering. He wasn’t dealing much damage, but he was holding them, drawing their fire, creating tiny openings for his allies. Gilly switched to heavy, enchanted bodkin arrows that could punch through their armor, while Cerys focused on defensive wards and spells targeting the ground, creating patches of slick oil or grasping earth to slow their enemies down.

They fought their way through the forge, their teamwork tested to its absolute breaking point. It was here, in this fiery hellscape, that Eddie truly understood his role. He wasn't the hero. He wasn't the damage-dealer. He was the enabler. He was the rock upon which the waves of his more powerful companions could break their enemies.

They finally reached the heart of the forge: a huge, open chamber where a massive Duergar Centurion, his armor glowing with internal heat, stood guard on a narrow iron bridge spanning a river of lava. A straight fight, Eddie immediately knew, was suicide.

His [Strategic Mind] went into overdrive as he scanned the chamber, his eyes darting from the hissing steam pipes on the walls to the huge chains holding a massive cauldron of molten ore suspended directly above the bridge.

“I have a plan,” he said, his voice cutting through the roar of the forge.

He laid it out quickly. Gilly would shoot a pressure valve on a steam pipe near the far end of the bridge, creating a visual and auditory distraction. Cerys, at the same moment, would use a precisely aimed bolt of force to strike the main chain holding the cauldron, weakening it, making it sway. This would draw the Centurion’s attention upwards. And in that single, vital moment of distraction, Eddie had to get close enough to sever its final support link with Slicer.

It was a crazy, intricate plan that required perfect timing.

“On my mark,” he said, his heart pounding. “Three…two…one…MARK!”

Gilly’s arrow flew, striking the valve, steam billowing out with a sharp hiss, obscuring the far side of the bridge. At the same instant, Cerys’s violet bolt of energy slammed into the cauldron’s chain, sending a shower of sparks outward and causing the huge vessel to lurch violently.

The Duergar Centurion roared in fury and confusion, its head snapping upwards towards the swinging cauldron.

That was Eddie’s cue. He charged, his feet pounding on the hot iron bridge. He dodged a wild, clumsy swing from the distracted Centurion and reached the main support pillar.

Taking a giant leap, he summoned all his strength as he flew through the air, fueled by desperation, and brought Slicer down in a single, mighty blow on the chain. The soulbound blade, forged from a fallen star, sheared through the mundane iron link as if it were butter. Eddie landed with a thud, springing into a roll and off the bridge.

The chain snapped. The massive cauldron tipped. A wave of incandescent, molten ore poured down onto the bridge.

The Duergar Centurion didn’t even have time to scream. It was simply erased, consumed by the fiery deluge. The iron bridge groaned, buckled, and then collapsed into the lava river below, taking the molten metal with it.

Gilly and Cerys flew over the chasm, joining Eddie on the other side, panting, covered in soot, but victorious. They hadn’t won with brute force. They had won with intellect.

Cerys looked at Eddie, her eyes wide with a new, profound respect. “That,” she breathed, “was brilliant.”

She walked to the edge of the chasm and drew a final portal, this one a soft, welcoming gold. “That’s enough,” she declared. “The tank needs a rest.”

They stepped through and returned to the quiet, firelit living room of Mooinjer Veggey. The adrenaline of the forge faded, leaving behind exhaustion so deep it was a physical weight. Gilly, with a weary wave, muttered something about needing a non-alcoholic beverage and a twelve-hour nap, and vanished in a puff of green glitter.

Eddie sank into an armchair, every muscle in his body singing a protest song. Cerys disappeared for a moment, then returned. She knelt before him and began to gently unstrap his new bracers, then his shield, her touch tender, reverent.

“You were incredible today, Eddie,” she whispered. “Just the Eddie Strike you need to be.”

He was too tired to reply. He just watched her as she climbed the stairs to the bedroom. The sound of water running followed, and then she returned, a steaming towel in her hands. She knelt again and gently wiped the soot and grime from his face.

“I think,” she said softly, her violet gaze holding his, “that a very long, very hot, magical bath is in order.” She smiled, a slow, intimate expression that held the promise of quiet comfort and shared relief. “And this time,” she added, her voice dropping to a purr, “I think we should share it…intimately.”


Chapter
Thirty-Four



Time to trial: 5 days, 14 hours.

The morning sun filtered through the tall, crystal clear windows of the master bedroom, rousing Eddie from a deep and dreamless sleep. He woke with the phantom taste of ale and victory on his tongue, the warmth of Cerys’s body absent beside him. He was alone, and once more, he hadn’t even heard her slip out of bed. But, having had years of waking alone, he was used to it, as he was the silence. It gave him time to get his thoughts in order. Here, rather than his New York apartment, the silence was deeper, somehow ominous. Most probably, he pondered, because the house was a vast, empty thing, and a contrast to the chaotic joy of the previous day’s adventures.

He sat up, his body strong and ready, the magical bath having worked its wonders—and Cerys having worked more wonders on it later too. But the first thought that slammed into his brain, as it did every morning now, was the countdown.

His mind, the analyst’s tool that was his greatest weapon, went to work. The confrontation with Kaelan had been late on Friday night. The trial was set for ten days later. Saturday, their first dungeon dive. Sunday, the disastrous trip to the Slime Pits, his injury, and the day lost to healing. Then yesterday, Monday, the training with Frank, the trip to the stone circle, and the perfect end to the day. That meant today was Tuesday. He had until the following Sunday. Five full days left.

The number was a cold, hard knot in his stomach. Five days to prepare for a trial to the death against an ancient, incredibly powerful vampire.

He pushed the panic down and focused on the data. He needed to know where he stood. He called up his notifications from the previous day’s dungeon crawl, the ones he had ignored in the heat of the moment.

Dungeon Run Complete: The Crystal Caves of Balladoole (Level 2)

XP Gained: 4000

Dungeon Run Complete: The Obsidian Forges of the Under-Dwarves (Level 3)

XP Gained: 7000

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 10!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 11!

All HP/MP Restored! All Negative Status Effects Removed!

You have 10 Attribute Points to allocate.

Skill Updated: [One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] has reached Level 8.

Skill Updated: [Shield Bash] has reached Level 3.

Skill Updated: [Fire Craft] has reached Level 3.

His heart sank. All that fighting—the crystal spiders, the armored duergar, the terrifying lava bridge—and he had only leveled up twice. The disappointment was a bitter pill. He was learning that XP wasn't just about the number of monsters killed; it was about the challenge, the risk, the growth. Plus, with each level gained, he supposed, the XP to the next was so much more.

With Cerys nowhere to be seen, no note and no sign of her or Gilly, a pang of loneliness hit him, but he pushed it aside. He couldn't rely on them for everything. He had to stand on his own two feet. He took a quick shower in his magnificent, magically-restored bathroom, dressed in a clean t-shirt and jeans, and headed down to the kitchen, his stomach rumbling.

As he descended the stairs, he allocated his ten attribute points. He’d ignored [Charisma] and [Dexterity] of late. He’d need the former to charm the council, and the latter to help evade Kaelan’s attacks. But he was also a tank. It’s what the girls expected of him. He hedged his bets, wondering if he should put everything in one stat. It was impossible. The situation he faced was unlike any game he’d ever played.

CHA: 11 -> 13

DEX: 11 -> 13

STR: 17 -> 20

CON: 25 -> 28

He found eggs and bacon again, a small comfort of routine in his insane life, which he cooked and at., The simple, satisfying meal fuelling him for the long day ahead. As he washed his plate in the miraculously clean stone sink, he addressed the silent house.

“Alright,” he said, drying his hands. “Five days. I need to be in the dungeon. I need XP. I need loot. The cellar. What’s the next trial?”

House’s voice rumbled in his mind, but today it wasn’t paternal or amused. It was grumpy. It sounded like a landlord whose tenant had been throwing wild parties and neglecting the chores.

“Dungeon, dungeon, dungeon,” House grumbled, its voice like shifting foundations. “Is that all you think about, little adventurer? You have forgotten your primary purpose. You have neglected your duties.”

Eddie was taken aback. “Neglected my duties? I’ve been fighting for my life to protect this place! I’ve cleared your cellar of three different monster infestations!”

“You are the Steward of this House first,” it retorted, its tone admonishing. “You are an adventurer second. Your role is to restore me, to bring order to my chaos, to heal my wounds. The dungeon is a tool for your growth, not your sole purpose. If you lose focus on that, you will lose everything. Including your connection to me.”

The threat was clear. Eddie threw his hands in the air in exasperation. “Fine! Fine! What do you want me to do? Polish the silver? Dust the chandeliers?” He was still weak, comparatively, so couldn't go dungeon diving alone. He was at House’s mercy.

“There is a room that has been sealed for a century,” the House instructed. “A place of gathering, of family. It is broken. You will mend it. Go to the dining room.”

“The dining room?” Eddie groaned. “What am I supposed to do in there?”

“There is a table,” the House said. “It is the heart of that room. It is broken. You will repair it.”

“Repair it? I’m not a carpenter!” he protested. “I’ve never done woodwork in my life. I’m completely useless at anything practical. I once tried to assemble a flat-packed bookcase and ended up accidentally building a small, very unstable boat.”

“You are the Steward,” the House stated, its voice leaving no room for argument. “You will learn. Go.”

With a sigh of absolute defeat, Eddie reluctantly headed for the dining room. He pushed open the huge, double oak doors, which groaned in protest, and stepped into a scene of grandness mixed with tragic decay.

The room was vast, with a ceiling so high it was lost in shadows. Long, tattered velvet curtains, the color of dried blood, clung to the tall, arched windows, blocking out most of the light. The air was thick with the smell of dust and dry rot. But the true tragedy was in the center of the room. A magnificent dining table, long enough to seat a dozen people, lay like a wounded beast. Its once-polished surface was ruined by scratches, stains, and watermarks. And it leaned at a drunken, pathetic angle, one of its huge, ornately carved legs snapped clean in two, the broken pieces lying forlornly on the dusty floor.

Pride of place. The heart of the room. It was a perfect reminder of how bad a state the house had fallen into.

He knew he couldn’t work in the mess, so spent the next hour cleaning, his frustration giving way to a grim determination. He tore down the rotting curtains, letting sunlight stream into the room for the first time in a century. He swept the floors, cleared the cobwebs, and wiped down the surfaces.

Finally, he could assess the situation. The table was an intricate piece of craftsmanship, far beyond his comprehension. He had no idea where to even start. He needed tools. He needed a workshop.

He ventured back down into the cellar. The place was clean and tidy, the workshop area quiet and waiting. The magical furnace was cold, but the pipe rack was back in its place, the workbench neat. On a hook on the wall hung a heavy canvas tool bag. He opened it. Inside was a full complement of woodworking tools: saws, chisels, planes, screwdrivers, hammers. It was another gift from House.

He took the bag upstairs, knowing the hard part was to come. He stared in awe at the massive, heavy table. He needed to get underneath it. With a grunt, he braced himself, his STR: 17 and CON: 25 flowing through him. He lifted one side of the colossal table, flipping it over with a deafening crash that shook the entire room.

Approaching the broken leg, his analyst’s mind examined the problem. He studied the joinery, the way the legs were attached. It wasn't nails and screws; it was complex mortise and tenon joints, held in place with wooden pegs. After ten minutes of intense study, he worked it out. He could see how to take the leg’s broken stump off.

After a great deal of sweating, grunting, and more than one bruised knuckle, he managed to knock the pegs free and remove the broken piece of the leg. As he did, a notification chimed in his mind.

[New Skill Unlocked: Woodworking (Novice)]

Description: You have demonstrated a basic understanding of wooden joinery and construction.

He took the two broken pieces down into the cellar workshop. Now came the true test. He had to join them back together, seamlessly, and make the leg strong enough to support the immense weight of the tabletop. He failed. Several times. His first attempt to glue and clamp the pieces was a disaster, the join hopelessly weak and misaligned. His second attempt to drill holes and insert a reinforcing dowel resulted in him splitting the wood further.

He was ready to give up, to storm back upstairs and yell at the House. But then he remembered Cerys’s words: use that analytical mind. He wasn't a carpenter. He was an analyst. This wasn't a piece of wood; it was a puzzle. A structural problem.

He stopped, took a deep breath, and just looked at the broken pieces. He studied the grain, the angle of the break, the stress points, and realized a simple butt joint would never be strong enough. He needed to increase the surface area of the joint, so he needed something more complex. A scarf joint, maybe? Or a castellated joint?

He spent the next hour with a pencil and a piece of scrap paper sketching out designs, calculating angles, thinking not like a craftsman, but like an engineer. He finally settled on a complex, interlocking design that would distribute the weight across a much wider area.

It was a feeble attempt, clumsy and amateurish. But using the sharp saws and chisels from the toolbag, he painstakingly cut the new joints. His hands, used to keyboards, were clumsy, but his mind was sharp. It took him three more hours of painstaking work and focus, his tongue sticking out of the corner of his mouth, but finally, he had it. He fitted the two pieces together. They slotted into place with a satisfying, snug click. The join was almost invisible. He applied a strong wood glue he found in the workshop and clamped it tight, leaving it to dry.

He set off for the kitchen while it dried, making lunch, eating it and then returning, refreshed and ready for more. Inspecting the join, he punched the air when he found it was solid as a rock. After sanding it, he carried the repaired leg back upstairs like a holy relic. Attaching it was easier than taking it off had been. With the leg back in place, he gathered all his strength and, with a great, roaring effort, flipped the massive table back onto its feet.

It stood perfectly. All legs solid, the tabletop level. The scar on the repaired leg was barely visible. A huge, swelling pride filled his chest. He had done it.

He pushed the heavy dining chairs back under the table, arranging them neatly. The girls still hadn't appeared, so he still had time on his hands. The table was fixed, but the rest of the room, while cleaner, was still a dusty, faded shadow of its former glory.

With a sigh, he set to work again. He found beeswax and soft cloths and spent the rest of the afternoon polishing the great table until it gleamed. He cleaned the filthy windows until sunlight flooded the room. He even managed to beat the dust out of the twelve heavy, brocaded dining chairs, and the curtains, washing and rehanging them so they could dry.

By the time he was finished, the dining room was transformed. It was clean, bright, and centered by the magnificent, solid table. He stood in the doorway, exhausted, aching, but filled with satisfaction that was deeper and more satisfying than any he had felt after a battle. He hadn't just killed a monster. He had created something. He had brought a piece of House back to life.

House’s voice rumbled in his mind, and this time, it was filled with a deep, powerful, and undisguised pleasure.

“From chaos, order. From order, beauty. From duty, strength. You have done well, my Steward. You have learned. You have been rewarded.”

A torrent of brilliant, golden notifications flooded his vision, the reward for a hard day’s mundane, glorious work.


Chapter
Thirty-Five



Time to trial: 5 days, 2 hours.

The exhaustion from a full day of manual labor was, surprisingly, a deep, satisfying ache in Eddie’s bones. He stood in the doorway of the dining room, a proud king surveying his newly conquered territory, particularly the refurbished and polished table. The last rays of the setting sun streamed through the gleaming windows, illuminating the rich, dark wood of the panelled walls and side dressers. It was a tangible victory, a conquest of chaos that felt, in its own way, as significant as slaying any monster.

He sank into one of the heavy, brocaded chairs at the head of the table, the position of the master of the house feeling, for the first time, entirely natural. He was ready for his reward. With a sense of keen anticipation, he called up his notifications.

The familiar blue screen shimmered into existence, but the message was not what he expected. It wasn’t precious XP or a new skill. It was something else entirely.

[STEWARDSHIP QUEST COMPLETE: THE HEART OF THE HOME]

Description: You have demonstrated a profound understanding of your duties. By restoring the dining room, you have not just repaired a physical space; you have restored a center of community and family to Mooinjer Veggey. A house is not merely stone and wood; it is the people who serve it. For your dedication, House bestows upon you the souls of those who served it best.

REWARD: HOUSEHOLD STAFF (SOULKIN)

Your connection to House now allows you to manifest the spirits of its most loyal former servants. They are bound to the house and to you, its Steward. They will see to your domestic needs.

STAFF MANIFESTED:

	Name: Mr. Alistair Abernathy 

	Position: Butler 

	History: Served the Strike family with unwavering loyalty for forty-five years, managing the household through times of both peace and great turmoil. A man of impeccable standards and absolute discretion, he was considered by your grandfather to be his most trusted confidant within the house. 

	Date of Death: 1944 (Heart failure while polishing the silver) 




	Name: Mrs. Eleanor Gable 

	Position: Cook 

	History: The undisputed queen of the kitchens for over half a century. Her knowledge of both mundane and…esoteric…recipes was legendary. It was said she could bake a pie that could mend a broken heart and brew a broth that could ward off minor curses. 

	Date of Death: 1928 (Old age, peacefully in her sleep) 




	Name: Beatrice & Eleanor Vance 

	Position: Housemaids 

	History: Sisters who came to work at the manor as young girls. Known for their efficiency, their quiet demeanor, and for knowing every secret whispered in the halls. They saw the house not just as a place of work, but as their only true home. 

	Date of Death: 1919 (Spanish Influenza, within days of each other) 




	Name: Angus MacLeod 

	Position: Gamekeeper 

	History: A gruff, solitary Scotsman who managed the estate’s grounds and wildlife for three decades. He possessed an unparalleled knowledge of the island’s hidden paths, its flora and fauna, and the…stranger things that lurked in the deep woods. Fiercely loyal to your great-grandfather. 

	Date of Death: 1888 (Gored by a wild boar of unusual size and temperament) 




Eddie stared at the screen, his mind refusing to process the information. A butler? A cook? Ghosts? He had just spent the entire day engaged in back-breaking manual labor, all in the desperate hope of gaining a crucial edge for his life-or-death duel, and his reward was a spectral cleaning and cooking service.

The disappointment curdled into a hot, bitter rage.

“Are you kidding me?” he roared, slamming his hand down on the table he had just so painstakingly repaired. The sound echoed in the vast, empty room. “I need weapons! I need armor! I need XP and levels! I am days away from being ritually executed by a vampire, and you give me ghosts to fluff my pillows and cook my dinner!”

He sprang to his feet, pacing the room like a caged tiger. “This is useless! What good is a dead butler against Kaelan? Is the cook going to bake him a poison pie? This is the worst, most absolutely useless reward you could possibly have given me!”

House remained silent, letting his rage wash over it. As his fury began to burn itself out, leaving only the bitter ash of despair, its voice finally rumbled in his mind. It wasn't angry or defensive. It was calm, patient, and held a simple, devastatingly logical question.

“The Fae females,” House stated calmly. “Gilly and the one you call Cerys; will they be joining you for dinner this evening?”

The question was so unexpected, so mundane, it completely derailed his tirade. “What? Dinner? I…yes, Cerys said she’d be back.”

“And will you be serving them yourself, Steward?” House continued. “Will you be cooking the meal, pouring the wine, clearing the table? Is that how the master of this house entertains his esteemed guests? Especially guests of the Fae, who value grace, presentation, and respect above all things?”

Eddie stopped pacing. House’s words were like a key, unlocking a door in his mind he hadn’t even realized was there. He thought of his new CHA: 11 stat. He thought of his desperate plan to win the trial not just with strength, but with his mind, with influence, with perception. He had been thinking like an adventurer, focused only on combat stats and loot. He had completely forgotten to think like a Steward. Like a Lord of the Manor.

How could he hope to command respect in the magical council if he couldn’t even command his own household? How could he project an aura of power and confidence to unnerve Kaelan if he was worried about burning the toast?

He looked at the ghostly staff roster again, but this time, he saw it through a new, strategic lens. They weren't just servants. They were a resource. Their value wasn't in what they could do in a fight, but in what they knew.

Mr. Abernathy, his grandfather’s most trusted confidant. What secrets did he know? What stories had he overheard? Mrs. Gable, with her knowledge of ‘esoteric’ recipes. Magical cooking? Potions? The Vance sisters, who knew every secret whispered in the halls. What had they seen? What had they heard about the vampires? And Angus MacLeod, the gamekeeper who knew the island’s hidden paths and strange creatures.

It wasn't a domestic staff. It was an intelligence network. It was a library of living—or un-living—history.

A slow, wry grin spread across Eddie’s face. House hadn’t given him a useless reward. It had given him the most valuable weapon of all: information.

As if sensing his change of heart, the air in the room grew cold. A faint, shimmering mist coalesced near the doorway. It solidified into the form of a tall, impeccably dressed man with a stiff collar and a severe, dignified expression. Mr. Abernathy bowed his head slightly.

“Mr. Strike,” he said, his voice a crisp, formal whisper. “Your dinner service is ready to commence whenever you are.”

From the direction of the kitchen, the spectral form of Angus MacLeod, a burly, kilted man with a magnificent beard and a surly expression, strode in. He was carrying two plump, dressed pheasants in one hand. “From the east wood, my lord,” he grunted, his accent a thick Scottish burr. “The birds are fat this season.” He deposited them on a side table and vanished as silently as he had appeared.

A moment later, Mrs. Gable, a round, rosy-cheeked woman in a cook’s apron, bustled in, her form warm and comforting. She clapped her hands with delight at the sight of the pheasants. “Oh, lovely! Give me one hour, Master Eddie, and I’ll have a roast for you that’ll make the angels weep.” She faded away like the others.

Eddie could only stare, a laugh bubbling up in his chest. This was his life now.

“It seems you have come to an understanding,” House rumbled, a note of satisfaction in its voice. “Your mind is your greatest asset, Steward. Do not neglect it.” There was a pause. “As a reward for your…insight…and for your excellent repair of my table, I have unsealed the way forward. The training dungeon beneath you now holds a new challenge, should you wish to face it before your guests arrive.”

Eddie’s heart leaped. A new dungeon level. He recalled the brutal, exhilarating crawl through the swamp. What awaited him now? He glanced at the grandfather clock. Cerys wasn't due back for a couple of hours. He had time. He had more than enough time. Every bit of experience, every potential skill-up, was a step closer to survival.

He nodded to the spectral, waiting form of Mr. Abernathy. “Dinner for three, in two hours, Mr. Abernathy.”

“Very good, sir,” the butler whispered, before fading from sight.

Eddie grinned, a thrill of pure, adventurous joy surging through him. He had a spectral staff preparing a feast, a date with a beautiful fairy—or two?—on the horizon, and a brand new dungeon level waiting to be conquered.

“Shall I ready the way?” House asked.

“Hell yeah!” Eddie declared.

House’s words were like a starting pistol fired in the silent hall. A new challenge. The promises of more XP, more skills, and more power, were like a drug. Eddie was a freshly minted addict. It was his gaming days all over again. His earlier weariness, the satisfaction of a job well done, all of it evaporated, replaced by the hunter’s single-minded focus.

He didn’t walk to the cellar; he raced, taking the stone steps down in a near-suicidal leap, his powerful legs and high [Constitution] absorbing the impact with a light jar. He landed in the torchlit workshop, the air still and waiting. The green portal to the swampland pulsed in the archway, a silent invitation.

“Let’s do this,” he breathed, the thrill of the fight already beginning to sing in his veins.

He equipped his gear with the practiced ease of a veteran soldier. The Aegis of the Wolf King settled onto his left arm, its dark metal cool and reassuring. The matching Bracers of the Wolf King clasped onto his forearms, the intricately carved wolves’ heads snarling in the torchlight. Their latent power, the subtle boost to his strength, quickened his senses. He summoned Slicer, the soulbound blade flashing into his hand, its blue light painting his determined face.

“Back into the muck, are we?” Slicer’s voice commented dryly in his mind. “Do try not to get slime on my pommel this time. It’s terribly difficult to get out of the filigree.”

Eddie ignored him, striding to the shimmering green gate. He gave his magnificent new shield a confident tap with his sword, and plunged through.

The hot, humid air of the Weeping Fen enveloped him once more. But this time, it was different. He was different. He was Level 11, his stats bolstered, his mind clear. The swamp that had been a terrifying ordeal was just a trial he had already passed.

He moved with a deadly purpose, following the familiar trail of glowing markers. When the bogarts rose from the murky water, their gnarled arms reaching, he didn’t engage in a wrestling match. He used his superior [Dexterity] to sidestep their clumsy lunges and Slicer’s perfect edge to sever their limbs before they could even get a grip. They fell back into the muck with surprised gurgles.

The Shambling Mounds, the slow, powerful masses of vegetation, were no match for his [Fire Craft]. A single, focused jet of flame from his palm was enough to send them into a panicked, burning frenzy, their vine-like tendrils withering to ash.

He moved through the swamp like a vengeful spirit, a whirlwind of steel and fire. The creatures that had nearly killed him before were now little more than a nuisance, bags of XP waiting to be harvested. He reached the final island, where he had found the storage ring, in less than half the time it had taken him on his first run. The portal to the next level was already waiting for him, a swirling vortex of gray and white light that smelled of old stone and dust. He stepped through without a second’s hesitation and emerged into a place of stark, silent history. He was in a vast, cold catacomb, the walls lined with thousands of burial niches, each one sealed with a stone slab. The air was dry and still, the only sound a faint, ghostly whisper of wind through the stone corridors.

Crypt of the Forgotten Legion. The words chimed in the air.

He felt a flicker of his old fear return. This place felt… wrong. The swamp had been alive, a natural—if hostile—environment. This place was a monument to death, and it felt resentful of the living.

The first attack came from the walls themselves. A stone slab to his right exploded outwards, and a skeletal warrior, clad in the same rusted bronze as the Barrow-Wight Lord, lunged at him, a jagged, ancient sword in its hand.

Eddie’s shield came up instantly, blocking the blow. The skeleton’s attack was fast, but it lacked weight.

HP -10.

He shoved hard with his Aegis, the [Shield Bash] sending the skeleton stumbling back, its bones rattling. Slicer followed, a blur of blue light, shattering the creature’s ribcage and sending it clattering to the floor in a pile of bones.

But as the first one fell, more slabs exploded from the walls. Two, four, eight of them, a small company of skeletal soldiers, their empty eye sockets burning with cold, blue light, advanced on him, their movements jerky but perfectly synchronized. They formed a shield wall, their pitted shields interlocking, their rusty spears bristling.

This was a new challenge. Not a chaotic swarm, but a disciplined, tactical unit.

“Their formation is their strength and their weakness,” Slicer advised. “They are slow to turn. A direct assault is foolish. Use your speed.”

Eddie didn't need to be told twice. He backed away, leading the phalanx of skeletons down the wide corridor. They advanced relentlessly, a clattering wall of bone and rust. He needed to break their formation.

He feinted left, drawing their spears in that direction, then used his [Dexterity: 13] to dart to the right, sprinting past the edge of their shield wall. He was now on their flank. Before they could turn to face him, he was amongst them. Slicer sang a song of destruction, shattering spines, severing limbs. He used his shield as a weapon, smashing skulls, breaking shield arms. It was a whirlwind of controlled, brutal violence. Within a minute, the entire squad was reduced to nothing more than piles of broken bone and dust.

He fought his way deeper into the crypt, battling skeletal archers who fired phantom arrows that eroded his health, and skeletal mages whose necrotic bolts sizzled against his shield. Each fight was a puzzle, a tactical problem he had to solve. He learned to use the pillars and tombs for cover, to separate his enemies, to focus his attacks where they were weakest. It was challenging, exhilarating, but he noticed a distinct difference between this place and the dungeons he’d entered with the fairies. Here, he was dominant. The challenges were significant, but they were…winnable. They were a game. The dungeons, with Cerys and Gilly, had been a war.

He finally reached the heart of the crypt, a vast, circular chamber dominated by a great, tiered dais. Atop the dais sat a throne of polished bone, and on the throne sat the Crypt Lord. He was a massive skeleton, twice the size of the others, his bones thick and stained a deep, ominous black. He wore a magnificent suit of articulated plate armor, dark and jagged, and in his gauntleted hands, he held a huge, two-handed greatsword that glowed with a sickly, soul-draining light.

This was the boss.

The Crypt Lord rose from its throne, its movements fluid and powerful, entirely unlike the jerky motions of its minions. It pointed its greatsword at Eddie.

“DEFEND!” Eddie roared, mostly to himself, as the Crypt Lord charged, covering the distance between them with terrifying speed.

The battle that followed was a true test of his new abilities. The Crypt Lord was strong, its blows landing on his shield with enough force to make his teeth rattle and send HP -40 notifications flashing in his vision. It was also fast, its greatsword a blur of dark energy.

But Eddie was a fortress. His [Constitution: 25] meant he could take the punishment. His [Wolf King's Defiance] set bonus triggered several times, the Aegis letting out a spectral howl that stunned the Crypt Lord for a precious second, allowing him to get a quick counter-attack in. He used his [Strategic Mind] to analyze its attack patterns, learning its rhythms, its feints, its tells. He wasn't just weathering the storm; he was breezing through it.

He fought with patience he had never known he possessed, letting the Crypt Lord exhaust itself against his impenetrable defense. He blocked, he parried, he dodged, and in the fleeting moments the creature left itself open, he struck with Slicer, his blows precise, aimed at the joints and weak points of the ancient armor.

Finally, after a long, grueling battle of attrition, he saw his opening. The Crypt Lord, enraged by its inability to break his guard, committed to a huge, overhead power swing. It was the same mistake the Barrow-Wight had made. Eddie dropped low, the greatsword whistling over his head, and drove Slicer with all his [Strength] might, straight through a gap in the gorget, deep into the creature's neck vertebrae.

There was a high-pitched, grating screech of bone on soul-forged steel. The blue light in the Crypt Lord’s eye sockets flickered and died. It stood frozen for a moment, then crumbled into a huge, clattering pile of black bones and shattered armor.

Victory.

He stood panting in the silent chamber, his body aching but his spirit soaring. He had won. Decisively. He waited for the rush of XP, the glorious LEVEL UP! notification.

A single, lonely chime sounded in his mind.

Dungeon Run Complete: The Crypt of the Forgotten Legion (Level 2)

XP Gained: 4000

Loot Gained: [Minor Healing Potion] x2, [Sack of Old Coins] x1.

Eddie stared at the notification, his triumphant grin slowly fading. 4000 XP and he’d failed to reach Level 12. And the loot was junk. After all that, after a boss fight that would have killed his old self ten times over, he hadn’t even gained a single level.

A cold, frustrating realization dawned on him. The House’s dungeon was a training ground, a tutorial. It was safe. It provided experience, but the rewards reflected that. The real growth, the real power, lay in the high-risk, high-reward dungeons Cerys and Gilly could access.

He felt a surge of impatience. He was wasting time here. He had five days left. He couldn’t afford to play in the minor leagues.

The portal to the next level, a swirling vortex of shadow and cold purple light, opened before him. He didn’t hesitate. He downed one of the minor healing potions, bringing his HP back to full, and strode towards it. He had to press on to level up.

He stepped through into a place of utter darkness, a shadowed crypt where the walls themselves seemed to be made of weeping, tormented skulls. The air was freezing cold, and a constant, low moaning sound echoed from the gloom. The place was different. It was dangerous.

He summoned Slicer, the sword’s blue light a comforting beacon in the oppressive dark. He took a cautious step forward, and the shadows around him began to move. They weren’t just shadows. They were creatures made of solidified despair, Specters with long, grasping claws and empty, howling mouths.

He raised his shield just as the first one lunged, its incorporeal claws threatening to pass straight through the metal. He was in the middle of a desperate parry, Slicer flashing to meet a second Specter attacking from his flank, his mind racing to analyze this new, ethereal threat, when…

“Dinner is served, Master Eddie.”

The voice that cut through the chaos was not Slicer’s. It was crisp, calm, and impeccably polite. It was the voice of Mr. Abernathy, his ghostly butler. And it was speaking directly inside his head.

Eddie froze mid-parry, his concentration completely shattered. “What?” he thought, bewildered.

A clawed, spectral hand, belonging to the monster he had been about to block, whipped through the space where his shield had been a second before, heading directly for his unprotected face.


Chapter
Thirty-Six



Time to trial: 5 days, 10 minutes.

The butler’s voice, a crisp, polite intrusion of domesticity, echoed in the battlefield of Eddie’s mind. “Dinner is served, Master Eddie.”

For a fraction of a second, his focus shattered. He was no longer in a shadowy crypt fighting for his life; he was the Steward of a house, being called to a meal. It was a fatal, disorienting disconnect.

The Specter he parried didn't hesitate. Its incorporeal claw, no longer met by his shield, passed through the air where it had been. Rather than slashing his face, it plunged directly into his chest, a bolt of pure, life-draining cold.

Pain, icy and absolute, exploded behind his sternum. His breath hitched, and the world swam in a nauseating wave of gray.

CRITICAL HIT! [Chill Touch] applied!

HP: 195/280!

Status Effect: [Weakened]! STR -3, CON -3!

The blow spun him around, his defenses shattered, directly into the path of another waiting Specter. Its claws raked across his back, tearing at his flesh through to his very soul.

HP: 140/180!

He was losing. The battle, which had felt so manageable moments before, had spiralled out of control. More blows landed, wraith-like fists passing through his armor to strike at the man within. He was a rock being eroded by a ghostly tide. 110/180… 75/180… The numbers in his vision plummeted, the comforting blue turning to a panicked, flashing red. He saw the final, fatal blow coming, a Specter raising both claws for a strike that would extinguish his life force completely.

He was going to die.

And then his HP reached the magic number. HP: 25/180.

The [Rage of the Ancients-Focused Fury] triggered.

It was not a gentle surge of power. It was a detonation. The world didn't just turn red; it exploded into a roaring, blood-colored inferno. A guttural, inhuman roar ripped itself from Eddie’s throat, a sound of pure, elemental fury that shook the very stones of the crypt. The last vestiges of Eddie Strike—the analyst, the Steward, the lover—were utterly consumed. All that remained was rage.

The Specter’s killing blow, which had been seconds from landing, halted. The creature, a being of fear and despair, recoiled from the sheer, volcanic force of fury that now stood before it.

The rage was a blur of motion. It didn’t use tactics. It didn’t parry. It was unadulterated carnage. Eddie lunged into the pack of Specters, his hands, now glowing with a faint, crimson aura, tore through their ethereal forms like they were made of smoke. Slicer, in his grip, was no longer a tool of elegant defense, but a weapon of brutal execution, its blue light warring with the red glow of rage.

“YES!” Slicer screamed, no longer sardonic, but a chorus of pure, ecstatic bloodlust. “THIS IS WHAT IT MEANS TO BE ALIVE! TEAR THEM ASUNDER! LEAVE NOTHING BUT DUST!”

The battle was over in seconds. The Specters, who had so confidently been picking him apart, were annihilated, their despairing moans silenced by a force of nature they could not comprehend.

But the rage wasn’t sated. It needed more. Eddie needed more. He stormed through the rest of the crypt like a demon, smashing through skeletal guardians, tearing apart lumbering bone-golems. He was a force of nature, unstoppable, unthinking. He was a hurricane in human form.

He burst into the final chamber. A huge, throne-like structure of fused bone dominated the room, and rising from it was the level’s boss: a Lich Lord, a skeletal king draped in rotting finery, its eyes burning with intelligent, malevolent magic. It was statistically dominant, its magical aura a palpable force field. It began to raise its hands to cast a powerful, world-ending spell.

The rage of Eddie Strike didn't give it the chance.

He crossed the room in two bounds, a streak of pure fury. The Lich Lord’s spells, bolts of necrotic energy that would have crippled Eddie, sizzled and dissipated inches from his berserker’s skin, unable to penetrate the sheer force of his rage.

Eddie reached the boss. What followed was a slaughter. He didn't use Slicer to find a weak point. He grabbed the Lich Lord by its ancient, brittle skull and simply tore its head off. He smashed the ribcage with his shield. He ripped the creature limb from limb in a dozen furious, hate-filled seconds, its powerful magic utterly useless against his primal, physical onslaught.

The moment the Lich Lord disintegrated into a final pile of dust, a portal ripped open before him, and Eddie, still consumed by the rage, catapulted through it.

He landed with a crash in the main hall of Mooinjer Veggey, the sound of splintering wood echoing as he smashed a small side table to pieces. He rose to his full height, a terrifying spectacle. His clothes were in tatters, soaked through with the black dust and spectral ichor of his enemies. Blood, a mixture of his own and his foes’, dripped from his hands. But it was his eyes that were the most horrific. They were no longer the stormy gray of Eddie Strike; they were burning red discs of pure, undiluted rage.

He was no longer a man. He was a predator. And he was hunting for his next victim.

He stalked from the hall, his movements silent and deadly, following the scent of life, of warmth, and pushed open the double doors to the dining room.

The scene within was one of perfect domestic peace. The great table gleamed in the light of a dozen newly-lit candles. A magnificent feast of roasted pheasant, potatoes, and glazed carrots awaited, served on fine china. And seated at the table, their faces illuminated by the soft candlelight, were Cerys and Gilly. They had both changed into beautiful, elegant dresses, their hair perfectly done, and they were laughing together, a bottle of wine open between them, waiting for him.

They looked up as he entered, their laughter dying in their throats. The two most powerful beings he knew, a warrior Fae and a Dungeon Fairy, stared at him, and for the first time, he saw genuine, primal fear in their eyes.

The rage saw them. It saw the life force, the warmth, the movement. It identified them as targets. It coiled, ready to spring, ready to destroy the nearest living thing.

But then, something else happened. Deep within the roaring furnace of Eddie’s rage, a tiny, resilient spark of something else held firm. It was the part of him that had allocated his stats, the part that had tamed the spirit of the island, the part that had vowed to protect them. The [Focused Fury] trait kicked in.

The red haze wavered. Through the fog of war, he saw Cerys’s terrified face, her violet eyes wide with horror. He saw Gilly, frozen, her hand halfway to a dagger. The rage identified them not as targets, but as allies. As his allies.

The berserker state didn’t just fade; it shattered. The roaring inferno in his mind was extinguished in an instant, and the backlash was cataclysmic. A wave of agony, the full, deferred payment for the damage he had taken and the power he had expended, slammed into him. His world went gray. Strength vanished from his limbs.

He let out a choked, ragged gasp and slumped forward, hitting the magnificent dining table with a loud thud, scattering cutlery. Catching himself, his body trembling uncontrollably, Eddie’s breaths came in ragged, painful sobs. He was completely and utterly drained.

The two fairies were at his side in an instant, their fear forgotten, replaced by a frantic concern. But before they could act, a calm, authoritative voice cut through the chaos.

“Mistresses, if you would be so kind as to take your seats.”

Mr. Abernathy, his ghostly form shimmering with an unflappable dignity, glided into the room. He took in the scene—the blood-soaked, half-collapsed Steward, the terrified fairies, the ruined dinner—with not so much as a flicker of surprise.

“Beatrice! Eleanor!” he called out, his voice sharp but quiet. The two spectral housemaids appeared at his side. “Prepare the master’s bath. Immediately. And have fresh clothes laid out. The dark gray wool trousers and the cream linen shirt.”

He turned to the doorway. “Mrs. Gable! Remove the main course. Keep it warm. Master Eddie has been…detained.” He then glided to the sideboard, produced a fresh bottle of Elven wine, and poured two generous glasses, his movements smooth and economical. He presented them to Cerys and Gilly.

“My apologies for the delay, mistresses,” he said with a small, formal bow. “Master Eddie appears to be in a state. Please, make yourselves comfortable. I am sure he will join you shortly.”

Eddie, still slumped against the table, managed to raise his head. “Cerys… I’m so sorry…” he mumbled, his voice a hoarse whisper.

Cerys rushed to his side, ignoring the butler, and helped him into a chair. “Don’t you dare apologize,” she said, her voice trembling but firm. She knelt before him, taking his blood-stained hands in hers. “What happened, Eddie? Tell me everything.”

“Master needs his bath. Perhaps you might accompany him, save delaying your meal any further,” Mr. Abernathy suggested.

She accompanied him up the stairs, his arm draped over her shoulder, supporting his weight. She didn’t leave him at the bathroom door. She came in, her expression a mask of worried determination, and began to help him out of his tattered, gory clothes.

As the hot, magical water of the bath began to work its wonders, soothing his shattered nerves, he told her everything. The Specters. The butler’s voice. The rage taking over. The carnage. The Lich Lord.

“But it worked,” he finished, his voice filled with a weary awe as he looked at her through the steam. “The modification we made on the Darragh. The [Focused Fury]. When I saw you… When I saw you and Gilly…the rage knew. It knew you were allies. It knew not to attack.” He looked down at his own hands, a new kind of fear dawning. “Cerys, it knew I could never hurt the people I love.”

He had laid his soul bare. He had admitted, in the only way he knew how, the depth of his feelings for her. He had defined her and Gilly as the unassailable center of his world, the one thing his own inner monster could not touch.

Cerys stood by the side of the tub, her hand covering her mouth, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. The implications of what he had said, of the unconscious, absolute declaration he had just made, hung in the steamy air between them. Her fear for him, her pride in him, her own deep, confusing feelings, all swirled in her gaze. She finally lowered her hand, her expression one of utter, heart-stopping vulnerability.

“You love me?” she whispered, the question not an accusation, but a breath of pure, fragile wonder.


Chapter
Thirty-Seven



Time to trial: 4 days, 23 hours.

The single, whispered question hung in the steamy air of the bathroom, more potent than any spell, more powerful than any magical blade. “You love me?”

Eddie stared at Cerys, at the hope and fear and wonder warring in her lovestruck eyes. The last walls of his old, beige self crumbled to dust. There were no more doubts, no more fears, no more hiding. He reached out from the tub, his hand wet and warm, and cupped her cheek.

“More than I thought it was possible to love anyone,” he said, his voice raw with honesty that was as terrifying as it was liberating.

A single, perfect tear traced a path down her cheek, but her face broke into a smile so brilliant it outshone every magical light he had ever seen. She leaned down and kissed him, a long, slow kiss that was a vow and a promise and a prayer all in one. The trial, Kaelan, the countdown—it all faded into an insignificant hum in the background. During that moment, it was only them.

When he finally emerged from the bath, clean, healed, and feeling more whole than he ever had in his life, he found Cerys pacing the bedroom with a giddy, restless energy.

“We have to tell Gilly!” she declared the moment she saw him. “She’ll be insufferable, but we have to tell her!”

Eddie laughed, pulling on the fresh clothes laid out for him. “Are you sure? She’s going to hold this over my head for the next century.”

“At least a century,” Cerys agreed cheerfully. “Come on!”

She grabbed his hand and pulled him from the room, her excitement a tangible, infectious force. They practically ran down the grand staircase, bursting into the dining room like two lovestruck teenagers, ready to share their momentous news.

But the room was quiet. The magnificent table was set for three, the candles were lit, the wine was breathing on the sideboard, but Gilly’s chair was empty.

Mr. Abernathy, the ghostly butler, shimmered into existence by the fireplace. “Mistress Gilly conveys her apologies, sir,” he announced, his voice a crisp, formal whisper. “She had to depart for her shift at the Under Club. She did, however, leave a message.” He cleared his throat. “And I quote: ‘Tell them I’m hideously jealous and that if he breaks your heart, Cerys, I will personally turn his insides into his outsides. But also, congratulations. Now, where’s that bacon butty he promised me?’ End quote.”

Cerys’s face filled with a flicker of genuine disappointment. “Oh. I wanted to tell her.”

Eddie moved behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her back against his chest. “We’ll see her tomorrow,” he murmured into her hair. “Tonight… Tonight, I have you all to myself.”

She leaned back into his embrace, a slow, sensual smile spreading as she looked around the beautifully lit, empty room. “Yes,” she purred. “Yes, you do.”

Abernathy, ever the professional, chose that moment to clear his throat with a loud, pointed rasp. “If I may, sir, madam. Dinner is ready to be served.”

They took their seats at the head of the great table, like a king and queen in their newly claimed castle. Abernathy poured a deep red Elven wine that sparkled with its own inner light. The two spectral housemaids, Eleanor and Beatrice, floated in, their movements silent and graceful, carrying silver platters. They served the meal the ghostly cook, Mrs. Gable, had prepared: pheasant roasted to perfection, drizzled with a shimmering, berry-infused sauce, surrounded by potatoes so fluffy they defied gravity, and carrots glazed with honey and thyme.

The food was divine. It was more than just a meal; it was an experience. Every bite melted in their mouths, a mix of flavors that was both comforting and magically complex. But neither of them was truly focused on the food.

They couldn’t stop touching each other.

Their hands clasped on the table between them. Her foot kept finding his, and when he reached out to brush a stray lock of hair from her face, she would respond by tracing the line of his jaw with her fingertip. They were caught in a powerful gravitational pull, their separate selves spiraling into a single, shared orbit.

Mr. Abernathy, who stood stiffly by the sideboard, cleared his throat again, a louder, more pointed sound this time. They ignored him. He cleared it a third time, a sound like gravel being ground under a boot.

They finally broke apart, a guilty flush on both their faces. To distract from the palpable intimacy of the moment, Eddie turned his attention to the butler.

“Abernathy,” he began, trying to sound like the master of the house. “You served my grandfather.”

“Indeed, sir,” the ghost replied, his form ramrod straight. “For forty-five years in the mortal coil, and for a brief, rather noisy period a few years when I…traversed the veil.”

“Traversed the veil?”

“I passed on, sir,” Abernathy clarified. “Though I did insist on returning to haunt the library for a time. I claimed the selection of books in the Great Beyond was ‘sub-par.’ I was, if I may be so bold, a challenging ghost. I had a habit of turning all the pages of his newspaper at once.”

Eddie smiled. It was a small, humanizing detail that made his grandfather feel more real. “What was he like? As a man?”

Abernathy’s spectral form softened for a fraction of a second. “He was a man of immense courage, sir. Utterly dedicated to his role as Steward. But he was…a recluse. Solitary. He saw his duty as a wall between himself and the world. He rejected love, you see, believing it to be a distraction from his raison d'être.” He looked pointedly at Eddie and Cerys’s still-linked hands. “A view with which I find myself increasingly in sympathy with.”

Eddie felt a little dismayed. A man who rejected love for duty? He didn’t want to be that man. He wanted both.

“He was a very private man,” Abernathy continued, a thoughtful, distant look in his spectral eyes. “There is much about him, about your entire family, that I do not know.” He paused, then dropped the bombshell. “But if you truly wish to know about your grandfather, about the Strike lineage…then there is one you should seek out. A gnome by the name of Heswellervan.”

“Heswellervan?” Eddie repeated, the name a clumsy jumble on his tongue.

“He is more commonly known as Joe the Scribe,” the butler clarified. “He is the official, and unofficial, chronicler of the great magical families of this island. He is ancient beyond reckoning and knows everything about everything. Especially when it comes to the Strike lineage. Your family has always been…noteworthy.”

A sudden, desperate hope flared in Eddie’s chest. “My father,” he said, his voice tight. “Would he… Would Joe know about my father?”

“Without a doubt, sir,” Abernathy confirmed with a nod. “Every birth, every death, every secret. Joe the Scribe knows.”

“Where do I find him?” Eddie asked, his heart pounding. This was it. The key to the past he had never known.

Abernathy’s expression became complicated. “Finding him, sir, is a quest in itself. His office isn’t in any fixed location. It drifts on the currents of raw magic. To reach it, one must first travel to the Whispering Glens of Glen Maye at the dawn of a new moon. There, you must follow the river upstream until you find a waterfall that flows backwards. You must step through the falling water, which will transport you to the shores of the Eternal Lake. Then,” he took a spectral breath, “you must wait for the moon to be at its zenith. For a single, fleeting moment, it will cast a bridge of pure moonlight across the water. You must cross that bridge before it fades. On the other side…lies the library of Joe the Scribe.” He cleared his throat. “Sometimes. Of course, there are many ways, but they all, I’m reliably informed, end at the eternal lake.”

Eddie stared at him, dumbfounded. A backwards waterfall? A moonlight bridge? It sounded completely, utterly farfetched, a riddle from a children’s fairy tale.

Cerys, sensing his skepticism and seeing the late hour, decided to intervene. She leaned towards him, her lips brushing his ear, her voice a low, seductive purr. “Or,” she whispered, “we could forget all about farfetched bridges and impossible quests…and you could just take me to bed.”

She pulled back and lent him a suggestive wink so potent it nearly stopped his heart.

The choice wasn't a choice at all. Joe the Scribe and the secrets of his past could wait. Eddie pushed his wine glass away, stood up, and pulled Cerys to her feet. “An excellent suggestion,” he said, his voice husky.

He scooped her up into his arms, earning a surprised, delighted squeal, and carried her from the dining room, leaving a half-eaten feast and a deeply disapproving ghostly butler in his wake.

Carrying her up the stairs to their room, their shared laughter echoed in the quiet house as he burst through his bedroom door. The fire still burned low in the hearth, casting the room in a warm, intimate glow. He set her down gently beside the bed.

Without a word, Cerys reached up and began to unlace the back of her velvet dress. She let it pool at her feet, leaving her standing before him in nothing but moonlight and shadow. She was a vision, a work of art, a creature of sublime, impossible beauty. She held out her hand, an invitation.

“Come to bed, my Steward,” she whispered.

Eddie’s usual nerves flooded through him, his feelings of inadequacy, that he wouldn’t be good enough, that he wasn’t worthy. But then a strange sensation rolled through him. It was surety. He’d been with her before, and she was still with him. She loved him—him! Eddie Strike. Not for who he might be, but for who he was. Her reaction when he’d said he loved her was more than genuine, it was cast iron, forged in the fires of love, soon to be sated in the depths of their mutual passion.

He stripped, no longer ashamed of his body, but proud. He was proud of his bulging muscles, firm chest, and rock-hard abs.

They came together, naked lovers, familiar with each other, and his memory pieced together the patchwork pictures of their last encounter. Her arching her back in ecstasy as he entered her again and again, sliding with a smooth and practiced stroke.

He cupped her cheeks, growing hard against her, unbelievably hard, and he drew her onto his eager lips, their tongues sliding over each other with reckless abandon, any pretence of prowess lost to sudden, uncontrollable passion.

Pushing her onto the bed, Eddie parted her legs, quickly bringing them up and over his shoulders, letting her sandwich his head with her ankles. Her wings spread iridescent under her, like she rested on a bed of moonlight.

And then he entered her, as he had before. But this time it was a homecoming; it was natural. It was what lovers did. She gasped, a long, low gasp, as her slight fairy body stretched to accommodate his full length, and then she settled, eyelids fluttering, cheeks flushed, as they made love.

They were one. They were inseparable. Their urgency faded as they established rhythm, a mutual understanding, a path to their combined orgasm, that once met, once achieved, let him flow into her, and her over him, cementing a love that would, that could only, endure for centuries rather than mere mortal moments.

“I love you, Cerys.”

“And I love you, Slowpoke.”

Silence followed.

“Hey! That was no slow poke!”


Chapter
Thirty-Eight



Time to trial: 4 days, 12 hours.

The world returned to him slowly, a gentle tide of warmth and contentment he expected to shatter the moment he reached for the cold space where Cerys had slept. That aside, and even during his groggy rise, the smile on his lips was immovable. Their lovemaking had changed last night from urgent, passion-filled completion, to something so sensual and deep that they had wallowed inside its profound ecstasy for hours, inseparable.

Such was their passion, that they’d even snuck into the kitchen, stealing a midnight feast, eating it, then making love on the preparation table, unable to wait until they returned to their bed. Eddie had endless stamina, a side effect of the system inside him. His ability to make love was infinite, and she matched him, thrust for thrust, urgent cry for urgent cry, and sensual purrs that consigned his nerves to the dungeons of history.

He woke with the unfamiliar sensation of being completely, utterly at peace. To his delight, he found his body tangled with Cerys’s in the soft linen of the great four-poster bed.

“You’re still here,” he said.

She woke, immediately straddling him, mussing her hair and spreading her creased wings, the amber of morning mixing with the veins of her pulsing gossamer. The morning light was a soft, forgiving gold, and for a blissful, timeless moment, there was no trial, no vampires, and no countdown. There was only the scent of her hair on the pillow and the steady, comforting rhythm of her breathing.

“Day off,” she said, stretching once more to display her breasts in their full glory. He hardened instantly, and she gave him a knowing look, reaching under to guide him, the start to his day complete. His troubles vanished momentarily, but they reappeared once they lay together in post-coital bliss.

Four days.

The thought, sharp and cold as a shard of glass, pierced the warm bubble of his contentment. It landed in his gut with a familiar, sickening thud. He carefully disentangled himself from Cerys’s embrace, trying not to disturb her as she reveled in her after-sex mellow.

Four precious days. Ninety-six hours and a handful of minutes, to transform himself from a novice into a warrior capable of defeating a creature of myth and legend. The impossibility of it all threatened to swallow him whole.

He showered in silence, his mind a frantic whirl of calculations and desperate strategies. She joined him, but said nothing. They had a connection so deep, so sure, that she knew what he thought, and the same fate clouded her morning. After breakfast in the vast, quiet kitchen, the memories of the previous night lingering, Cerys led him to the garden. The worried look in her eyes told him she felt the pressure of the ticking clock as keenly as he did.

She took him to the wide, flat lawn behind the house, where the elven sword master, Frank, was already waiting. The ancient elf stood as still as a statue, his scarred face impassive, his one good eye missing nothing. He gave Eddie a curt, almost imperceptible nod.

“The Lady of the New Grove wishes to speak with you, Steward,” Frank announced, his voice a low, gravelly baritone. “She is awake.”

A thrill of nervous anticipation ran through Eddie. He followed Cerys to the sacred grove, his heart pounding a little faster. The change was remarkable. The tree, which had been a slender sapling, now stood over eight feet tall, its trunk straight and strong, its bark a beautiful, smooth silver-green. A small, bushy canopy of luminous, healthy leaves crowned its peak, casting a gentle, dappled light on the ground below.

And the figure within the trunk… she was no longer a sleeping carving. She was fully formed, a breathtaking woman whose lithe, curvy body and long, flowing hair were rendered in the living wood with startling, lifelike clarity. Her open eyes revealed the mossy green depths of her ancient, gentle wisdom. She was beautiful, an icon of natural perfection, but there was still that glint of mischief in her gaze, a hint of the wild rabbits’ spirits she had consumed.

Eddie stood before her, awestruck.

“My Lord and Protector,” her voice whispered through the leaves, a sound of rustling silk and deep, loamy earth. “You have my thanks, once more. Your courage saved me. My roots are deep now, and my strength grows with every sunrise.” She looked at him, her green eyes soft. “I made you a promise. A boon for a life. You have but to ask.”

A blush crept up Eddie’s neck. He stood before a being of immense power, who owed him a life debt, and he had no idea what to ask for. What good was an enchanted flower against a vampire? “I… I haven't decided yet,” he admitted, feeling foolish. “The gift is too great. I wouldn't want to waste it.”

Cerys, standing beside him, let out a small, incredulous gasp. “Eddie, do you know what she’s offering? Lyra’s boon is a gift of unimaginable value!”

The Dryad smiled gently, the bark around her lips creasing softly. “Nothing is so huge as the gift of a future, little fairy,” she said, her gaze returning to Eddie. Then, with a movement that was unbelievably fluid for a creature bound to a tree, she reached a hand out from the trunk. Her arm was a pale, smooth extension of the living wood, her fingers long and delicate. She cupped Eddie’s cheek, her touch surprisingly warm, like sun-drenched soil.

A jolt of pure, clean, life-giving energy surged through him. It was a sensation of immense peace and vitality, the feeling of spring growth after a long, hard winter.

A notification, serene and green, chimed in his mind.

[Boon of the Protector Acknowledged]

New Passive Skill Gained: [Dryad's Grace] - Lvl 1.

Description: The gratitude of a Dryad has settled in your soul. You are now more attuned to the living world. Grants a minor resistance to all natural poisons and diseases. When in a natural environment (forest, grove, field), you gain a slow, constant HP regeneration (+1 HP per minute).

The Dryad withdrew her hand into the tree. “A small token of my thanks, until you decide on your true boon. Grow strong, little Steward. My own strength is tied to yours now.” Her eyes fluttered closed, her form once more becoming a still, beautiful part of the living wood.

Eddie stood there, stunned by the casual gift of such a powerful skill. He walked away from the grove in a daze, rejoining Frank on the lawn. The elf watched him approach, a humorless, cynical smile playing on his lips.

“See?” Frank chuckled, the sound dry and coarse. “It’s true what I heard. Every magical race on this island wants you to win.” He paused, his one good eye fixing Eddie with a piercing stare. “Or at least, they want you to put up a good fight before Kaelan rips your throat out.”

The cold, blunt statement shattered the magical warmth of the moment. That was the reality. He wasn't their champion. He was just the latest underdog in their eternal, political games. They weren't betting on him to win; they were just hoping he’d bloody the favorite’s nose a bit before he went down.

“The warm-up is over, boy,” Frank snarled, tossing him a heavy wooden practice sword. “Your form is sloppy, your footwork is a disgrace, and you swing that magnificent blade Slicer like a drunken lumberjack. Today, we fix that. Or you die trying. Guard up.”

The morning was a blur of sweat, pain, and relentless correction. Frank was a tyrant, a whirlwind of motion appearing everywhere at once, his wooden sword a punishing instrument that found every gap in Eddie’s defense. He didn't just attack Eddie’s body; he attacked his mind.

“You’re thinking about the blow, not the space it leaves behind! You parry and then you stand there like a stunned ox! A riposte, boy! A riposte!”

WHACK! A stinging blow across his shoulders.

“He is correct,” Slicer’s voice commented coolly in his head. “Your follow-through is appalling. You present me for a thrust and then pull back as if you’re afraid to hurt someone. A sword is not a toy. It is an ending. Act like it.”

Eddie grit his teeth, ignoring both of his tormentors, and focused. He began to learn. He learned to stop seeing the fight as a series of separate moves and to see it as a single, flowing conversation. Frank’s attack was a question; his parry was the answer; his riposte was a new question. He learned to use his whole body, to move from his core, to let his [Strategic Mind] guide his movements. He started to land hits. Not many, but they were clean, precise, and earned him a grudging nod from the ancient elf.

They broke for lunch, and he collapsed onto the manor steps, every muscle screaming. It was fortunate for Eddie that Gilly appeared, walking up the drive looking surprisingly fresh-faced. She carried a basket filled with bread, cheese, and bottles of ale.

“Thought you warriors might be hungry,” she announced cheerfully, flopping down beside Eddie and handing him a bottle.

”No hangover today?” Eddie asked.

She gave him a nudge. “Hey, I like to party, but sometimes the company isn’t right.” She stopped abruptly, too abruptly.

“What?” Cerys asked.

Gilly grimaced. “Kaelan was in. He’s opened a book up and they’re all placing bets on what time he kills Eddie.”

“Bastards.” Cerys paced up and down. “Isn’t that against some law or the other? He hasn’t even had his trial.”

“His trial is a formality, nothing more,” Frank pointed out, taking a large bite out of an apple. “Like it or not, the Steward is guilty.”

Gilly looked at Eddie’s bruised and sweaty state. “Might be a blessing. Save Frank putting you through the wringer every day for an age. He never let your grandfather off one session.”

“He’s a sadist,” Eddie groaned, taking a long pull of the cool ale.

“He’s the best,” Gilly corrected. “He trained the Elven Royal Guard for five hundred years.” She took a bite of cheese.

Cerys planted her feet in front of Gilly. “What time did you get?”

Eddie gasped.

Gilly, open mouthed, protested her innocence. “I did not! I would not! I…”

“Gilly!” Cerys stamped her feet.

“Two minutes, ten,” she admitted.

“Two minutes!” Eddie cried. “Is that all?”

“Hey, I’m the longest, anything over I scoop the pot.”

“But two minutes,” Eddie moped.

“I think you’re missing the point, Eddie,” Cerys said. “The lovely Gilly bet on you dying. Come on, let’s prove her wrong. Let’s get training.”

“Speaking of which, I got bored this morning,” Gilly said. “So I did some scouting. The Barrow-Downs are quiet, but there’s another nexus point not far from here. At the bottom of Bradda Head. Old copper mines. They say they connect to a series of water-filled caverns. Sunken tombs, water sprites, all sorts of fun stuff!”

Eddie looked at her, his exhaustion warring with his desperation. Her bet fuelling his desire to prove everyone wrong. It didn’t matter what it was, it was another dungeon. More XP. More risk. He thought of Frank’s words. No one thinks I can win. They just think I might put up a good fight. The words were a spur, digging into his pride. Two minutes! He wasn’t going to just put up a good fight. He was going to win. And to do that, he needed to be stronger.

“We should go,” he said, his voice firm.

Cerys looked at him, her face filled with worry. “Eddie, you’ve been training all morning. You’re exhausted. And Frank is right here. This is safer.”

“Safer doesn’t make me powerful in four days,” he countered. “I need to fight real monsters. I need to push my limits. Frank’s words… Gilly’s bet! I have to prove them wrong. I have to prove them all wrong.”

Gilly, seeing her opportunity, grinned. “See, I did it to motivate him. Exonerated! The tank has spoken! Adventure it is! My turn to weave a portal, sis!” Before Cerys could protest further, Gilly sprang to her feet, her hands already weaving the familiar, glowing lines of a portal. This one shimmered with the colors of verdigris and rusted iron, and smelled of damp stone and metal.

Eddie met Cerys’s worried gaze. He gave her a small, reassuring smile and stood up, his body aching but his resolve absolute. He was on a timer to humiliation, and the only way forward was to become a predator. He took a deep breath and, with his two fairies at his side, stepped into the dark, unknown depths of the mines.


Chapter
Thirty-Nine



Time to trial: 4 days, 12 hours.

The portal Gilly carved crackled, copper static exploding, the stench of rust pervading. A dry, metallic heat washed over them, carrying a hint of damp rock and something acrid, like old batteries. With a shared, determined nod, the trio stepped through, leaving the sun-drenched cliffs of Bradda Head behind for the oppressive darkness of the mines.

They emerged in a narrow, man-made tunnel, the roof held by thick, rotting pit-props. Veins of brilliant, green-blue copper snaked through the rock, gleaming in the light of glowing moss. The air was still and heavy, the only sound the steady drip…drip…drip of water seeping through the rock ceiling into stagnant, coppery puddles on the floor.

“Right,” Gilly whispered, her voice grave in contrast to her usual bubbly tone. She was all business now, her sharp eyes scanning the shadows, her bow held at a low ready. “Mines are tricky. Traps, choke points, and creatures that love the dark. Stay sharp.”

Eddie nodded, his new confidence tempered by a healthy dose of caution. He took the lead, his Aegis shield held high, Slicer’s blue light a comforting beacon in the gloom. Cerys followed close behind, already cupping glowing magic, while Gilly melted into the shadows behind them both, a silent, deadly hunter.

They moved deeper, the tunnel opening into a larger cavern where old, mine cart tracks crisscrossed the floor. A clanking sound, soft at first, grew louder, like pickaxes striking rock.

Peeking around a large stone pillar, Eddie saw them, a half-dozen Kobolds. They weren’t like the ancient, wise Eswick. The were smaller, more brutish cousins. Wiry, reptilian creatures with dull, gray scales and beady, black eyes, they stood hunched over from a lifetime spent underground. They were chipping away at a copper vein with crude tools, chattering to each other in a series of sharp, yipping barks.

“Just miners,” Cerys whispered. “They’re usually neutral unless provoked.”

As if on cue, one of the Kobolds looked up from its work, its snout twitching. It let out a sharp, piercing yip, and all six of them dropped their tools, pulling jagged, rusty daggers from their belts.

“So much for neutral,” Gilly muttered.

The Kobolds charged, a wave of scaly bodies and rusty blades. But Eddie’s party was ready.

“Choke point!” Eddie commanded, pointing with Slicer to the narrow tunnel they had just come from. “Fall back! Don’t let them surround us!”

They retreated in a practiced, orderly fashion. Eddie held the entrance, his large shield a perfect barrier. The Kobolds, in their eagerness, piled into the tunnel, getting in each other’s way. It was a fatal mistake.

“Gilly!” was all he needed to say.

From the darkness over his shoulder, arrows flew. Gilly didn’t need a high vantage point here; she used Eddie as her cover. Her shots were devastatingly accurate, each one finding a throat or an eye socket. Cerys added to the carnage, summoning several grasping stone hands from the tunnel floor to trip the charging creatures and hold them fast.

Eddie himself was a whirlwind of destruction. He wasn’t just a wall anymore. He was a hammer. He used his [Shield Bash] to shatter the front rank, then followed up with a powerful, sweeping arc from Slicer that cut down two more. The Kobolds, trapped and disoriented, were annihilated in under a minute.

The trio pressed on, their confidence soaring as they fought their way through swarms of Copper-Shelled Beetles, their carapaces so tough that Slicer sparked off them. It was Eddie’s [Strength: 20] and [Constitution: 28], combined with the brute force of his shield bash, that cracked their shells, allowing Gilly and Cerys to finish them off.

During one of these skirmishes, his bond with Gilly was truly forged. A particularly large beetle managed to knock the Aegis from his grasp, sending it skittering across the cavern floor. Seeing him disarmed, Gilly abandoned her usual ranged tactics. With a wild cry, she launched herself from the shadows, landing on the beetle’s back, her daggers a blur as she stabbed at the vulnerable joints between its armored plates. But as she fought, another beetle scuttled up behind her, its huge mandibles snapping.

Eddie, weaponless but undaunted, didn’t hesitate. He charged, tackling Gilly and himself out of the way just as the mandibles snapped shut where she had been standing. They landed in a heap, and the beetle turned on them. But the moment’s grace was all Cerys needed. A bolt of pure, violet energy slammed into the creature, flipping it onto its back, its legs kicking helplessly.

Eddie scrambled to his feet and helped Gilly up. She looked at him, her usual teasing smirk gone, replaced by a look of genuine, wide-eyed respect. “You… You just saved my life, tank,” she said, her voice uncharacteristically sincere.

“You saved mine first,” he replied with a grin. “Guess that makes us even.”

From that moment on, something shifted. Her flirting was still there, but it was underpinned by a new, solid foundation of camaraderie. She wasn’t just teasing a pet project anymore; she was bantering with a respected comrade-in-arms.

After clearing several more shafts, they reached the heart of the mine: a huge, multi-leveled cavern with a deep, dark chasm in its center, spanned by a rickety wooden bridge.

Before they could form a plan, the battle was upon them. But not from the chasm or the bridge. The ground struck first. Vast rocks beneath Eddie’s feet erupted upwards as a colossal, segmented body burst from the floor. It was a Mine Wurm, a creature of rock and rage, its body a hundred feet of interlocking, copper-veined stone plates, its head a grinding vortex of metallic teeth. It wasn’t a mindless beast; its ancient, reptilian eyes, small and black like chips of obsidian, fixed on them with a cunning, malevolent intelligence.

It let out a deafening, high-frequency shriek, a resonance wave that shook the very air.

Status Effect [Resonance Stun] applied! DEX -5! Auditory senses impaired!

The world became a jarring, vibrating mess. Eddie staggered, the sound a physical blow that made his teeth ache. Cerys cried out, clutching her ears, her spell-casting momentarily shattered. Only Gilly, high above the main blast, was relatively unaffected, though her aim wavered.

“It’s trying to disable our magic-user!” Eddie roared, his voice sounding distant and tinny to his own ears. He shook his head, forcing himself to focus through the disorienting noise. “I have to draw its fire!”

He slammed Slicer against his Aegis shield. The resulting CLANG was a pure, clean note that cut through the chaotic vibrations. “HEY, WORM! OVER HERE!”

The Wurm’s obsidian eyes swiveled to him. It lowered its massive head and charged, its stone segments clattering on the floor like an avalanche.

This was the ultimate test of his tanking ability. He braced himself, planting his feet, angling his shield. The impact was cataclysmic. It wasn’t a sharp hit; it was a freight train of pure, geological force.

HP -60!

[Aegis of the Wolf King] Durability -15%!

You have been knocked back!

He was thrown backwards twenty feet, skidding across the stone floor, his arms screaming in protest, his whole body a single, jarring note of pain. But he was alive. And the shield had held.

“Nice block, tank!” Gilly yelled, her hearing already recovering. An arrow flew from her perch, bouncing harmlessly off the Wurm’s armored head. “Okay, arrows are useless! New plan!”

The Wurm, ignoring Gilly, turned its attention back to Eddie. It was intelligent. It had identified him as the primary threat. It reared its head back, its throat glowing with a molten, orange light.

“Eddie, move!” Cerys screamed, finally shaking off the effects of the sonic attack.

A jet of corrosive, superheated mining slurry shot from the Wurm’s maw. Eddie dove to the side, the slurry hitting the spot where he’d been standing with a deafening hiss, the stone floor melting into a bubbling, slag-like puddle.

This creature was on another level entirely. Brute force was not going to work.

Then, the Wurm did something unexpected. It didn’t charge again. It arched its back, its powerful muscles contracting, and dove headfirst into the stone floor, burrowing into the solid rock as if it were water. It vanished, leaving behind nothing but a smoking hole and a deep, unsettling silence.

“Where did it go?” Cerys asked, her eyes scanning the chamber frantically.

“It’s hunting,” Eddie said, his own senses on high alert. He stood perfectly still, trying to feel for vibrations in the floor.

“It feels the rock, boy,” Slicer’s voice echoed in his mind, sharp and clear. “It knows where we are through the stone. It will strike from below. Don’t stand still. Keep moving.”

“It’s an ambush predator!” Eddie yelled to the girls. “It’s trying to separate us!”

As if on cue, the floor directly beneath Gilly’s perch exploded upwards. The huge stone pillar she was on groaned and began to topple.

“Gilly!” Cerys screamed.

Gilly, with the inbuilt grace of the Fae, didn’t panic. As the pillar fell, she took a running leap and launched herself into the air. Mid-flight, she fired an arrow, not at an enemy, but at a high stalactite. The arrow was attached to a thin, shimmering cord of spider silk. It snagged, and she swung in a wide, breathtaking arc across the chamber, landing lightly on a different, more stable-looking ledge.

“Show-off,” Cerys muttered, relief flooding her voice.

But the Wurm’s tactic had worked. The falling pillar had separated the party. Gilly was on one side of the chasm, Eddie and Cerys on the other, the bridge between them now a treacherous ruin clinging by threads. And the Wurm was burrowing again.

“It’s learning!” Eddie realized, his [Strategic Mind] whirring. “It saw us working together and its first priority was to take out our ranged support and split the party! This thing is smart.” He looked around the chamber, his eyes not just seeing enemies, but seeing the environment as a weapon. The crumbling pillars, the deep shadows, the rickety-looking bridge crossing the bottomless cavern that ran towards a deep chasm at the far end of the cavern.

“The bridge,” he breathed. “That’s it. That’s the kill zone.”

He yelled up to Gilly. “Gilly! Stay over that side!”

“Probably the safest place!” she yelled back, her confidence restored.

“Good! Cerys, we need to make some noise. Something it can’t resist.” He looked at her, a crazy, desperate plan forming in his mind. “Can you make that bridge sing?”

Cerys’s eyes widened as she understood. “Sing? Eddie, a Resonance Ward of that magnitude will drain me completely. I’ll be useless for minutes afterwards.”

“I’m counting on it,” he said grimly. “It needs to be the most attractive target in the room. Get to the far side with Gilly. When I give the signal, light it up. I’ll keep it busy until you’re in position.”

It was a huge gamble. He would be facing the Wurm alone. But it was their only shot. Cerys hesitated for a second, then nodded, her trust in him absolute. She ran at the chasm, launching at its edge and flying over.

That left Eddie alone at the edge of the vast, ruined chamber. He took a deep breath. “Okay, ugly,” he yelled at the hole in the floor. “Come on! The main course is waiting!”

The ground beneath him trembled. The Wurm erupted from the floor, its maw wide, its obsidian eyes burning with hatred. It charged.

What followed was a desperate, one-on-one duel between man and monster. Eddie didn’t try to damage the Wurm. He focused solely on survival. He dodged, he weaved, he used his shield to deflect the worst of its blows. It was a brutal series of near-misses. He was a gnat annoying a dragon, and the dragon was getting very, very angry. He led it on a chase around the chamber, away from the bridge, buying time for the girls. He took heavy hits, his HP dropping alarmingly, but he held on, his grit and determination the only things keeping him alive.

Finally, he heard Cerys’s voice call out from across the chasm. “We’re in position, Eddie!”

“NOW!” he roared. He dodged a final, furious charge from the Wurm and sprinted towards the chasm, his lungs burning.

Cerys on the far side, her hands raised, chanted in the Fae tongue. The ancient wooden bridge began to hum, then to vibrate, then to positively scream with a high-frequency, magical resonance that was irresistible to a creature of the deep earth.

The Wurm, its senses overwhelmed by this incredible lure, forgot all about Eddie. It turned and charged blindly towards the bridge, its one desire to destroy the source of the painful, enticing noise.

It thundered onto the rotting timbers, its immense weight making the whole structure groan in protest.

“Gilly! The supports!” Eddie screamed, his voice raw.

From her perch, Gilly unleashed a volley of heavy, black-fletched arrows. They weren't aimed at the Wurm, but at the thick, frayed, ancient ropes that anchored the bridge to the cavern wall. One by one, the enchanted arrowheads tore through the ropes with a series of loud, snapping sounds.

The bridge sagged violently. The Wurm, realizing the trap too late, let out a furious, silent shriek. It tried to scramble back but its own weight was its undoing.

With a final, tortured groan of splintering wood and snapping rope, the bridge gave way.

For a moment, the colossal Mine Wurm hung suspended in the air, its obsidian eyes wide with disbelief. Then, it plummeted into the black, fathomless darkness of the chasm below. A few seconds later, a distant, final CRASH echoed up from the depths.

Silence.

Eddie stood on the edge of the chasm, his chest heaving, his body filled with pain. He looked across the gap at Cerys and Gilly. They had done it. They had defeated an impossible foe not with power, but with a perfectly executed, desperate plan.

Cerys, drained from her powerful spell, gave him a weak but triumphant smile. Gilly whooped with joy, firing a single green arrow into the air, where it burst in a shower of celebratory sparks.

He had faced the test. He had led the team. He had used his mind. He was bruised, he was battered, but in the quiet, dusty tomb, with his two wonderful companions, Eddie Strike felt truly invincible for the first time. Of course, they still needed a swift top up from Cerys’s health and mana potions, but that was all part of adventuring.

No gain without pain!

The dust settled, revealing a new path: a flooded mine shaft descending into darkness.

“Well,” Gilly said, peering into the dark water. “That’s new.”

“The water levels,” Cerys said, a thrill in her voice. She placed a hand on Eddie’s chest, and then on Gilly’s. “Anail fo uisge,” she chanted. A cool, pleasant sensation filled Eddie’s lungs. He felt a notification ping.

New Buff Gained: [Breath of the Fae]. You can now breathe underwater for 1 hour.

They dove into the shaft, the transition from the hot, dry mine to the cool, silent water was a welcome relief. The world below was a place of breathtaking, eerie beauty. Vast, submerged caverns were lit by glowing corals and strange, bioluminescent flora. Ancient, sunken mine buildings and forgotten machinery were covered in a century of silt and sea life.

Fighting here was a different challenge. The water slowed their movements, but Eddie found he adapted quickly. The pressure of the deep water felt…good. It was a resistance that made his muscles work harder, grow stronger.

New Passive Skill Gained: [Aquatic Acclimatization] - Lvl 1. Penalties for fighting underwater are reduced by 10%.

They fought off schools of vicious, piranha-like fish with crystalline teeth and giant, ambush-prowling crabs. Eddie’s shield was a godsend, creating currents that threw the smaller fish off balance and protecting him from the crabs’ crushing claws.

After clearing a particularly large cavern, they found a pocket of air, a small, hidden grotto lit by the glowing coral from the water below. As they surfaced, gasping, they realized they were not alone.

The water around them shimmered, and from the depths rose the most beautiful creatures Eddie had ever seen. They were Mermaids, their upper bodies the perfection of female form, their long, flowing hair the color of seaweed green, coral pink, and deep ocean blue. Their tails, shimmering with iridescent scales, propelled them through the water with an effortless grace. Their faces were ethereally beautiful, their eyes holding the deep, ancient mystery of the sea. And their voices… When they spoke, they spoke in song, a hypnotic, multi-layered harmony that washed over him like a warm tide.

“Greetings, land-walkers,” the lead mermaid sang, her hair a cascade of coral pink. “It has been a long time since the children of the air have visited our grotto.”

Eddie was speechless, utterly captivated by their mystical charm. Cerys, sensing his enchantment, squeezed his hand. “Greetings, Daughters of the Deeps,” she replied formally. “We are merely passing through.”

“We know,” another mermaid, this one with seaweed-green hair, sang. “The currents whisper many things. They whisper of a new Steward. They whisper of a challenge, of a trial by combat with the Cursed Prince.”

“You’ve heard about that, all the way down here?” Eddie asked, amazed.

The mermaids laughed, a sound like pearls rolling on glass. “The whole world whispers it, little land-walker. Your fate is a stone dropped in a pond; its ripples touch every shore.”

“Do you…have a side?” he asked, curious.

The pink-haired mermaid shrugged, a gesture of liquid grace. “The blood-drinkers do not trouble our waters, and we do not trouble their lands. Their squabbles are like the storms on the surface—violent, loud, and ultimately, of no consequence to the depths. We care only for the song of the sea.”

They were fascinated by Eddie. His mortality, his solidness, his strange, land-locked world. They swam around him, their sleek bodies brushing against his, their hypnotic songs making his head spin. And he, in turn, was completely besotted. His enhanced CHA: 11 made him an object of intriguing charm. He answered their questions with an easy, good-natured humor they found captivating.

“His heart-song is strong,” the green-haired one commented, her head tilted.

“And his spirit is bright,” the pink-haired one added. “A shame it will be extinguished so soon.”

The casual, fatalistic comment was a jolt of cold water. Gilly, who had been watching the whole exchange with an amused, impatient expression, decided she’d had enough.

“Alright, ladies, show’s over,” she said, her voice sharp. “We’re on a schedule, and if you want to see him again, then we have to make sure a certain vampire doesn’t rip his throat out and drink all his blood.” She squeezed next to him. “So you can stop distracting him with your…fishy charms.”

Cerys, a wry grin on her face, cocked her head. “I think someone’s a little jealous.”

Gilly sniffed. “Of those scaly slippers, not in the slightest.” She sniffed, then shooed them away.

But the mermaids laughed again, as if her words meant nothing to them, and with a final, lingering look at Eddie, they dove back into the depths, their beautiful voices fading into the gentle lapping of the water.

“I think you have some fans,” Cerys said.

“Meh!” said Gilly. “They just don’t get out much.”

They fought their way through the final, deepest level of the grotto, facing a massive, territorial Kraken Hatchling in a vast, sunken chamber. The battle was a chaotic, three-dimensional affair, but their teamwork was now so ingrained that they moved as one, anticipating each other’s moves, covering each other’s weaknesses. Eddie acted as the bait, his shield and bracers absorbing the creature's powerful tentacle blows, while Gilly and Cerys attacked its huge, vulnerable eye from opposite sides.

With a final, agonized gurgle, the great beast was slain. The dungeon was complete. The reward was immediate: a glowing treasure chest materialized in the center of the chamber. Inside were a pair of magnificent, intricately carved grieves, fashioned to look like snarling wolves’ heads.

[DUNGEON REWARD ACQUIRED: GRIEVES OF THE WOLF KING]

Type: Grieves

Description: These grieves match the Aegis. They are imbued with the Wolf King's relentless battle spirit.

Stats: +3 DEX, +5% Attack Speed, completes the [Wolf King's Defiance] set.

Set Bonus (3/6): When blocking an attack, you have a 15% chance to unleash a [Spirit Howl], temporarily stunning nearby enemies.

Eddie equipped them immediately, feeling a surge of new power. He was exhausted, bruised, and soaking wet, but he was stronger than he had ever been. He had pushed his limits and survived. He had faced down his own overconfidence and relearned the value of his team.

Cerys smiled, her face filled with pride and relief, while Gilly whooped with joy. In a spontaneous, triumphant moment, the three of them came together in a tight, joyous group hug, laughing in the silent, sunken chamber, a tiny island of warmth and camaraderie in a world of cold, dark water.

Gilly was the first to pull away, her eyes already gleaming with a restless, insatiable energy as she looked around for the next portal.

“Well,” she said, her voice filled with a happy, bloodthirsty glee. “That was fun! Who’s for the next level?”

But Cerys shook her head. “That’s enough for today, you little demon. Our tank needs to rest and process.” She turned to Eddie, her smile soft and affectionate. “You did so well, Eddie,” and then she pecked him on the cheek. “Today was a good day. No unexpected calamities. Let’s quit while we’re ahead.”

She carved a portal back to the house, its golden light a welcome beacon. They tumbled out into the garden, into the cool, fresh air of the evening, leaving the dungeons behind.

Eddie felt a profound sense of accomplishment. He had survived. He had grown. The Dryad’s grove called to him, and he ambled there, sitting on the grass, the gentle green light of her tree flowing over him. He finally allowed himself to look at his notifications. The screen lit his mind up with a glorious, cascading list of achievements. He had leveled twice more, putting him at Level 13. He had new skill-ups. His inventory was filled with loot. He dismissed the notifications, saving the analysis for later, and simply looked at his character sheet, a quiet, happy smile on his face. He was getting there. He might actually have a chance.


Chapter
Forty



Time to trial: 4 days, 2 hours.

The triumphant, adrenaline-fueled high of the dungeon dive carried Eddie all the way back to the house and through a long, hot, magical bath. But as he sat alone in the vast, firelit dining room, the silence of the great house settling around him, the euphoria began to fade, replaced by the cold, hard reality of the countdown. Four days.

He had survived another day, had grown stronger, but the mountain he had to climb still seemed impossibly high. Kaelan wasn't a mindless monster from a dungeon; he was an ancient, cunning predator. Eddie knew that his victory, if it was to come at all, would be won not in the long hours of training, but in the quiet moments of planning, in the cold, hard calculus of strategy.

He closed his eyes, summoning the glowing blue interface of his System. The notifications from their adventures in the Bradda Head mines scrolled before him, a reminder of a brutal but successful day.

Dungeon Run Complete: The Copper Pits of Bradda (Level 1)

XP Gained: 3000

Dungeon Run Complete: The Sunken Grotto of the Mermaids (Level 2)

XP Gained: 3500

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 12!

LEVEL UP! You are now Level 13!

You have 10 Attribute Points to allocate.

Skill Updated: [One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] has reached Level 9.

Trait Gained: [Aquatic Acclimatization] has reached Level 2.

New Passive Skill Gained: [Dryad's Grace] - Lvl 1.

Another two levels. He was now Level 13. The number felt both impressively high and terrifyingly low. He focused on the ten blinking attribute points, the currency of his survival. He had to spend them wisely. He ran the simulations in his head, his [Strategic Mind] trait processing endless combat variables. More [Constitution] would let him endure more of Kaelan’s punishment. More [Strength] would make his own blows more meaningful. More [Dexterity] might let him dodge a fatal strike.

But his intellect, his greatest asset, kept leading him to the same depressing conclusion. It didn't matter. Kaelan was too fast, too strong, too experienced. No matter how high he pushed his physical stats in the few remaining days, he would still be a child fighting a giant. Brute force was a losing strategy. He had to win with his mind.

With a grim sense of determination, he allocated his points, leaning into his core strength. He put two into Constitution—survivability was still paramount. But the other eight he poured into his mental stats: two into Intelligence, to make his mind a sharper, faster weapon, and a massive six into Wisdom, to better see through the vampire’s tricks and deceptions, to perhaps find a way to win. It was a Hail Mary. A last ditch throw of his dice.

CON: 28 -> 30

INT: 18 -> 20

WIS: 13-> 19

The familiar surge of power came, but it was the sharpening of his thoughts, the sudden, crystalline clarity of his perception, that was the most profound. With this newfound intellect, he began to analyze his skills, not as tools, but as tactical options in a deadly chess match.

[Shield Bash]: Useless. Kaelan would dodge it before he even began the movement.

[Piercing Attack]: The chance of landing a critical hit on a creature that could vanish in a puff of smoke was statistically negligible.

[Fire Craft]: A good tool for utility, but against a being of Kaelan’s speed, it was too slow, too easy to avoid.

[Rage of the Ancients]: His ultimate weapon. And his ultimate weakness. A last-ditch, uncontrollable bomb that was as likely to kill a spectator as it was to kill Kaelan. It wasn't a strategy; it was a mutual suicide pact.

The more he analyzed, the more contrived and weak his angles became. His heightened intellect wasn’t providing solutions; it was just showing him, with brutal, mathematical certainty, how utterly outclassed he was. Depression settled over him. He was a lamb trying to figure out the best way to fight a wolf. The answer was simple: there was no good way. The wolf was always going to win.

He slumped in his chair at the head of the great dining table, the firelight reflecting in his haunted eyes, the weight of his impending doom a physical presence in the room.

“A long face for a lad who should be celebratin’.”

The voice was a low, gravelly burr, thick with the promise of peat smoke and damp earth. Eddie looked up, startled. Leaning against the grand doorway, his body solid and real in the firelight, was Angus MacLeod, the ghostly gamekeeper. A spectral, double-barreled shotgun rested comfortably in the crook of his arm.

“I’ve seen happier faces on a hare caught in me loops,” Angus continued, his ghostly eyes twinkling with a dry amusement.

“I’m trying to figure out how to kill an ancient vampire,” Eddie said, his voice flat with despair. “It’s not exactly a cause for celebration.”

Angus chuckled. He pushed himself off the doorframe and glided into the room, his kilt swirling around his ghostly knees. “Och, vampires,” he scoffed. “Arrogant, preenin’ peacocks, the lot o’ them. Think they’re gods because they can’t die of old age.” He stopped near the table and looked at Eddie. “There are ways to kill everythin’, lad. Everythin’. You just got to look hard enough.”

“I have been looking!” Eddie shot back, his frustration boiling over. “I’ve analyzed everything! His speed, his strength, his magic. There isn’t a weak spot. Not one that I can realistically hit, anyway. He’s a fortress with no doors. Unless he stands still and lets me stake him in the heart!” Eddie scoffed. “Like that’s going to happen!”

The gamekeeper’s grin widened, revealing a set of surprisingly white, ghostly teeth. “Aye, that’s your problem right there.”

“What is?”

“You’re lookin’ for the weak spot,” Angus said, leaning on his shotgun. “But the weak spot isn’t always the best spot, lad. Any wounded beast knows to guard its soft belly. Any soldier knows to cover his flank. A creature’s weakness is the very first thing it learns to protect. Tryin’ to hit it head-on is a fool’s game.”

Eddie stared at him, not quite understanding.

“Think like a hunter, not a brawler,” the old gamekeeper continued, his voice taking on the patience of a man explaining the world to a child. “No creature wants to be killed. It’s the one thing every livin’—and un-livin’—thing has in common. They’ll always try to avoid the killing blow. They’ll dodge, they’ll parry, they’ll run. So,” he paused, letting the weight of his words settle, “you have to make sure the killing blow comes as a surprise. Better yet, you have to make it so they help it on its way.”

The words hit Eddie’s hyper-intelligent mind like a bolt of lightning. A paradigm shift. He had been thinking like a video game character, trying to find the glowing red spot on the boss and hit it until the health bar went down. He had been trying to force a conclusion. But Angus was talking about something else entirely. Not forcing a weakness, but creating one. Making the opponent’s own actions, their own strengths, the instrument of their demise.

He stood up and began to pace in front of the fireplace, his mind racing, the despair replaced by a frantic, brilliant flood of new possibilities.

“Okay,” he muttered, thinking aloud. “Okay…don’t attack the weakness. Use his strengths against him.” He started to list them, reframing them not as obstacles, but as tools.

“One: His Speed. He moves like the wind. He’s so fast he probably never expects anything to be able to react to him. He’ll overcommit to a lunge, he’ll dodge when he doesn’t need to, trusting his speed to get him clear. He can be baited. His own speed can be used to create the impact.”

“Two: His Strength. He’s arrogant in his power. He’ll try to overpower me, to block a blow he should dodge, just to prove he can. If I can offer him a target that seems weak but is actually a trap…”

“Three: His Arrogance and Charm. He loves to gloat. He loves to get close, to whisper in his victim’s ear, to savor the moment of victory. That brings him into range. My range.”

“Four: His Mind Control. He can cloud thoughts, create illusions. But what if the mind he’s trying to cloud is already clouded? What if he’s tricked into thinking he’s won, into seeing a false reality where I am already defeated?”

A thousand new, terrifying, and brilliant strategies bloomed in his mind. They were complex, multi-staged plans that relied on deception, psychology, and exploiting the vampire’s own personality flaws. They were plans worthy of an INT: 21 mind, no longer the plans of a brawler but a hunter. A trapper. An analyst.

He looked up at the ghostly gamekeeper, a slow, dangerous grin spreading across his face. For the first time since Gallion’s verdict, he saw a path forward. A narrow, treacherous, and incredibly dangerous path, but a path nonetheless.

Angus MacLeod widened his eye, noticing the shift in him, the despair replaced by a cold, sharp, calculating light in his eyes. He saw the hunter awaken in the boy. The old Scot gave a gruff, satisfied nod and began to fade, his form becoming a translucent, smoky outline.

“Halfway there, lad,” his voice echoed, a final, encouraging whisper from the beyond. And then he was gone.

Eddie stood alone in the dining room, his heart pounding not with fear, but with a terrible, exhilarating purpose. He had his strategy. Now, he just had to find the right tool, the right piece of the puzzle, to make it work. He had four days. And for the first time, he thought it might just be enough.

The ghostly gamekeeper’s final words hung in the air long after he had faded. Halfway there, lad. It wasn’t a promise of victory, but it was a declaration that victory was not impossible. It was enough.

He stood alone in the magnificent, firelit dining room, the silence a stark contrast to the storm of calculations and budding strategies in his mind. The despair that had crushed him just moments ago was gone, replaced by the cold, clear focus of the analyst he had always been. He had a problem to solve, a high-stakes equation where the only variable that mattered was survival. And to solve it, he needed to understand every asset at his disposal.

He sat down at the head of the great, polished table—his table—and summoned the System interface into his vision. It was time to conduct a full audit.

First, his gear. He mentally laid it all out.

Slicer: His soulbound longsword. Its primary strength was its magical nature, capable of harming creatures resistant to normal weapons. It was fast, perfectly balanced, and possessed a mind of its own—an arrogant, critical, but undeniably knowledgeable mind. “A tool for surgical strikes, not for hacking through armor,” Slicer’s voice commented from the back of his consciousness. “Remember that, boy.” Its weakness was its reliance on his own still-developing skill.

Aegis of the Wolf King: His new shield. +50 DEF, +250 Durability. The numbers were solid, a huge upgrade from the battered dustbin lid. But the true value lay in its traits. [Resistance: Undead] and [Resistance: Fear]. The fear resistance was crucial. Kaelan was a creature that radiated terror; negating that psychological weapon was a significant advantage.

Bracers of the Wolf King: +3 STR, +5% Attack Speed. The strength boost was welcome, but the attack speed was the real prize. It might give him the edge to land a hit during a fleeting opening. The grieves helped too, adding to his DEX and speed. Increasing his chances of unleashing spirit howl. He ran the numbers. Fifteen percent. It was low. Too low to be a core part of any strategy. It was a wild card, a lottery ticket. But in a fight where he was so thoroughly outclassed, a lottery ticket was better than nothing. It was a variable of chaos he could introduce into Kaelan’s ordered, confident world.

Lesser Storage Ring: Pure utility. But his analytical mind immediately saw possibilities. A hidden weapon? A potion? The ability to produce an unexpected object at a critical moment was a form of surprise. He filed that away, the seed of an idea forming.

Next, his skills. He reviewed them one by one, his [Strategic Mind] running simulations, testing them against the terrifying image of Kaelan.

[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 9: His core combat skill. It was high, but Frank’s brutal training had shown him just how much he still had to learn. He was competent, but against a master of centuries, he was a child.

[Fire Craft] - Lvl 3: He had dismissed it as too slow, but now he reconsidered. It wasn’t a direct weapon. But what if he used it not on Kaelan, but on the environment? To create a wall of flame, a diversion, a cloud of smoke to obscure his movements? Deception. It was a tool of deception.

[Rage of the Ancients]: The ultimate trump card and the ultimate liability. He now knew he had a sliver of control, an ability to recognize friend from foe. But it was still a force of pure, uncontrollable carnage. It was his nuclear option. To use it would be to admit all other strategies had failed. He pushed it to the back of his mind. A weapon of last resort, and not a moment before.

With his skills analyzed again, he had still come up empty. But maybe—he glanced at his storage ring. Deception—maybe with deception.

Finally, he looked at himself. He appraised his full stat sheet, the culmination of his journey from beige to battle-hardened.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 13 

	Title: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey 

	HP (Health Points): 300/300 

	MP (Mana Points): 200/200 

	Status: Focused 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 20 

	DEX (Dexterity): 13 

	CON (Constitution): 30 

	INT (Intelligence): 20 

	WIS (Wisdom): 19 

	CHA (Charisma): 15 




Unallocated Points: 0

SKILLS & TRAITS

	[Strategic Mind] (Trait) 

	[Animal Cunning] - Lvl 1 

	[One-Handed Blade Proficiency (Longsword)] - Lvl 9 




He cut the sheet off at the skills, having already mulled them over, and stared at the numbers. They were good. They were the stats of a low-level hero he supposed. But Kaelan wasn't a low-level boss. He was an end-game raid encounter. The physical stats—[Strength], [Dexterity], [Constitution]—they were a foundation. They would allow him to survive the opening seconds of the fight. But they wouldn't let him win. The victory, he knew with absolute certainty, lay in the other numbers. His [Intelligence], his [Wisdom], his [Charisma]. It lay in the plan he was beginning to form, a terrifying, audacious strategy that relied on turning all of Kaelan’s greatest strengths into his own fatal weaknesses.

He was so lost in his thoughts, running a thousand different combat scenarios in his head, that he didn't hear her approach.

“Still brooding? You’ll wear a hole in the floor with all that pacing.”

He looked up. Cerys was standing in the doorway, a vision in her twilight-blue dress. The sight of her, the simple, beautiful reality of her, cut through his grim calculations like a ray of sunshine.

She smiled, a warm, genuine expression that made his heart ache. “Gilly and I are going for a well-deserved pint at the Bay. If we hurry we’ll get last orders and maybe a lock-in, and we’ve decided we need a handsome escort to fend off the goblins and the unwanted advances of ancient vampires.” She walked towards him with only hints of her fae roots showing, her hips swaying with an easy grace. “Come and accompany us. Two beautiful girls, Eddie Strike…” she leaned in and whispered, her breath warm on his cheek, “what more could a man ask for?”

He looked into her eyes and saw the future he was fighting for. His grim strategic planning could wait. He needed this. He needed a moment of peace, a moment of normality with her. “Nothing at all,” he said, his voice softer than he intended.

The walk to the pub was a quiet, peaceful dream. The sun had long set, and a gentle, silver moon hung over the bay, its light soft on the sand. Gilly met them on the promenade, her own encounter with the dungeon appearing long forgotten, her usual bubbly energy restored. They walked together along the beach, the three of them, the sound of the waves a gentle, soothing rhythm. Cerys’s hand found his, her fingers lacing through, a simple, perfect gesture that felt more real than any magic.

The Bay Hotel pub was a sanctuary of warmth and cheerful noise, a haven from the cold, dark secrets the island held. They found a quiet corner by the roaring fire, a secluded booth that felt like their own private world and ordered a round of ale, and as they sat there, the firelight dancing on their faces, they recounted the day’s adventures.

They talked about the dungeons, about Gilly’s spectacular aerial archery, about Cerys’s powerful magic. Eddie spoke with easy confidence, describing his own battles, his strategies, his victories, not as a terrified man who had survived by the skin of his teeth, but as a competent warrior, a valued member of their team. He felt the boost from his CHA: 11, a subtle oil that smoothed the gears of conversation, that allowed him to be his best self.

Cerys and Gilly listened, laughing, teasing, celebrating his successes. In that cozy corner, surrounded by the warmth of the fire and their easy camaraderie, the impending trial felt a million miles away. He was happy. Genuinely, uncomplicatedly happy. It was a feeling so rare and precious that he wanted to bottle it, to save it for the dark days ahead.

And then, that sanctuary shattered into a thousand pieces.

The pub door swung open, letting in a gust of wind that was colder than the night air should have been. It sucked the warmth and laughter from the room. The cheerful chatter of the locals dipped, then fell into a hushed, nervous silence.

Eddie didn’t need to look. He could feel it. A palpable aura of ancient cold, of predatory arrogance, had just entered the room. He looked up, his hand instinctively tightening around Cerys’s.

Kaelan stood in the doorway, flanked by his two goons, Lorcan and Finn. He was dressed in an immaculate, expensive black suit, a stark slash of darkness against the warm, firelit colors of the pub. He let his gaze sweep across the silent room, a predator surveying his feeding ground. His dark, cold eyes found their table, and locked onto Eddie’s.

A slow, deliberate smile spread across his perfect, pale face. It held no humor, no warmth. It was a promise of pain, a declaration of intent and it shattered the peace. The brief, beautiful respite was over. His enemy was here.

“Good news,” he said, a hush descending. “A slot has opened up, and they’ve managed to squeeze us in.”

Cerys jumped up. “What have you done, Kaelan?”

Kaelan took a step forward, but Lorcan held him back. “Done?” he said. “I’ve done nothing bad. I assumed Strike would want this over with as soon as possible. Nothing worse than death looming over you, eh? The trial, my grievance, it’s been brought forward. This time tomorrow, Eddie, and don’t be late.”

He winked at Cerys. “See you there.”


Chapter
Forty-One



Time to trial: 24 hours.

The silence that fell over their corner of the pub was heavier and more suffocating than the deepest dungeon. Kaelan’s words, delivered with the casual cruelty of a god swatting a fly, were a hammer blow, shattering the fragile bubble of hope and camaraderie. The bastard had smiled, a final, triumphant flash of white in the firelight, and then he and his two sidekicks had swept out of the pub, leaving a wake of chilling silence and absolute despair.

Twenty-four hours.

The words echoed in Eddie’s mind, a frantic, screaming countdown. The days he had to improve, the training, the dungeon dives, the slow, steady accumulation of power had all been erased. Reduced to a single, frantic spin of the wheel.

Cerys sat frozen, her face ashen, her hand still clutching his, but her touch was now cold and limp. Gilly, for the first time since he’d met her, looked truly, utterly defeated. Her usual vibrant sparkle was gone; her eyes wide with a dull, hopeless shock.

“It’s not possible,” Cerys whispered, her voice a thin, brittle thing. “The council would never… He must have bribed someone. Or threatened them. He can’t just change the date of a trial.”

“He just did,” Gilly mumbled, staring into her ale as if it held the secrets to the universe. “He played us. He let you get your hopes up, let you think you had a chance.” She looked at Eddie, her expression one of absolute pity. “It’s a death sentence. There’s no way you can be ready in a day. No one could be.”

They sat there, mired in a thick, shared gloom. The cheerful noise of the pub returned around them, but their table was an island of misery. A familiar, crushing weight settled on his shoulders—the weight of failure. He had let them down. He had let his grandfather down. He had let down the strange, talking House that had, against all odds, put its faith in him. He was going to die, and his death would be a public spectacle for the amusement of his enemy.

He replayed the last few days in his mind, his analytical brain desperately searching for a variable he had missed, an angle he hadn’t considered. The dungeons, the training with Frank, the hard-won levels, the new skills—it was all for nothing. It was like carefully saving up pocket money for years only to be told you had to buy a skyscraper tomorrow. The scale was just too different.

And then, a strange, hysterical thought bubbled up through the despair. It was the detached, pragmatic voice of the analyst, the man who looked at spreadsheets and saw the cold, hard truth of the numbers.

He let out a short, humorless huff of air that was almost a laugh.

Cerys and Gilly looked at him, startled by the sound. “What?” Cerys asked, her voice sharp with confusion. “What could possibly be funny right now?”

“Us,” Eddie said, shaking his head with a kind of grim amusement. “The numbers. I was just running them.” He looked at them, his eyes holding not hope, but a strange, liberating clarity. “What difference would it have made? Really? Another four, five, six days. I might have gained another five levels. Maybe ten, if we never slept. My Strength would be a little higher, my Constitution a little tougher. But Kaelan… Kaelan’s stats are probably in the hundreds. He’s lived for centuries. The power gap is colossal. From a purely statistical standpoint, the probability of me winning was already approaching zero. Whether the trial was tomorrow or next week, the outcome was always going to be the same.”

He took a long swallow of his ale, the bitter taste a welcome reality check and scoffed some more, the sound loud in their quiet corner. “The only way this would have ever worked,” he said, the gallows humor now in full flow, “is if I had some secret weapon, some ‘I win’ button I didn’t know about. It’s not like I can just snap my fingers and become a wizard or something overnight!”

The moment the words left his mouth, the atmosphere at the table changed.

It was like a switch had been flipped. Cerys and Gilly froze, their drinks halfway to their lips. They slowly turned to look at each other, their eyes wide. A silent, frantic conversation passed between them in a single, shared glance. The despair in their expressions was replaced by a dawning, electrifying, impossible realization.

“A wizard…” Cerys breathed, the word a reverent whisper.

Gilly’s jaw, which had been slack with shock, snapped shut. She slammed her flagon down on the table, her eyes burning with a wild, manic fire. “Oh, you magnificent, clueless, beautiful human!” she shrieked, her voice causing several nearby patrons to jump.

The gloom that had enveloped them didn't just lift; it was obliterated in a supernova of frantic, chaotic hope.

“What?” Eddie asked, bewildered by their sudden, dramatic shift. “What?”

“There’s no time!” Cerys said, already on her feet, pulling him up from the bench. Her grip was iron, her previous despair forgotten, replaced by a fierce, urgent energy. “Why didn’t we think of it? It’s insane, it’s a one-in-a-million shot, but it’s a shot!”

“Come on, tank! Move it!” Gilly yelled, already running for the pub door. “We have to go! Now!”

They dragged Eddie from the warm, cozy pub and out into the cool night air. Gilly, a whirlwind of panicked Fae energy, ran into the middle of the street, waving her arms frantically. A rare, late-night taxi, probably on its last run of the evening from the pizza place next door, slowed down, its driver looking utterly bemused.

Gilly yanked the back door open. “Get in!” she commanded, shoving Eddie into the back seat. She bundled Cerys in after him, then scrambled in herself, slamming the door shut.

“Where to, girls?” the cabbie asked, a friendly, middle-aged Manxman with a flat cap and a weary expression.

“The Old Castletown Road!” Gilly barked, leaning forward. “By the ford at Santon Burn! And step on it! The fate of the world might depend on it!”

The cabbie raised a skeptical eyebrow but shrugged and pulled away from the curb. “Your funeral, love. Double fare after midnight.”

As the taxi sped through the dark, sleeping countryside, the two fairies, practically vibrating with excitement, began to explain, their words tumbling over each other in their haste.

“A wizard, Eddie, isn’t just someone who learns spells,” Cerys began, her voice tight with urgency. “That’s a mage, a sorcerer. A wizard… A true wizard is someone who has been granted a spark of primal magic. Someone whose own life force has been directly bonded with one of the great elemental powers.”

“It’s a shortcut!” Gilly cut in, her hands fluttering like captive butterflies. “A massive, dangerous, almost certainly fatal shortcut! Instead of spending centuries learning to draw power from the world, the power is put directly into you. But there are only a handful of beings in all the realms powerful enough to grant such a boon. And one of them lives here.”

“The Fairy Queen.” Cerys exhaled, her eyes shining in the dark. “Oonagh, the Queen of the Court of the Wind and Rain.”

Eddie’s head was spinning. “The Fairy Queen? I thought that was just a story.”

“The Court of Wind and Rain isn't a story,” Cerys explained, her voice intense. “They aren't like the other Fae courts, the Seelie or Unseelie. They are the island itself. They are the mist that rolls in from the sea, the gale that howls over the mountains, the soft rain that makes the fields grow. They are the oldest and most powerful Fae court, and their power holds sway over every inch of this island, from the surface world to the deepest dungeons under the earth. Their lands are fertile and good, troubled by only a few monsters, because their magic is one of balance and life.”

“And their Queen, Oonagh, is ancient beyond belief and notoriously fickle,” Gilly added. “She might turn you into a frog for bothering her. Or she might grant you the power to move mountains. You never know. But she is a bastion of the old magic. The kind of magic Kaelan, with his new-world, blood-fueled power, is terrified of.”

“But how do we find her?” Eddie asked.

“We go to the true Fairy Bridge,” Cerys said. “The one you see on the Douglas road, that’s for tourists. A place where the Fae accept goodwill and offerings of coins, but hold no real power. The true bridge… The true bridge is a gateway. A crossing point into her domain, hidden from mortal eyes.”

The taxi screeched to a halt by a dark, quiet stretch of road. A small, gurgling stream—Santon Burn—ran under the road through a small stone ford. There was nothing here but trees, shadows, and the sound of running water.

“Here we are,” the cabbie said, sounding unimpressed.

Gilly threw a wad of cash into the front seat. “Keep the change,” she said, already pulling Eddie out of the car. The taxi sped off into the night, leaving them standing in the deep, rural silence of the Manx countryside.

Cerys pointed into the darkness, away from the road, towards a small, wooded glen through which the stream ran. “It’s this way,” she said, her voice a hushed whisper. “And be quiet. We are approaching a sacred place. The Queen does not suffer fools gladly.”

They walked in silence, following the path of the stream into the glen. The air grew cooler, purer, filled with the scent of damp moss, wild garlic, and wet stone. The moon, high and bright, filtered through the thick canopy of ancient oak and ash trees, painting the forest floor in shifting patterns of silver and black.

They came to a small clearing. The stream widened, flowing over a series of smooth, flat stones. In the center of the clearing stood a single, magnificent, ancient oak tree, its branches so wide they seemed to hold up the sky. And spanning the stream, leading directly to the base of the great oak, was a bridge.

Eddie scratched his head, his excitement vanishing. The bridge wasn’t stone or wood, like he’d expected, but was a single, perfect arch of what looked like living, woven hawthorn branches, covered in a thick, velvety moss that glowed with a soft, internal, silver light. Its immense power made the hairs on Eddie’s arms stand on end. This was certainly the true Fairy Bridge.

“Now comes the hard part,” Cerys whispered, her gaze fixed on the glowing bridge. “She has to grant us passage. Both of you, think only good, respectful thoughts. Show no fear. Make no demands. We are supplicants here.”

She stepped onto the bridge first, her movements slow and reverent, then walked to the center, bowed her head deeply, and then stepped off onto the far bank. Gilly followed, her usual bubbliness replaced by a solemn grace.

Then it was Eddie’s turn. He took a deep breath, cleared his mind of everything but a feeling of profound respect, and stepped onto the bridge. The moment his foot touched the glowing moss, the humming intensified, and a voice, ancient and female, as powerful as the wind and as soft as the rain, echoed directly into his soul.

“A mortal? It has been long since a child of man has sought passage on my bridge. And one who bears the mark of the Steward, no less. You walk a dangerous path, Eddie Strike. Your heart is full of fear and rage. Why should I grant you entry into my demesne?”

She was testing him. He stood in the center of the bridge, the power of the Fae Queen washing over him, and spoke the only truth he had left.

“Because I have no other choice,” he thought, projecting the words with all the sincerity he possessed. “And because I am fighting for one of your own.”

There was a long, humming silence. The Queen’s immense consciousness flowed through him as she considered him, weighing his soul, his intent. Then, the voice came again, softer this time.

“The Dungeon Fairy is a foolish, brave child. She loves your kind too much. But your heart is true, even if it is full of shadow. You may pass.”

The pressure in his mind receded. He walked across the rest of the bridge and stepped onto the far bank. He had passed the test. He looked at Cerys and Gilly, who were both staring at him with expressions of profound relief.

Cerys pointed to the great oak tree. “She will see you now,” she said. “In her throne room.”

Eddie looked at the massive, solid trunk of the tree. “In there?”

Cerys simply smiled and walked towards it. As she approached, the bark of the ancient oak fizzed and became translucent, revealing a warm, glowing hollow within. She stepped through it and vanished. Gilly followed.

With a final, deep breath, Eddie plunged his hands into his pockets and entered the Court of Wind and Rain, to beg for a miracle.

The world inside the great oak was not the world Eddie had expected. He didn’t step into a hollow chamber or a root-filled cavern, but into open air, under a sky he had never seen before.

The air was balmy and sweet, scented with the fragrance of a thousand different flowers blooming at once. Above them, the sky was a permanent, star-dusted twilight of deep indigo and violet, with no sun or moon to be seen. And yet, it shone with an all-encompassing light. It took Eddie a moment to realize that the light wasn't coming from above, but from below. The very ground—the lush, emerald-green grass, the petals of the exotic flowers, the pristine white gravel of the path, all emitted their own soft, internal luminescence.

They stood at the entrance to a vast, ornate garden that stretched as far as the eye could see. It was a place of manicured perfection. Topiaries carved into the shapes of griffins, dragons, and other mythical beasts stood guard over immaculate flowerbeds. Ornate marble statues of Fae heroes and forgotten gods stood in serene contemplation beside crystal-clear ponds where shimmering, jewel-toned fish swam. It was a landscape born from a dream, from magic so powerful it could command nature to bend to its every whim.

The flitting, giggling forms of Pixies, their tiny, iridescent wings a blur, chased each other through the glowing flowers, leaving faint trails of sparkling dust in their wake. Small, wiry Goblins tended flowerbeds. Dressed in simple, earthy-brown tunics, they moved with surprising diligence, their long, nimble fingers picking out the few weeds that dared to grow in this perfect place. Every so often, a goblin would find a particularly stubborn weed, yank it from the glowing soil with a triumphant grunt, and then pop it into its mouth, chewing with a grim satisfaction.

It was a magical, bizarre, and breathtakingly beautiful place. But Eddie had no time to be a tourist. Cerys and Gilly led him along a gravel path that crunched musically under his boots and led them deeper into the heart of the Queen’s demesne.

They had not gone far when they heard a series of sharp, excited yaps. A tiny creature, no bigger than a well-fed squirrel, came bounding towards them. It was a dog, Corgi-like, its little legs a blur, its tail a fluffy, wagging stump. But it was the dog’s magnificent, feathery wings beating the air, that astounded him. They kept the dog aloft in a series of happy, hovering bounds.

Riding the winged dog with an air of immense, unshakeable dignity was a Pixie. He dressed in a perfectly tailored butler’s livery of dark green and silver, complete with a tiny bowler hat perched on his head. Bringing his steed to a halt before them, the Pixie landed, its mount giving a final, happy yap.

The Pixie butler, who was no taller than Eddie’s hand, looked down his long, pointed nose at them. “Mistress Cerys, Mistress Gilly,” he said, his voice a high-pitched but impeccably formal squeak. “Her Majesty, the Queen of Wind and Rain, bids you welcome.” He then turned his stern gaze on Eddie. “And the mortal Steward. You are expected.”

“Pipkin,” Cerys said with a warm, respectful smile. “It is good to see you. We are honored by the Queen’s summons.”

“Indeed,” Pipkin sniffed, adjusting his bowler hat. “Her Majesty is holding court. If you would be so good as to follow me. And please,” he added, giving Eddie a withering look, “try not to step on the flowers with your great big clown feet. The gardeners are sensitive.”

With another sharp command to his winged corgi, the Pixie butler turned and led them along the path, towards a magnificent building rising from the center of the gardens. The fairytale palace was woven from pure moonlight and solidified crystal, its towers and spires reaching up into the twilight sky like elegant, shimmering fingers. It was a place of absolute wonder, a building that defied every law of physics Eddie had ever known.

They followed Pipkin into the palace, their footsteps silent on floors made of polished, solid starlight. The interior was even more breathtaking than the outside. But it was the art on the walls that truly captivated Eddie. The vast, high-ceilinged halls were lined with enormous, highly detailed paintings. They were not serene landscapes or stuffy portraits. They were scenes of epic, terrifying conflict.

One vast canvas depicted a titanic battle between Fae knights in glittering, leaf-patterned armor and legions of shadowy, amorphous creatures with too many limbs and mouths filled with teeth like shards of obsidian. The Fae were beautiful and terrible, their swords and spears blazing with magical light as they fought back the tide of darkness.

Another painting, so large it covered an entire wall, showed a landscape being ripped apart by raw, untamed magic. Mountains crumbled, seas boiled, and the sky burned with colors Eddie had never seen before. It was a depiction of a world unmaking itself, a magical apocalypse, and it was rendered with such skill that he could feel the heat and hear the screams. This was the history of the Fae, a history of ancient wars and cosmic struggles that turned humanity’s own conflicts into petty squabbles.

Pipkin led them through a series of magnificent, awe-inspiring halls until they came to a set of grand, imposing double doors, each one carved from a single piece of petrified wood. Perched atop each door was a large, grotesque gargoyle, carved from dark, gray stone. As Eddie approached, the gargoyles’ stone heads turned to follow him, their carved lips pulling back into menacing scowls, a low, grating growl echoing from their stone throats.

Eddie froze, his hand instinctively reaching for the phantom hilt of Slicer.

“Down, boys,” Cerys said calmly to the statues. “He’s with us.”

The gargoyles gave one last, disgruntled snarl before they swiveled back into their original positions, becoming mere stone once more. With a deep, resonant boom, a set of great doors swung open, revealing the throne room of the Fairy Queen.

The sight greeting them was another jarring, unexpected contrast. The room was immense, a cavernous hall held up by pillars of living, glowing crystal. An emerald-green carpet, so soft and lush it resembled a perfect lawn, stretched from the doors all the way to a raised dais at the far end of the room. On the dais sat a throne, carved from the heart of a single, enormous diamond, that pulsed with a soft, internal light.

But it was the inhabitants of the room that were equally startling. Scattered on either side of the emerald carpet were dozens of Fae courtiers, lounging on divans of woven flowers and sipping from goblets of glowing nectar. They were all beautiful, the epitome of Fae grace and elegance. They were also, without exception, completely, roaringly drunk.

They laughed too loudly, their conversation a slurry, giggling mess. Some chased pixies through the air in a clumsy, drunken game of tag. Others engaged in passionate, sloppy embraces, their fine clothes in disarray. This wasn't a noble, elegant court. It was a debauched, celestial frat party.

And on the magnificent diamond throne at the center of it all…sat the Queen.

Eddie had expected a creature of sublime, ethereal beauty, a being even more magnificent than Cerys or Gilly. He could not have been more wrong.

The Queen was a bloated, hideous parody of a fairy. She was immense, her corpulent body spilling over the sides of the great throne, her skin a pale, unhealthy, greenish-white, like curdled milk. Her features were coarse and piggish, her small, cruel eyes glittering with a mean, selfish intelligence. A pair of tiny, ridiculously small gossamer wings, utterly incapable of lifting her massive bulk, fluttered uselessly behind her. She was draped in silks and jewels that did nothing to hide her grotesque form, only accentuate it, and she held a golden goblet in one fat, sausage-fingered hand, and a half-eaten leg of some roasted bird in the other.

Queen Oonagh of the Court of Wind and Rain was not what Eddie had expected. The ancient, powerful, fickle monarch whose help they had come to beg for was clearly drunk.

Cerys and Gilly immediately dropped into a low, graceful curtsy. Eddie, his mind still reeling from the shock, dumbly followed their lead, bowing awkwardly.

The Queen finished gnawing on the roasted leg, tossed the bone over her shoulder with a greasy belch, and fixed her small, piggy eyes on Eddie. A slow, unpleasant smile spread across her bloated face. She beckoned him forward with one fat, beringed finger.

He looked at Cerys, who gave him a tiny, almost imperceptible nod, then straightened up and began the long, lonely walk down the emerald green carpet, past the drunken, leering courtiers, towards the hideous creature on the throne.

He stopped a respectful distance from the dais and bowed his head again. “Your Majesty,” he said, his voice sounding small in the vast, echoing hall.

The Queen let out a loud, cackling laugh that was utterly devoid of mirth. She looked him up and down, her gaze both dismissive and oddly hungry.

“Well, come on, sweet cheeks,” she rasped, her voice a coarse, grating sound like stones being ground in a rusty mill. “What are you waiting for?”

She puckered her greasy lips into a grotesque pout.

“Plant a fat one on me.”


Chapter
Forty-Two



Time to trial: 22 hours.

The Queen’s words, coarse and grotesque, echoed in the vast, silent throne room. “Plant a fat one on me.”

Time slowed. Eddie stood frozen on the emerald carpet, the bizarre command hanging in the air like a foul odor. He could feel the weight of a hundred pairs of malicious, drunken eyes on him. The Fae courtiers, who had been laughing and joking moments before, were now watching with a gleeful, cruel anticipation, looking forward to the humiliation of a mortal.

He glanced back desperately at Cerys and Gilly. Their faces were masks of pale, frozen horror. Trapped by their own court’s etiquette, they were powerless to intervene. This was his test, his alone. His mind raced, his [Intelligence: 20] desperately searching for a diplomatic solution, a witty retort, an escape clause in the unwritten rules of Fae-human relations. He found nothing.

He was the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey. He was a Level 14 warrior. He was a man in love. And he was about to be forced to kiss a creature that looked like a toad in a ballgown.

He took a half-step forward, his mind a complete blank, a cold sweat breaking out on his neck. The Queen’s piggy eyes glittered with amusement at his discomfort. She licked her greasy lips, making a loud, wet, smacking sound.

But then, just as he was about to submit to the horrifying command, she held up a fat hand, halting him and letting out another cackling, mirthless laugh.

“Oh, the look on your face, sweet cheeks! Priceless!” she rasped, wiping a tear of cruel amusement from the corner of her eye with the back of her hand. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t want to spoil my appetite. You mortals taste so much better when you’re marinated in fear.”

The court erupted in sycophantic laughter. Eddie felt a hot flush of shame and relief wash over him in equal measure. He had been played with, toyed with, but for now, the immediate threat had passed.

The Queen’s expression shifted, the cruel humor replaced by a bored, transactional impatience. She slumped back in her diamond throne, the magnificent seat groaning under her immense weight.

“So,” she grunted, her voice all business now. “You have passed my bridge. You have walked through my gardens. You have sullied my throne room with your mortal presence. You are clearly here to ask for a favor. The question is, what can a creature like you possibly give a creature like me in return?”

Her piggy eyes scanned him from head to toe, a contemptuous dismissal in her gaze. It was clear she saw nothing of value.

This was it. The real test. Eddie’s mind raced. What did he have? He had no gold, no legendary artifacts, no ancient secrets to trade. He had a soulbound sword that belittled him, a magical shield he’d just received, and a handful of levels gained in bloody, desperate combat. He had nothing she could possibly want.

He thought of Cerys. He thought of his vow on the tower. He thought of the sleeping Dryad in his garden. He had nothing to offer but the truth.

He took a deep breath, straightened his shoulders, and met the Queen’s bored, cruel gaze without flinching. His voice, when he spoke, did not tremble. It was clear, steady, and filled with a conviction that came from the very core of his being.

“Your Majesty,” he began, his voice ringing with a surprising authority in the suddenly quiet hall. “You are right. I am a mortal. I possess no great treasures, no ancient titles, no power that would impress one such as you. I have little to give.”

He paused, letting the weight of his admission settle. “I have only this,” he continued, placing a hand over his heart. “My solemn vow. The same vow that bonded me to the spirit of this island. I wish to defend this land. I wish to protect its inhabitants, both magical and mundane, from those who would see them harmed. I wish to stand against the darkness that preys upon the innocent.” His gaze flickered to Cerys, a silent message passing between them. “And I wish, with every fiber of my being, to protect the two people who have put their faith in me. Cerys and Gilly. That is my purpose. It is all I have to offer you. My will, and my life, if it comes to it.”

Profound silence fell upon the throne room. The drunken courtiers, for the first time, looked at him not with derision, but with a flicker of something else. Surprise. Perhaps even a grudging respect. Mortals were clearly not supposed to speak with such conviction in this place.

The Queen stared at him, her piggy eyes narrowed, her expression unreadable. “A pretty speech,” she said finally, her voice flat. “Full of fire and noble sentiment. But sentiment doesn’t kill vampires. What is it, precisely, that you wish for?”

Eddie opened his mouth to speak, to ask for the power he so desperately needed. But Cerys stepped forward, her movement fluid and graceful, her head held high. She stood beside him, a silent, beautiful show of solidarity.

“Your Majesty,” she said, her voice a clear, silver bell that cut through the heavy atmosphere of the court. “We wish for the Steward to be blessed with magic. With true power. We ask for the Fae-spark. We ask you to make him a wizard, with enough strength to face Kaelan of the Cursed Bloodline and send his black soul back to the hell that spawned it.”

The audacity of the request hung in the air, a shocking, impossible demand. To ask the Queen of the Fae to imbue a mortal with the primal magic of wizardry, and for the express purpose of killing a high-ranking vampire, was unheard of. It was a declaration of war.

The silence that followed was absolute. The drunken courtiers were suddenly, terrifyingly sober, their eyes wide with shock and fear, and the air grew thick, charged with tension so powerful Eddie could feel it crackling on his skin.

And then the Queen broke the silence. She threw her head back and roared with laughter.

It was a volcanic eruption of pure, contemptuous mirth. A deep, ugly, bellowing laugh shook the very foundations of the diamond throne. She laughed until tears streamed down her fat, greenish cheeks, until she was gasping for breath. A fine spray of her foul, wine-scented spit rained down on Eddie, and he had to force himself not to flinch, not to wipe it from his face.

Finally, her laughter subsided into a series of wheezing, guttural chuckles. She wiped her eyes, her expression settling into one of cold, calculating evil. A vicious, predatory glint appeared in her piggy eyes.

“To kill a vampire,” she wheezed, a nasty smile twisting her lips. “Oh, that’s rich. That’s the best thing I’ve heard in a century.”

Eddie’s heart sank. It was over. She was mocking them.

“Can you do it?” he asked, his voice tight, needing to hear the final refusal.

The Queen looked at him, her smile widening. “Oh, yes,” she purred, the sound like a cat playing with a wounded mouse. “To grant the Fae-spark is well within my power. I might just be moved to grant your wish.” She let the hope hang in the air for a tantalizing second before letting the hammer fall. “But a gift of such magnitude requires a worthy exchange. Your vow, your ‘will’… It’s a lovely sentiment, but it’s worthless to me. I require a price. One thing.”

“Anything,” Eddie said, his desperation making him reckless.

“Anything?” the Queen echoed, her eyes glittering with a cruel, possessive light. She looked from Eddie’s determined face to Cerys’s beautiful, anxious one, and her smile became a triumphant leer. She had found her price. She had found the one thing she could take that would cause the most pain.

“Very well,” she declared. “I will grant you the power you seek. Enough power to rival Kaelan himself. In exchange, you will forsake them.” She gestured a fat, dismissive finger at Cerys and Gilly. “You will sever all ties. You will forget they ever existed. And you will spend the rest of your new, magically-prolonged life here, in my court, as my companion. My plaything. My lover.”

The words were a physical blow, knocking the air from Eddie’s lungs. He stared at her, horrified, disgusted, then at Cerys, and saw the absolute, soul-shattering devastation on her face. This was a fate worse than death. A gilded cage, an eternal damnation of servitude to this monstrous, sadistic creature.

The Queen, savoring his horror, leaned forward on her throne, the diamond groaning in protest. She puckered her greasy, painted lips into that same grotesque pout from before.

“So,” she rasped, her voice dripping with triumphant poison. “What do you think, handsome?”

The Queen’s monstrous proposition hung in the air, a thick, greasy poison choking the very magic from the room. An eternity as her plaything. Her lover. The price for the power to save his own life was the damnation of his soul.

Eddie looked at the bloated, leering creature on the diamond throne. He saw her cruel, piggy eyes, her fat, grasping fingers, her gluttonous, self-satisfied smirk. Then, he looked at Cerys, who stood frozen, her face a mask of pale, silent devastation, unshed tears in her violet eyes, her lip trembling. He saw the woman he had vowed to protect, the woman whose belief in him had forged him into something new. The woman whose kiss was a promise of a future he now desperately wanted to live.

The choice wasn't a choice at all.

He turned back to the Queen, and the fear in his heart was incinerated by a cold, clean, absolute fury. He drew himself up to his full height, his [Charisma: 15] not a tool of charm, but a shield of pure, unwavering integrity.

“No,” he said. The word was quiet, but it cut through the silence of the throne room like a shard of glass.

The Queen’s smirk faltered. “What did you say, little mortal?”

“I said no,” Eddie repeated, his voice gaining strength, ringing with conviction that made the crystal pillars hum. “I would rather face Kaelan with nothing but a broken stick and my own courage than spend a single second in your service. I will not forsake them. I will not forsake her. Whatever power you offer, it is not worth the price of my soul.”

A collective gasp went through the court. A mortal, defying the Queen of the Fae in her own throne room. It was unthinkable. Cruel amusement fled the creases of her bloated cheeks as she contorted with rising, blotchy, purple rage.

But before she could unleash her royal fury, Cerys stepped forward. The fear and devastation had vanished from her face, replaced by righteous fire that made her glow with an inner light. She was no longer a supplicant. She was a warrior.

“What happened to you?” Her voice rang out, sharp and clear, filled with profound, sorrowful anger. She pointed a trembling, accusatory finger at the creature on the throne. “I remember the stories my grandmother told. Stories of Queen Oonagh the Radiant, whose beauty was the envy of the stars, whose laughter could make flowers bloom in winter. The Queen whose court was the heart of the Fae world, a bastion of life and joy and magic.”

She gestured around at the drunken, leering courtiers, at the opulent decay of the room. “Look at this! Look at what you’ve become! A bloated creature wallowing in gluttony! Your court is a den of debauchery, your subjects are lost in a drunken stupor. Your legendary beauty is gone, replaced by this…this grotesque mask. What evil has taken over this land? What poison has rotted the heart of the Court of Wind and Rain?”

The Queen’s expression became one of pure, apoplectic rage. “SILENCE!” she shrieked, her voice a piercing, grating sound that made the crystal pillars vibrate painfully. “You insolent whelp! How dare you! Guards! GUARDS! Seize them! Seize them all! Throw them in the deepest, darkest cell in the dungeons and let them rot until the trial. Then escort the Steward to his inevitable death!”

From the sides of the throne room, a dozen Fae guards, clad in once-gleaming silver armor that was now tarnished and neglected, stepped forward. They were tall and elegant, but their eyes were weary, their movements reluctant. The lead guard forced his back straight, a grim set to his fine lips.

“You heard Her Majesty,” he said, his voice devoid of any emotion. “Come with us. Don’t make this difficult.”

“Difficult?” Gilly shrieked, her own Fae fire igniting. “I’ll show you difficult!” She launched herself at the nearest guard, kicking and screaming, a whirlwind of green fury. Cerys’s hands began to glow with violet energy, a powerful spell forming on her lips.

Eddie, seeing his two fairies leap into the fray, reacted instinctively. He threw himself in front of them, his shield up, Slicer flashing into his hand. “Get behind me!” he roared.

He met the charge of the first two guards, his shield and sword a desperate, clanging defense. But he was hopelessly outnumbered. A blow from the butt of a spear caught him hard on the side of the head. His world exploded in a shower of white stars, and then everything went black.

He came to, groggily, the guards dragging him across the starlit floor, his arms held in their iron grip. Ahead of him, Cerys and Gilly were also being frog-marched away. Cerys struggled furiously, but her magic was gone. A pair of shimmering, black iron manacles were clasped around her wrists, their cold magic nullifying her own. Gilly had abandoned the fight and was now pleading with the guards, her voice a desperate, frantic stream of words.

“You can’t do this, Faedrilan!” she cried at the lead guard. “She’s the Queen! She’s supposed to protect us, not imprison us! Don’t you see what’s happening to this place? To her?”

The guard captain, Faedrilan, remained silent, his expression stony, as he led them through the opulent, decaying halls and down a long, winding staircase that led deep into the foundations of the palace. They entered the dungeons. It was a cold, damp place, but even here, the cells were carved from glowing crystal, their bars woven from living, thorny vines.

At the very end of the corridor sat a cell, darker and grimmer than the rest. Faedrilan motioned for his guards to halt, just outside the cell door.

Gilly made one last, desperate plea. “Faedrilan, please. Look at him.” She gestured to the semi-conscious Eddie. “He’s the new Steward of Mooinjer Veggey. Your Queen has sentenced him to death in a trial he cannot possibly win. Is this the honor of the Fae? To stand by and watch a mortal—who has done nothing but try to help—be slaughtered?”

At the mention of his title, Faedrilan’s stony expression finally cracked. A flicker of something—interest? hope?—appeared in his tired eyes. He stared at Eddie, then back at Gilly, then raised a hand, and his guards stepped back. A low, urgent whisper escaped him.

“You think we do not know what has become of our court?” he hissed, his voice filled with a bitter, long-suppressed anguish. “You think we are blind? The Queen…she is not herself. She has not been for a long time. A great evil has befallen this land, little fairy. The source of all the beauty, all the life, all the goodness in this demesne: An Dagda’s Coire. The Cauldron of Abundance. It has been stolen!”

The name was a thunderclap in the quiet dungeon. Even in his groggy state, Eddie recognized the name from the deepest roots of mythology. The cauldron that was never empty, that could restore the dead to life.

“It was stolen?” Cerys whispered, her own anger forgotten, replaced by a horrified understanding.

“Months ago,” Faedrilan confirmed, his voice heavy with shame. “By a creature of shadow and greed. Without the Coire’s life-giving magic, the Queen, the court, even our gardens…they are all decaying. They are starving. The gluttony, the drunkenness… It’s a desperate attempt to fill a spiritual emptiness that can never be satisfied. Her Majesty’s cruelty is born of her own deep, unending pain and weakness.”

Gilly’s eyes widened. “And the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey…” she breathed, the pieces clicking into place. “A title of great power. A hero of legend.”

Faedrilan looked directly at Eddie, his gaze intense. “The legends say the Steward is a champion, a mender of broken things, a finder of lost treasures.” He hesitated, his internal conflict clear on his face. “My oath binds me to the Queen, whatever she has become. I cannot defy her openly. I must return you for trial. But…” He looked at the dark, grim cell he was about to throw them into. “She says I must imprison you. She didn’t say which cell.”

He nodded to the cell adjacent to the dark one. It was still a cell, but it was clean, and a soft, magical light emanated from the walls. “If you, the Steward, were to give your solemn vow that you would seek out the one who stole the Coire, that you would do everything in your power to retrieve it and restore our Queen…then perhaps I could be persuaded that you might require a more…suitable accommodation for planning your escape.”

It was a lifeline. A desperate, long-shot chance. Eddie, his head throbbing, pushed himself upright. He met the guard captain’s desperate gaze.

“I vow,” he said, his voice a hoarse croak, but his will was iron. “I will find your cauldron. I will restore your Queen.”

Faedrilan’s shoulders slumped with relief so profound it was almost a physical blow. “Then I will do what I can,” he whispered. He nodded to his men, and with a rough, unapologetic shove, they shoved the three into the cell.

They stumbled inside, protesting the rough treatment, but before they could say more, the heavy, vine-covered door slammed shut. The lock clicked, and they were plunged into the soft, magical light of their prison.

They were alone. Trapped. But they were together. And they had a new, impossible quest.

As his eyes adjusted to the light, Eddie realized they weren’t quite alone after all. From the deepest, darkest corner of the cell, a pair of wild, manic eyes glittered. A low, chuckling sound echoed off the crystal walls.

“Well, well, well,” a mad, singsong voice sounded from the shadows. “What have we here? A couple of pretty little birds…and a half-drowned rat. Looks like we’re going to be besties.”

The laugh that followed sent a chill down Eddie’s spine.
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The heavy, vine-woven door slammed shut with grim finality, the click of the magical lock echoing the snapping shut of a well-laid trap. They were prisoners in the heart of the Fae court, their grand, desperate plan having imploded into a diplomatic catastrophe. Eddie’s mood became a maelstrom of fear and fury, his body humming with the phantom energy of the berserker rage.

And they were not alone.

“Well, well, well,” the mad, singsong voice echoed from the deepest shadows of the crystal cell. “What have we here? A couple of pretty little birds…and a half-drowned rat. Looks like we’re going to be besties.”

Cerys and Gilly immediately moved in front of Eddie, their Fae forms, though restrained and weakened, bristled with protective energy. “Who’s there?” Cerys demanded, her voice tight. “Show yourself!”

A low, dry chuckle was her only answer. Then, a figure emerged from the gloom, a creature of strange, jarring contrasts. He had the slender, graceful build and delicately pointed ears of the Fae, but his skin was wrinkled and creased like ancient parchment, and his back stooped with age far greater than even the elves Eddie had met. His nose was long and sharp, his chin a pointed jut of inquisitive bone, but it was his eyes that were his most captivating and disturbing feature. They were huge, round, and the color of liquid silver, constantly moving, darting from one detail to another, taking in everything with a manic, obsessive intensity. They were the eyes of a genius, or a madman, or both. He wore a simple, paint-splattered linen tunic, his long, thin fingers stained with a rainbow of different pigments.

Gilly gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “By the First Tree,” she breathed, her voice a mixture of awe and disbelief. “It can’t be. Relic?”

The strange Fae creature’s mouth split into a wide, toothy grin. “In the flesh! Or what’s left of it,” he cackled. He did a little, shuffling dance, his movements both clumsy and graceful. “Relic the Rhapsodist! Relic the Raconteur! Relic, the Painter of Magic! Now, Relic the Mad Artist, at your service.” He finished with a deep, theatrical bow and nearly toppled over.

Eddie was bewildered. “Who is he?”

“He’s the most powerful magical artist of this age,” Cerys whispered back, her eyes still wide with shock. “He was Queen Oonagh’s chief magical advisor. He designed the gardens, he painted the battle murals in the great hall, he wove the enchantments that kept this court safe for centuries.”

The information only deepened Eddie’s confusion. The strange, shuffling, paint-splattered creature before him couldn’t be the fae Cerys described. “Then… Why is he here?” he bluntly asked.

Relic shrugged, a loose, disjointed gesture. “Creative differences,” he said with a wink. “Her Majesty’s tastes have become…rather more indulgent compared to my own. She doesn’t see the real problem…” He ambled closer, his huge silver eyes studying Eddie with an unnerving focus. “But mostly, it’s a matter of resources. An artist needs his materials, you see.” He tapped his own chest. “I draw my power from the court. From its magic. From its vitality. From the life-giving energy of An Dagda’s Coire.”

His expression grew distant, sad. “But the Cauldron is gone. And the court… The court is a dying star, collapsing in on itself. My power, my magic… It might be on the wane, but I find more in different art forms, so it isn’t fading with every drunken giggle and every spiteful command from that…thing on the throne.” He sighed, a surprisingly deep and sorrowful sound. “So, you see, it’s much safer for all if I’m in here, I suppose. Plus, I can focus on my… Never mind.” He grinned. “The guards bring me two meals a day, the light is constant, and it never, ever rains. A perfect studio, if a trifle uninspiring, and inhibited by certain charms. Of course, that all might just be the pictures I paint. The truth could be splashed upon another canvas.”

Eddie couldn’t comprehend it. This powerful, legendary figure had locked himself away, content to fade into obscurity in a crystal prison. It showed how truly, deeply rotten the Court of Wind and Rain had become.

As if sensing the grim turn of the conversation, Gilly, ever the pragmatist, delved into the small leather pouch at her belt. “Well, if we’re going to be besties, we may as well be civilized,” she declared, producing three slightly squashed but still edible-looking meat pies. “Anyone hungry? I can divide them up.”

Relic’s eyes lit up with child-like glee. He snatched a pie and began to devour it with a noisy, slurping gusto. They settled onto a stone bench that ran along one wall of the cell. The strange, mad artist, the two beautiful fairies, and the mortal Steward, shared a humble meal in their strange little cell.

Cerys, however, could not be distracted from their purpose. She turned her intense focus on Relic. “You were her advisor,” she said, her voice low. “You were there when it happened, weren't you? The cauldron. Tell us how it was stolen.”

Relic stopped chewing, his silver eyes clouding. He swallowed the last of his pie and wiped his greasy fingers on his tunic. “Ah, the Great Heist,” he murmured, his voice losing its manic edge, becoming the somber tone of a historian recounting a great tragedy. “It was a masterpiece of deception. A painting worthy of my own brush, though its canvas was treachery and its pigments were lies.”

He leaned back against the crystal wall, his gaze becoming unfocused as he cast his mind back. “It was the night of the Summer Solstice festival. The court was at its peak of revelry. The Queen—the real Queen Oonagh, the radiant one—was presiding. And he arrived.”

“He?” Eddie prompted.

“Gorok,” Relic spat the name like a curse. “The Goblin King of the Deep Mines. Not a creature of brute force like his underlings, but a being of immense cunning and a charisma as sharp and poisonous as a serpent’s tooth. He came under a banner of peace, claiming he wished to sue for better trade links—our enchanted woods for his raw metals. A plausible request.”

After a small silence expanded to a long one, Cerys prompted, “And?”

“He brought gifts, of course,” Relic continued, his voice now a mesmerizing, storytelling cadence. “Jewels from the heart of the earth, silks woven by blind spiders, dust sculptures and the like. And then, his final, magnificent gift. He called it a ‘Daughter of Shadow.’”

“Daughter of Shadow?” Eddie questioned.

“Indeed. He presented the Queen with a small, obsidian music box. When she opened it, it didn’t play a tune. It released…a shadow. A formless, dark shape that rose from the box and began to dance in the center of the throne room. But it was no ordinary shadow. As it danced, it drew in the magical light of the court, weaving it into its own form. It became a beautiful, captivating creature of pure, living darkness and stolen light, its form constantly shifting, its dance a hypnotic, a silent ballet that told a thousand different stories at once.”

Relic’s eyes glazed over with the memory. “We were all enchanted. The entire court, from the lowest pixie to the Queen herself, was utterly mesmerized. The shadow danced for hours, its performance intoxicating our ancient, jaded souls. We had never seen anything like it. And while we were all distracted, lost in the beautiful, silent dance… Gorok and his entourage slipped away.”

“He left his gift behind,” Eddie guessed.

“Oh, yes,” Relic confirmed with a bitter smile. “He left his gift behind. And we, in our foolish, arrogant bliss, thanked him for it. The shadow continued to dance for the rest of the night, a beautiful, mesmerizing centerpiece to our festival.” He fell silent, the memory too painful to continue.

“What happened next?” Cerys urged gently.

Relic took a deep, shuddering breath. “The next morning, the court awoke with a collective, spiritual hangover. The shadow was gone, and so was the Cauldron.”

He described how the dancing shadow had been the ultimate tool of misdirection. While the entire court was captivated by its performance in the throne room, the shadow itself was merely a projection. The true shadow, the one that had been released from the box, was a being of pure, silent espionage. It had no physical form. It could slip through keyholes, under doors, past the most powerful magical wards. It was the perfect thief.

It had glided through the palace, across the gardens, and into the guarded temple where An Dagda’s Coire sat. The temple, protected by guardians, wards, and locks, could resist an army, but it was designed to stop a physical intrusion. They were useless against a creature that was, itself, a living shadow. It had simply…flowed in, enveloped the life-giving cauldron, and flowed out again, leaving no trace, no broken locks, no sleeping guards.

“By the time we realized what had happened,” Relic concluded, his voice a hoarse whisper, “Gorok and the Cauldron were long gone, deep in the untraceable tunnels of his kingdom. The Queen’s rage was a thing of apocalyptic beauty. She smashed up half the palace with a single, grief-stricken scream. And then…the decay began.”

He told them of the aftermath. How the Queen’s legendary beauty, which was intrinsically tied to the life-giving magic of the Coire, began to curdle and spoil, her form bloating, her features coarsening. He described how the gardens began to grow weeds, the magic of the court souring, and the Fae themselves, cut off from their source of spiritual nourishment, descended into desperate, empty gluttony and debauchery, trying to fill a hole in their souls that could never be filled.

The weight of the story settled over their small cell in a heavy, suffocating blanket. They had a target: Gorok, the Goblin King. But he was hidden deep within his own domain, a place unreachable, and he possessed an artifact of unimaginable power. The quest Eddie had vowed to undertake was not just difficult, but utterly, cosmically impossible.

He looked at the faces of his companions and saw the grim determination in Cerys’s eyes, the worried, frustrated energy in Gilly’s. They were trapped, facing two impossible tasks—a suicidal duel and a quest to steal back a mythical cauldron from a goblin king. The silence stretched, thick with the unspoken despair of their situation.

Then, a low, rumbling sound echoed from the far corner of the cell. Relic, the mad Fae, the Painter of Magic, the chronicler of his people’s downfall, was snoring softly, a half-eaten pie resting peacefully on his chest. Even in the face of apocalypse, some creatures just knew how to appreciate the simple things.

The gentle, rhythmic snoring of the ancient Fae painter was the only sound in the crystal cell, a bizarrely mundane counter to the epic, world-altering revelations that had just been dropped at Eddie’s feet. He, Cerys, and Gilly sat on the cold stone bench. The weight of their new, impossible quest—to retrieve a mythical cauldron from a goblin king—and the looming, near-certain doom of his trial by combat, pressed down on them, a silence thick with unspoken fears.

It was Eddie who broke it, his mind, as always, seeking data to fill the terrifying void of the unknown. He turned to Gilly, whose usual vibrant energy was still subdued by the gravity of Relic’s story.

“The cauldron,” he said, his voice a low murmur. “An Dagda’s Coire. Tell me more about it. What exactly is it? What does it do?”

Gilly sighed, pulling her knees to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. “It’s…everything,” she said, her voice filled with reverence he hadn’t heard from her before. “It’s the heart of our court. The source. The legends say the old god, Dagda, drew it up from the very core of the earth, that it holds the pure, uncorrupted essence of life itself.”

She looked at Cerys, who nodded in agreement. “It’s not just a magical soup pot that never runs empty,” Gilly continued, her eyes growing distant. “The food it creates doesn’t just fill your belly; it nourishes your soul. The wine it decants brings joy and erases sorrow. The water from it can heal any wound, cure any sickness. It’s the reason the gardens bloom, the light never fades, and why the Fae in Oonagh’s court have always been so…vibrant.” She gestured vaguely at her own perfect, otherworldly features. “Our beauty, our vitality, our magic here… It all flows from the Coire. Without it, we are slowly, inexorably, starving.”

Cerys picked up the thread, her voice heavy with concern. “And now you’ve vowed to get it back, Eddie. It’s a noble vow, a true Steward’s vow. But it’s an impossible one. Gorok’s kingdom is a labyrinth of deep tunnels and treacherous magic. No one has successfully laid siege to it in a thousand years. To take on that quest on top of your trial with Kaelan…” She shook her head, the worry etched on her face. “You have taken on the burdens of our entire world.”

“I had no choice,” Eddie said, Faedrilan’s desperate hope still fresh in his mind. “It was the only way. It bought us time. It bought us an ally.” He looked at his companions, his own resolve hardening. “We needed a chance. Now we have one, however small.”

A loud, theatrical snort erupted from the corner of the cell, followed by a series of wet, smacking sounds as Relic awoke. He sat up, blinking his huge, silver eyes, a look of profound confusion on his wrinkled face.

“Purple…” he mumbled, his eyes blank, squinting at Cerys. “The color of twilight, of deep amethyst, and bruised toes.” He then turned his gaze to Gilly. “And green! The shade of new life, of sharp jealousy, and mouldy bread!” His eyes finally landed on Eddie. “And…beige,” he finished with a frown. “The color of potatoes, of dust, of utter, soul-crushing boredom. How peculiar.”

“He’s describing us,” Gilly whispered to Cerys with a roll of her eyes.

“Might be,” Relic muttered, scratching his long, pointed nose. He stood up and began to pace the cell, his movements a strange, shuffling dance. “There was a door…no, a tree. A bridge of glowing moss. And a…a fat, angry noise on a sparkly chair.” He stopped and pointed a paint-stained finger at Eddie. “And you! The beige one! You were there. You wanted something. Power! Yes, that was it. You wanted to fight the cold, pretty one.” He screwed his face up. “Was I waiting for you? I think I might have been. Yes, I was waiting to meet you.”

It was like watching a painter assemble a collage from random, discarded scraps. The chaos of his visions slowly began to coalesce into a coherent picture. “Ah!” he exclaimed, his silver eyes suddenly sharp and focused. “Yes! The Cursed Prince! The trial! And the cauldron! The dancing shadow! Yes, yes, it’s all becoming clear to me now.” He grinned, a wide, manic expression. “What a wonderfully tragic composition you’ve all stumbled into!”

Gilly, seeing her opportunity, leaped to her feet. “Relic, if you can still see things, then you know he’s got less than a day to become strong enough to survive. You have to help him!”

“Help him?” Relic scoffed. “I’m a painter, not a miracle worker.”

“You’re a master of magic!” Gilly insisted. “You could teach him something. A spell! Anything! He has a knack for it, I know he does. He’s bonded with Slicer, and that’s a magical sword. He has an aptitude!”

Relic stopped his pacing and turned his full, unnerving attention on Eddie. He circled him slowly, his silver eyes peering right through him, analyzing the very fabric of his being. Eddie felt like a canvas being appraised, his flaws and potential laid bare under the master’s gaze.

Finally, Relic stopped, a thoughtful frown on his face. “Painters are not born painters, little fairy,” he said softly, his voice losing its manic edge. “They become them. Through decades of study, of practice, of failure. They learn the properties of their pigments, the texture of their canvas, the way light falls upon a subject. They learn the rules of perspective, of composition, of form. And only then, after a lifetime of mastering the rules, can they learn how to break them.”

He looked at Eddie, his eyes deep and serious. “Magic is the same. It is not a trick one learns. It is an art form one grows into. It is a language, and you, my boy, do not even know the alphabet. I could give you a single word—a spell for a spark of fire, a gust of wind. But a single word out of context is meaningless. It is noise, not poetry. It would be a parlor trick. It would not help you with your…little problem.”

The casual dismissal of his life-or-death struggle was the final straw for Eddie’s frayed nerves. “Little problem?” he exclaimed, his voice rising. “It’s not a little problem! He’s going to kill me! In front of everyone! He wants to tear me apart!”

Relic chuckled, that same dry, rattling sound from the tavern. “Is that all?” he asked with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Mortals get so terribly worked up about death. It’s just a transition to a different state of being. Less…solid, I suppose.”

Eddie threw his hands in the air, utterly exasperated. He relented, his anger deflating into a pleading whine. “Look, I don’t care if it’s a parlor trick. Any magic, no matter how small, would be cool. And it would be better than nothing.”

Cerys, who had been listening patiently, finally stepped in. “Relic, if you can’t give him magic, then you must help us escape. He needs to train. His physical skills are his only real hope now. We are wasting precious time in this cell.”

Relic grunted, his artistic reverie broken by the intrusion of practicality. “Escape? Oh, of course. That’s easy enough,” he said with a wave of his hand. He walked over to a blank crystal wall, pulling a thick piece of charcoal from a pocket in his tunic. “One must simply know how to paint the door, and the door must open.”

He began to sketch on the wall, his hand moving with a speed and precision that was dazzling. In seconds, the outline of an ornate, arched doorway appeared on the crystal surface. He added details—a handle, hinges, intricate carvings.

But Eddie’s mind, his relentless, analytical mind, couldn't just accept it. He had to know. “Wait,” he said, stepping forward.

Relic stopped, his charcoal poised in mid-air, and looked at him with an annoyed expression. “What now, bland one? Are you in a hurry to be disemboweled or not?”

“I just… I need to understand,” Eddie insisted, his mind buzzing with questions. “How does that work? Are you creating a portal? Are you manipulating dimensional space by creating a visual representation of an exit? What’s the power source? Is it your own mana, or are you drawing on the latent magic of the crystal? And how do you choose the destination? Is there a coordinate system, or is it based on pure intent?”

He stopped, realizing he was rambling, that the three Fae were staring at him as if he had just grown a second head. He expected Relic to scoff, to call him a fool. But the ancient artist’s expression changed. The annoyance was gone, replaced by a look of shock, and then, a slow-dawning, intense interest. He lowered his hand, his silver eyes boring into Eddie with a newfound focus. He wasn’t looking at a clueless mortal anymore. He was looking at a kindred spirit. A fellow craftsman who didn’t just want to use the tool, but needed to understand how it was made.

“You don’t just want the spell?” Relic whispered, his voice filled with a strange, wondering awe. “You want the theory. You want to understand my art?”

He dropped the piece of charcoal and walked over to Eddie, placing his paint-stained hands on his shoulders, his silver eyes blazing with a sudden, manic, brilliant fire. The grumpy painter was gone. The master had returned.

“I will teach you,” Relic declared, his voice ringing with a power that made the very crystal around them vibrate. “I will teach you everything.”

Eddie’s heart leaped.

“One day,” Relic added.
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Relic’s final comment hung in the magically-lit air. It remained there, stuck between a very unappreciative Eddie, and two fairies that appeared to have lost their sense of humor. Eventually, the old fae relented and said, “I will teach you.”

Eddie’s jaw dropped, his heart pounding with a new, unexpected hope. He, a man who just months ago was analysing stock market trends, was about to be taught the fundamental principles of magic by a legendary Fae master. It was the most incredible opportunity imaginable, even if he would die the next day.

He opened his mouth to express his heartfelt gratitude, but he was cut off by a sudden, cackling burst of laughter from the ancient painter.

Relic doubled over, slapping his thigh, his huge silver eyes watering with mirth. “Oh, the look on your face!” he wheezed, pointing a paint-stained finger at Eddie. “So serious! So intense! Like a constipated orc trying to solve a puzzle box! Really, Steward, for a man with only a few hours to live, you should seriously consider acquiring a sense of humor!”

Cerys, who had been watching the exchange with rapt attention, couldn’t help but let a giggle escape. “He is a bit of a slowpoke, isn’t he?” she added, her eyes dancing with amusement. “He thinks everything is a…a…a something to do with figures.”

Eddie’s face flushed with a mixture of embarrassment and indignation. “I just need to learn. It keeps my mind off the other thing,” he said, his voice tight with frustration. It was like being a schoolboy teased by the cool kids. “It’s not enough for me to just see it happen. I need to know how. If I can learn just one piece of magic, just one, before I die… I’ll be happy knowing that I finally understood how it all worked.”

The raw sincerity in his voice cut through their amusement. Relic straightened, his laughter subsiding, and he eyed Eddie with a long, thoughtful, searching expression. “Why?” the old Fae asked, his voice suddenly serious. “You’re dead already, boy. No better than a walking ghost. The rules of this world, its physics, its magic…they will soon mean nothing to you. Why this desperate need to understand the mechanics of a game you have already lost?”

The question was a cold, hard slap of reality. Eddie let the words linger in the quiet cell, the truth of them a bitter pill. He had no answer.

Relic, seeing the flicker of despair in his eyes, filled the gap. He turned back to the crystal wall where he had begun to sketch the outline of a door. With a flick of his wrist, he produced a small, earthenware pot from a pocket in his tunic. It contained a thick, black, tar-like substance that absorbed the light around it. He dipped a long, thin brush into the pot and, with a single, elegant stroke, painted one vertical side of the doorway he’d drawn in charcoal.

The effect was instantaneous. The crystal wall behind the black line thinned, losing its solidity. It was as if he were suddenly looking through smoked glass into a deeper, more lucid darkness.

“You want to understand?” Relic said, his voice now that of a master lecturing his apprentice. “Then forget everything you think you know. Forget your neat, tidy world of cause and effect. The reality you mortals perceive is a lie. A beautiful, stable, but ultimately fragile illusion.”

He gestured to the crystal wall with his brush. “Think of existence as a great, layered canvas. Your world, the mortal plane, is the top layer. It is thick, opaque, and painted with the very dull, predictable pigments of what you call ‘physics.’ Beneath that is our world, the Fae lands. The canvas is thinner here, the pigments more vibrant. And beneath that, and beside that, and through all of it, are a thousand other layers, other worlds.”

“But what separates the layers?” Eddie asked, captivated. “What holds them apart?”

“The Veil,” Relic answered. “A mystical barrier. A skin. And in the spaces between the layers, in the gaps between the canvases…that is where the true magic lies. It is a place of pure, unrefined, chaotic energy. The raw paint of creation itself. We call it Mana. It is the stuff from which all worlds were originally painted.”

Eddie’s mind raced, connecting the dots. “So, the amount of mana in a world reflects how magical it is?” he queried. “Is that why the Fae land is the magical land?”

“A clever deduction, but an incomplete one,” Relic corrected. “The Fae land isn’t the magical land. It is simply a land, much like your own. An ordered, stable reality. But its Veil is naturally fragile, thin, like cheap canvas. Mana seeps through constantly, which is why we have talking trees and winged dogs. Your human world, on the other hand… Its Veil is thick. Sturdy. Almost impermeable. Very little mana gets through. That is why your world is so…gray. So beige.”

He returned his attention to the wall, his brush hovering over the pot of black paint. “A spell, my boy, at its most fundamental level, is an act of vandalism. It is the act of deliberately poking a hole in the canvas of reality to let the raw paint from behind it spill through.”

He dipped his brush again. “This,” he said, gesturing with the pot of black goo, “is not mere paint. It is magical flux. A solvent. Its sole purpose is to weaken the Veil, to make the canvas thin and pliable in a specific, controlled location.” He painted the other side of the doorway, and again, the wall behind it became thin and transparent.

“Now the Veil is weakened,” he continued, “but it is still a barrier. To pass through it, one needs a focus. An intent. A key.”

He put down the black pot and produced another, this one containing a brilliant, silver paint that shimmered with its own light. “This is where the art comes in. The color. You see, a practitioner, a magical artist, doesn’t just throw mana at the wall and hope for the best. He forges it. He shapes it. And the color, the pigment, is the tool he uses to do so.”

He began to paint the top arch of the doorway with the silver paint. “Every color corresponds to a fundamental concept, a primal rune. This silver… It is the color of Passage, of Movement. It tells the mana what I want it to do. It is my intent, made manifest. If I were to use red, the rune of Fire, I would be preparing to pull through a jet of flame. If I were to use green, the rune of Life, I would be preparing a healing touch. The flux makes the hole; the color provides the shape.”

Eddie’s mind was on fire. It was a system. A beautiful, elegant, logical system. “So,” he said, thinking aloud, “the flux is the delivery mechanism, and the color is the programming language.”

Relic’s eyes lit up with genuine delight. “Precisely! The beige one understands! You see? It is not just waving your hands and shouting nonsense words. It is art. It is chemistry. It is physics, just not the kind you are used to.”

He finished painting the doorway, a perfect arch of shimmering silver on a frame of absolute black. It looked like a real door, painted onto the surface of the crystal. All it needed was a handle.

“Now for the final, most important step,” Relic said, his voice dropping to a low, intense whisper. “The artist’s hand. The will. The Veil is thin. The intent is set. Now, I, the practitioner, must reach through the weakened canvas into that endless, chaotic sea of raw mana.”

He held his hand up, palm facing the painted door. Eddie could see faint, shimmering lines of energy gathering around his fingers.

“I must grab a thread of that raw, untamed power,” Relic murmured, his eyes closed in concentration, “and pull it back through the focus point I have created. The silver paint, the rune of Passage, acts like a dye, a lens. The formless, chaotic mana is pulled through it, and it is shaped by my intent. It becomes an ordered, stable effect. It becomes a spell.”

He slowly pushed his hand forward. The air in front of the painted door began to shimmer and warp. The painted lines of black and silver glowed with fierce, powerful light.

“The spell,” Relic breathed, “becomes a door.”

With a final, gentle push, his hand passed through the solid crystal wall as if it were water. The painted door dissolved into a real, tangible archway, revealing a swirling, misty void.

Eddie could only stare, his mind completely blown. He had seen Cerys and Gilly create portals, but he had never understood the process, and even though it wasn’t like the painting, he suspected he could work it out from the basics Relic had taught him. It wasn’t just magic. It was a science. An art, and like art, there were original canvases and copies.

“So a more powerful mage,” Eddie began, his mind already racing with the implications, “can either use a stronger flux to make a bigger hole, or has the mental strength to pull more mana through at once?”

“Or all,” Relic confirmed; a proud, teacherly smile on his face. “A master painter not only has the finest brushes and pigments, but he also possesses the steady hand and the brilliant vision to use them to their fullest potential. Power, in magic, is a combination of knowledge, will, and resources.”

He looked at Eddie, his silver eyes twinkling. “Your [Intelligence] and [Wisdom] stats, my boy… They measure the strength of your will, the clarity of your vision. Your MP…that is a measure of how much raw mana your mortal body can safely channel at one time without burning itself out from the inside. You have the potential for a very steady hand.”

The escape portal stood before them, a swirling gateway to freedom. Cerys and Gilly were already on their feet, ready to go. But Eddie remained where he was, staring at the portal, his mind on fire with a thousand new questions. He understood the theory now. But that wasn’t enough.

“You said you would teach me,” Eddie said, his voice quiet but firm, meeting the ancient Fae’s gaze. “You said you would teach me everything.”

A slow, wide grin spread across Relic’s wrinkled face. He had expected the boy to be grateful for the door. He had not expected him to still be thinking about the lesson.

“So I did,” the Painter of Magic cackled with glee. “So I did.” He waved a dismissive hand at the portal. “Oh, that can wait. An escape is a fleeting, momentary thing and not necessarily possible, currently. But an education… An education is forever. It should be a series of clues leading to enlightenment.”

He turned back to the crystal wall, a fresh piece of charcoal in his hand, his silver eyes blazing with a newfound, manic passion. He had found a new canvas. A new student. A new masterpiece to create.

“Now,” Relic declared, his voice ringing with the joy of a true artist who has found a worthy apprentice. “Let us discuss the chromatic theory of elemental runes…”

The ancient Fae’s promise to teach him more made Eddie clap with excitement. Forgetting their prison, forgetting the ticking clock of his own mortality, he leaned forward, his eyes shining with the pure, unadulterated hunger of the student who had just found his true master.

“Okay,” he breathed, his voice filled with eagerness that bordered on reverence. “Let’s start. The chromatic theory of elemental runes. I’m ready.”

His words were met with a sudden, sharp rap on the head. “Ow!” He looked up. Cerys stood over him, her hand raised, an expression of profound exasperation on her face.

“Are you insane?” she demanded, her voice a furious whisper. “We are trapped in a Fae dungeon with less than a day until you are legally murdered by a vampire, and you want to sit down for a university lecture? Relic, open the door!”

“Patience, my dear twilight-hued child,” Relic chuckled, utterly unfazed by her urgency. “An appreciation for the arts is the first step toward true enlightenment.”

“The chromatic theory of elemental runes,” Gilly snorted from the bench, where she was attempting to braid a lock of her own hair. “He’s making that up, you know. He does it every few decades just to see if anyone is paying attention.”

Relic placed a hand on his chest, feigning a mortal wound. “I am wounded! Wounded to the very core of my artistic soul! It is a perfectly legitimate field of arcane study!”

Eddie ignored them. Their bickering was just background noise. His analytical mind had snagged on a crucial, practical detail. “The portal,” he said, cutting through their argument. “You painted a door. But a door has two sides. You haven’t specified a destination. Where does it go?”

Relic’s silver eyes lit up, his annoyance at Gilly forgotten. “An excellent question for a fool! A practical inquiry! Most people just jump through without a thought for the consequences.” He beamed, as if Eddie had just solved a complex theorem. “One moment.”

He turned to the shimmering, swirling void he had painted on the crystal wall. With a jaunty, curious air, he poked his head straight through the portal.

The result was instantaneous and violent. A loud FWOOMP sound, like a gas barbecue igniting, erupted from the portal. It threw Relic backwards, the artist landing in a heap on the floor, a cloud of black smoke billowing from the doorway. His wild, flyaway hair stood on end, each strand a frizzed, blackened mess. A thick layer of soot coated his face, his eyebrows completely singed off. He sat up, blinking, a plume of smoke rising from the top of his head.

“Right,” he coughed, patting a small, lingering flame on his ear. “As I suspected. I still can’t walk all the way through, and if I could, not sure it’s where I’d want to go.” He pointed. “The fire-imp laundries of Muspelheim. Dreadful service. They lost my favorite socks last century, and the place still smells of brimstone. We don’t want to go there.”

Eddie stared, speechless, at the comical, soot-covered figure. The sheer, casual danger of their situation was staggering.

“So, it’s just…random?” Eddie asked, his mind reeling. “You just paint a hole in reality and hope it doesn’t open into a volcano?”

“Of course not!” Relic scoffed, wiping a streak of soot from his long nose with a paint-stained finger. “That would be terribly amateurish. It can be aimed. It simply requires a great deal more effort and less interference from that Faedrilan fellow.”

This was it. The key. “But can you do it?” Eddie pressed, his heart beginning to pound with a new hope. “Can you aim it? Can you get us out of here? Can you take us home?”

Relic’s manic grin returned. He scrambled to his feet, his eyes blazing with the fire of a born lecturer who has just been given a captive, and captivated, audience. “Can I aim it?” he cackled. “My dear boy! Aiming a portal is my defining masterpiece! It is the azoth of translocation magic! But it is not simple. Oh no, no, no. It is an art and a science of profound complexity.”

He grabbed his piece of charcoal and turned back to the wall, ignoring the smoking, useless portal he had already created. “Pay attention, class is in session! First, you must understand the analogy.”

He began to sketch again, his hand a blur of motion. “Opening a random portal, like our little jaunt to the laundry, is simple. It is like drilling a hole in a wall to see what’s on the other side. It is crude, direct, and you are as likely to hit a water pipe as you are to find a hidden room. But aiming a portal…” he paused, tapping the wall for emphasis, “that is like using a powerful telescope to find the exact hidden room you’re looking for before you even pick up the drill.” He paused, smacking his lips together.

“The first part of the process,” he continued, “is what your less artistic mages call ‘scrying.’ I call it finding my subject. This is the eyepiece of my telescope. To see a place, to find it in the endless, swirling chaos of the multiverse, you need a connection to it. A ‘sympathetic thread.’”

“What kind of thread?” Eddie asked, leaning forward, completely absorbed.

“It can be anything that holds a strong, pure essence of the destination,” Relic explained. “A physical object is best. A stone from a specific beach, a leaf from a particular tree, a vial of water from a certain spring. The object acts as a tuning fork, humming with the unique magical frequency of its home. But if you have no object, a memory will suffice. A powerful, emotionally charged memory of a place can also create a sympathetic resonance, though the connection is…fuzzier. Less reliable. Prone to…artistic interpretation.”

He gestured to the wall with his charcoal. “So, you have your sympathetic object, your tuning fork. Now you need the lens. This is where the practitioner’s own power comes in. You must channel your own mana, your own will, and focus it through the sympathetic object. You are creating a scrying lens, using your own soul as the glass. You are attempting to peer through the Veil that separates your current location from your desired one.”

“But the Veil isn't clear glass,” he continued, his voice dropping. “It is a thick, murky, distorting fog. And the thickness of that fog depends on the two locations. The Veil between here, the Fae lands, and your human world is very thick indeed. The Veil between two dungeon levels, however, is often quite thin. The thicker the Veil, the more power and skill it takes to see through it clearly.”

“So how do you navigate?” Eddie asked. “If it’s all just fog, how do you know where you’re looking?”

“Ah!” Relic exclaimed, his eyes glittering. “By its song! Its color! Its resonance! Every single place in every single reality has a unique magical frequency. A unique signature. Your Mooinjer Veggey, for example, hums with a deep, earthy note of ancient stone, protective wards, and a hint of… Well, a hint of your own anxiety, but we’ll work on that.”

“The scrying process,” he continued, beginning to pace again, “is the art of tuning your mana lens. You adjust your will, you focus your intent through the sympathetic object, until you hear the specific song of your destination in the chaos. A novice can only find places that are very familiar, that sing very loudly in their soul. A master,” he puffed out his chest, “can navigate by dead reckoning. He can sense the faint, distant echoes of places he has never been, discerning the subtle differences between the resonance of a swamp and the resonance of a forge. He, at his finest, can paint his destination and walk through that painting.

Eddie felt his mind expanding. It was the most fascinating lecture he had ever received. “So, once you’ve found the destination, once you’ve tuned into its frequency, how do you translate that into the portal?” he asked.

“You imbue it!” Relic declared, turning back to the wall. He pointed at the beautifully rendered, but useless, doorway he had already painted. “You imbue the destination’s signature into the very fabric of the spell. You paint the address. And that, my boy, is the true artistry.”

“You see this arch?” he traced the silver curve with his finger. “Its specific degree of curvature, the thickness of the line, the precise mixture of the silver pigment with powdered quartz and my own Fae blood… This is not merely decorative. It is a set of complex, multi-dimensional coordinates. The knots I paint into the door handle, the number of petals on the flower I might carve into the frame—every detail is a piece of the address. It is a language of shape, color, and intent.”

He looked at Eddie, a manic glee filling his whole expression. “And this is where the danger lies! A sloppy painting, a rushed brushstroke, an imprecise mixture of the flux… It leads to a sloppy destination! Get the curvature of the arch wrong by a single degree, and you don’t land in your living room; you land five feet to the left, in the middle of a solid stone wall. A messy, and very permanent, end. Get the resonant frequency slightly off, and you might not land in your world at all, but in a different, hostile dimension that just happens to have a similar magical vibration. A fire-imp laundry, for instance.”

He gestured grandly at his own soot-stained face.

The sheer, mind-boggling complexity of it was almost too much. Yet, it all made a strange, perfect sense to Eddie. It was a system. And he understood systems.

“So,” Eddie concluded slowly, “a portal is a targeted, temporary hole in reality, created by a magical solvent, and aimed by encoding a destination’s unique magical frequency into the runic geometry of the spell itself.”

Relic stared at him, his jaw slack. He looked at Cerys and Gilly, who looked equally stunned. Then he threw his head back and let out a whoop of pure, unadulterated joy.

“HE GETS IT!” he shrieked, doing a little happy jig. “The Steward gets it! There is hope for him yet!”

He sobered quickly, his expression turning to one of pure, focused intent. “You understand the theory, boy. But theory without practice is just idle chatter. You wish to go home? To your House of the Little People?”

“Yes,” Eddie said, his heart pounding.

“Then give me your tuning fork,” Relic commanded. “Give me your sympathetic object. A stone from its garden, a piece of its wood, anything that sings with the song of Mooinjer Veggey.”

Eddie’s heart sank. He searched his pockets. He had nothing. His old clothes were gone. Everything he had was new, provided by the House or the dungeon. He had no physical connection to his home. “I… I don’t have anything,” he said.

Relic’s face fell. “A memory, then,” he said, though his tone was less confident. “Focus on it. Your bed. Your kitchen. The feel of the place. It will be a fuzzy signal, but perhaps I can…”

“Wait.”

Cerys stepped forward, her expression serene and resolute. She held out her hand.

“I can be the connection,” she said softly.

Eddie looked at her, confused. “You?”

“My family has served the Stewards of your House for generations,” she explained, her violet eyes locking with his. “My magic is tied to its wards. My spirit has known its halls for centuries. My heart…” she paused, a faint blush coloring her cheeks, “…my heart knows its new master.” She held her hand out to the old painter. “My connection to the House is stronger than any stone. Use me as your focus, Relic.”

The ancient Fae looked from Cerys’s determined face to Eddie’s hopeful one. He nodded slowly, a look of profound respect in his silver eyes. “A living, Fae-link…dangerous, but incredibly potent. Very well.”

He took Cerys’s hand gently in his own paint-stained fingers. “This will require all my concentration, Steward,” he said to Eddie. “And all of hers, too. Stand back. And be silent.”

The old Fae painter took Cerys’s hand, his own paint-stained, wrinkled fingers closing gently around hers. He closed his eyes, his manic energy focusing inward, becoming a single, sharp point of immense concentration. Cerys’s eyes fluttered shut as well, her beautiful face becoming a serene, placid mask. A faint, silver light glowed where their hands were joined, and the air in the crystal cell grew heavy, charged with power that made Eddie’s teeth ache.

“I have the sympathetic thread,” Relic murmured, his voice a low, chanting drone. “The connection is strong. The Steward’s bond, the generations of service… It sings a clear note.” He fell silent for a long moment, his brow furrowed. Eddie watched, holding his breath, as the master artist began his work.

“I am peering through the lens of her spirit now,” Relic narrated, his voice distant, as if speaking from a great way off. “Pushing my will through the Veil… It is thick here. So thick. Like trying to see through a wall of muddy, churning water. But I can feel the resonances on the other side. A million, million worlds, all singing their own unique, chaotic songs.”

Gilly stood beside Eddie, her arms crossed, her expression a mixture of awe and anxiety. This was high magic, the kind few ever witnessed.

“Wait…” Relic’s voice grew excited. “I hear it. A familiar song. A note of green and gray. The scent of sea salt and stubborn, ancient stone. Yes! I see it! A cliff, a windswept hill… Milner’s Folly standing like a broken key against the sky!”

Eddie’s heart leaped. He’d found it!

“The resonance is strong!” Relic continued, a triumphant grin spreading across his face. “I am locking the coordinates into the runic structure… The curve of the arch will be the sweep of Port Erin bay, the handle will be the shape of the Calf of Man…”

He reached for his charcoal, ready to complete the portal. But then he stopped. A frown creased his ancient brow. “No…wait.” The triumphant look vanished, replaced by one of deep confusion. “The resonance is…shifting. The sea is wrong. The cliffs… They are not made of stone, but of…weeping, sorrowful faces. And the tower… It’s screaming. A silent, eternal scream.” He shuddered, pulling his concentration back with a visible effort. “No. That is not your home. That is a memory of a home. A world’s dying echo. Terribly depressing. Appalling composition.”

Cerys winced, a faint tremor running through her hand. Gilly shot her a worried look. The scrying process was clearly taking a toll on her.

“Let’s try again,” Relic muttered, his focus intensifying. “Deeper this time. Past the echoes, to the source.”

He fell silent again, the only sound in the cell the faint, humming crackle of the magic that now enveloped him and Cerys. Minutes stretched into an eternity. Beads of sweat coalesced on Relic’s wrinkled brow, and Cerys’s serene expression became strained.

“Ah!” Relic exclaimed suddenly, his eyes snapping open, though they were unfocused, looking at a place far beyond the crystal walls. “There! I have it! The signature is unmistakable! The deep, earthy power of the House itself, the bright, green spark of the new Grove… I see the garden! The yew trees!”

This was it! He had a solid lock!

“But… What is this?” Relic’s voice filled with confusion again. “The signal is…muffled. Obscured. It is like trying to listen to a beautiful composition through a wall of thick, wet wool. There is another power there. A powerful, shielding magic, deliberately hiding the House from magical sight. It is a ward of concealment, but not of Fae design. It is…cunning. Spiteful. Woven from shadows and lies.”

“Kaelan,” Cerys breathed, her eyes still closed, her voice strained.

“Indeed,” Relic agreed grimly. “The Cursed Prince has wrapped your home in a shroud. He is jamming the frequency. I can still see it, but it’s like looking at a star through a filthy, fogged-up telescope. I can aim for it, but the coordinates will be…imprecise. We might land in your living room. We might land in the middle of the Sea.”

He opened his eyes fully, the light of concentration fading, replaced by a weary frustration as he let go of Cerys’s hand. She stumbled back, Gilly catching her. The silver light connecting them vanished.

“It’s no good,” Relic declared, throwing his hands up in defeat. He looked utterly spent. “The signal is too murky. The interference is too strong. To attempt a portal under these conditions would be suicide. We might as well give up. You’re trapped here, destined to wait until Faedrilan escorts you to your trial.”

The finality in his voice crushed Eddie. The hope that had been soaring within him crashed to the ground. Trapped. All that power, all that knowledge, and they were defeated by a simple, magical jamming signal. He slumped onto the stone bench, his head in his hands. Cerys leaned against the wall, pale and drained from the scrying attempt, her own expression one of deep disappointment. Gilly, for once, had no witty retort, her face grim.

They sat in a shared, hopeless silence, the reality of their situation closing in around them. They were stuck. The clock was ticking.

It was Eddie’s analytical mind, the part of him that could not abide a contradiction, that finally broke the silence. He looked up, frowning.

“Wait a minute,” he said slowly, looking at Cerys and Gilly.

“What is it, Eddie?” Cerys asked, her voice tired.

“The portals,” he said, the puzzle pieces clicking into place in his mind. “Relic just spent the better part of an hour explaining that aiming a portal is a complex, dangerous, near-impossible feat of magical artistry. It requires immense concentration, a sympathetic link, and a deep understanding of multi-dimensional resonance frequencies.”

He looked from Cerys to Gilly, his gaze pointed. “But you two… You do it all the time. You opened a portal to the Barrow-Downs from my hallway. You opened one to a tavern from inside the dungeon. Gilly, you opened one to the mines from a cliff top. You just…wave your hands and they appear. If it’s so difficult, how can you just conjure them at will?”

The question, so logical, so simple, hung in the air. Cerys and Gilly exchanged a long, deeply uncomfortable look. It was the kind of look two siblings share when one of them is about to reveal an embarrassing family secret. Cerys blushed, a faint pink tinge rising on her cheeks. Gilly suddenly found the floor incredibly interesting.

“Well?” Eddie pressed, knowing he was onto something.

Cerys let out a long, put-upon sigh. She looked at Gilly, who just shrugged, as if to say, ‘You might as well tell him.’

Cerys turned her gaze back to Eddie, her expression a perfect mixture of Fae dignity and profound, human embarrassment.

“I buy a pack of them,” she said.

Eddie just stared at her, his mind completely blank. “You…what?”

“I buy them,” she repeated, her voice a low mumble, as if she were admitting to a terrible crime. “They’re called Portal Scrolls. You get them from the Mage’s Guild in the Lower Dungeons. They’re pre-inscribed, single-use portals, attuned to specific, stable nexus points like established dungeons, cross-dimensional taverns or magical houses with training cellars.”

“So…you’re telling me,” Eddie said slowly, trying to wrap his head around the sheer, anticlimactic absurdity of it all, “that while I’ve been fighting for my life, thinking you’re all powerful, reality-bending arch-mages… You’ve basically just been using magical bus tickets?”

“They are very high-quality bus tickets!” Gilly chimed in defensively. “And they’re not cheap! Do you have any idea what the import tax is on a portal from the Obsidian Forges? It’s daylight robbery!”

Eddie could only stare. All the high magic, the ancient power, the profound, cosmic struggle…and it came down to a disposable, pre-packaged commodity. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The sheer, mundane practicality of it was more shocking than any monster he had faced.

Relic, who had been watching the exchange with a look of dawning horror, finally spoke. “You use…scrolls?” he whispered, his voice trembling with the outrage of a master artist who has just discovered that his greatest patrons buy their paintings at a department store. “You reduce the most sublime, complex, and beautiful art form in all of creation…to a cheap, disposable convenience?”

He clutched his head in his hands. “Oh, the vulgarity! The sheer, unadulterated philistinism! This is why the world is ending! This is it!” He began to pace the cell, muttering to himself about the death of art and the commercialization of the arcane.

Eddie looked at the two fairies, who were now pointedly avoiding his gaze, then at the ranting, horrified master painter. His impossible, terrifying, magical world, it turned out, also had its own version of bulk-buy flat-pack furniture. And in that moment of pure, undiluted absurdity, he finally found the sense of humor Relic had accused him of lacking.

He threw his head back and laughed. A real, genuine, belly-laugh that echoed off the crystal walls of his prison. It was the most insane, most ridiculous, and most wonderfully human moment he had experienced since this whole mad adventure began.


Chapter
Forty-Five



Time to trial: 15 hours.

The echoing peals of Eddie’s laughter, a raw, human sound that was so out of place in the ancient crystal dungeon, slowly subsided, leaving a charged and awkward silence in its wake. He wiped a tear from his eye and looked at his three companions. Cerys stared at the floor, the tips of her ears a delightful shade of pink. Gilly tried, and failed, to look indignant. And Relic, the master painter, looked as though he had just witnessed someone use a priceless painting as a placemat for a greasy kebab.

“So,” Eddie said, the grin still plastered on his face. “Bus tickets.”

“They are not bus tickets!” Gilly snapped, her pride wounded. “They are highly complex, single-use, destination-specific translocation scrolls. It’s a very sophisticated system!”

“Right,” Eddie nodded, not even trying to hide his amusement. “Magical bus tickets. Can I see one?”

The request took them by surprise. It was one thing to admit to their existence, but another to subject them to the scrutiny of the mortal who found them so hilarious. With a long, put-upon sigh, Cerys held out her hand, palm up. A faint, violet light shimmered above it, and a small, flat packet of what looked like azure-blue raffle tickets materialized in her hand with a soft fizz.

“These,” she said, her voice laced with a lingering embarrassment, “are attuned to the Barrow-Downs of Balladoole. The first dungeon we went to.”

She tossed the packet over to him. Eddie, whose mind was still processing the idea that these incredible feats of magic were essentially disposable commodities, fumbled the catch. He juggled them for a terrifying second, his heart leaping into his throat at the thought of accidentally teleporting his left foot to a crypt, before finally securing them. He held the packet as if it contained the bubonic plague, his hands treating it with a reverence that was completely at odds with its appearance.

The scrolls were made of a strange, fibrous paper, the color of a deep summer sky. In the center of each one, a complex silver rune fizzed and sparked with a tiny, contained magical energy. But they were also…shabby. The corners were bent up, the edges frayed. They looked like a pack of old train tickets that had been rattling around in the bottom of a handbag for months.

“You don’t look after them very well,” he observed, gently straightening a bent corner with his thumb.

Cerys shrugged, the gesture a perfect picture of casual indifference. “They’re just portal tickets,” she said. “No biggy. You tear one in half and it gives you the power to trace the portal. What’s to look after?”

Eddie stared at the scroll in his hand, then back at the two fairies. Their casual acceptance of this incredible magic was, in its own way, more mind-boggling than the magic itself. He tried to ground himself in logic, in the rules. “So,” he said slowly, his analytical mind taking over, “these will always take you to their destination? There’s no chance of ending up in a fire-imp laundry?”

Cerys rolled her eyes, her embarrassment giving way to exasperation. “Of course they always take you to the destination,” she said, as if explaining something to a particularly slow child. “That’s what they’re for. Where else would they take you?”

And that was the question. The one question that a Fae, who took this magic for granted, would never think to ask. But Eddie, the analyst, the man who had just received a masterclass in the complex, artistic, and dangerous science of portal craft from Relic, seized upon it.

His mind exploded with a sudden, brilliant flash of insight.

“Relic,” he said, his voice quiet but electric, turning to the still-pouting painter. “You said the destination of a portal is an address. A set of coordinates encoded into the runic geometry of the spell itself.”

“The purest of art forms,” Relic sniffed, still offended.

“And these,” Eddie held up one of the azure scrolls, “are mass-produced. Pre-attuned. Which means the address, the runic geometry, it must be pre-inscribed onto the scroll itself, just waiting for a spark of mana to activate it.”

Relic’s silver eyes narrowed, his artistic pique giving way to intellectual curiosity. “A crude but accurate assessment. They are magical lithographs. A master rune is carved, and then thousands of these flimsy copies are printed with enchanted ink. All the art is gone, leaving only the raw function.”

“So the scroll isn’t just a key,” Eddie continued, his voice growing with excitement as the idea took shape, “it’s the map and the key combined. The directions are literally written on it.”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Relic conceded.

Eddie’s heart began to hammer in his chest. He looked from the shabby blue scroll in his hand to the horrified face of the master painter, to the confused expressions of the two fairies. They didn’t see it. They had lived with this magic for so long that they had stopped questioning it. But he, the outsider, the pretender with the analytical mind, he saw the loophole.

“If the address is written on it,” he breathed, his voice trembling with the sheer audacity of the thought, “can it be rewritten? Can you hijack a portal scroll?”

The silence in the cell was absolute.

Cerys and Gilly stared at him, their mouths slightly agape. Their expressions were ones of profound, utter bewilderment, the look of someone who has used a toaster their entire life to make toast, only for a stranger to walk in and ask if it could be rewired to pop out a kebab. The idea was so alien, so outside their entire frame of reference, that they couldn't immediately process it.

But Relic… Relic’s reaction was different. The ancient Fae’s silver eyes, which had been dull with disgust, slowly began to widen. A flicker of interest, then a spark of manic glee, then a full-blown inferno of creative, chaotic inspiration ignited within them. A slow, wide, and terrifying grin spread across his wrinkled face.

“Rewrite…the address,” he whispered, the words a prayer. He began to pace the cell, his movements no longer shuffling, but filled with a vibrant, manic energy. “Intercept the destination. Alter the composition mid-creation.” He stopped and looked at Eddie, his eyes blazing with a wild, artistic fire. “The artistic vandalism! The sheer, beautiful, glorious audacity of it! To take a piece of mass-produced, soulless trash and turn it into a weapon of sublime, malicious misdirection! It’s the most brilliant artistic concept I’ve heard in five hundred years! It’s punk. It’s rebellion!”

“But is it possible?” Eddie pressed, his own excitement building.

“Possible?” Relic cackled. “My dear, brilliant boy, it is more than possible! It is an imperative! It would be an insult to the very gods of creation not to do it!”

A new plan, a daring, insane, and utterly beautiful plan, began to form in Eddie’s mind. “We can’t create a portal to the House,” he said, thinking aloud. “Kaelan is shielding it from scrying. He must know we’re here, trapped until the trial. The Queen must have sent word. But we could transport ourselves to another place.”

“Alas, no,” Relic admitted, downcast. “Faedrilan has wards in place to prevent such a thing. Only the door’s opening breaks the ward’s signal. Unless…” Relic’s eyes lit up. “Unless I rewrite the ticket to open the portal in place of the door. That might counter Faedrilan’s wards,” Relic declared, his artistic passion rekindled. “The act of rewriting a magical signature without causing a catastrophic dimensional implosion will require a focus of unparalleled intensity! It will be my magnum opus of forgery!”

“Wait,” Eddie said, holding up a hand, stopping the excited brainstorming session. “The destination. There’s something else. Some place we need to go.”

He explained what Abernathy had told him, about the ancient gnome chronicler who held the secrets of his lineage. “This isn’t just a random feud,” he insisted. “Kaelan’s hatred is personal. He knew my grandfather. He claims to know something about my father. If we are going to get out of this, we need to understand the nature of the threat we face. We need to know the history. We need to talk to Joe the Scribe.”

The weight of another impossible quest settled over the room. Finding a mythical, dimension-hopping gnome librarian seemed just as daunting as stealing a portal scroll.

“But the route Abernathy described…” Cerys began. “A backwards waterfall, a moonlight bridge…those are places of legend, Eddie. It could take us days to find them. Days we don’t have. We have hours!”

“We portal straight there with Relic’s help,” he said, his conviction absolute. “Knowledge is power. And right now, it might be the most powerful weapon we have.”

The trio looked at each other. Their grand, desperate plan was nearly formed.

Relic was the first to break the silence. He let out a long, theatrical sigh. “Very well,” he grumbled. “To Joe’s place, I suppose. I did have other places to be, you know.” He turned his silver eyes on Eddie. “But know this, Steward. Portalling to Heswellervan’s library is not a physical journey alone. It will be a trial of the mind. We will pass through the Eternal Lake. It shows a man his own soul, and the Moonlight Bridge will only bear the weight of a foot that walks with pure, unwavering purpose. It will still radiate its influence into the ozone. You must be ready for what you will find. Both on the other side, and within yourself.”

The warning was grim, but it didn't deter Eddie. A sense of clarity he hadn’t known before thrummed through him. He had a plan. He had a purpose. And he had a team.

“Let’s portal to the library,” he said with a wry grin.

The grand, impossible quest to find Joe the Scribe now lay before them, a mountain of myth and legend they had to climb. But first, they had to escape their crystal cage. The air in the cell, which had briefly hummed with the energy of a new plan, was thick with a tense, impatient silence. Every passing second felt like a grain of sand slipping through the hourglass of Eddie’s life.

“So,” Gilly said, breaking the silence as she paced the length of the cell like a caged tiger. “We just portal there?”

Relic snatched the tickets from Eddie’s hand. “It will require a delicate touch. A balance of flux and anti-rune. I will not be creating a door, but rather…a momentary, violent wound in the door of this cell. It will take us through all the stages of Joe’s protections, and unless I get the intricate detail right, it will be unpleasant. We might end up somewhere else, but we will not be here. That is a certainty.”

He set to work immediately, his focus absolute. He laid the azure scroll on the floor and began to paint over its fizzing silver rune with his own strange pigments, his hands a blur of motion, his voice a low, chanting hum. The air grew thick with the smell of ozone and wet paint. Cerys and Gilly stood back, watching with a mixture of hope and trepidation. Eddie took a breath.

The tiny scroll began to glow with an unstable, sickly yellow light. The fizzing sound grew to a loud, angry hiss. “It is almost ready!” Relic cried, his face beaded with sweat. “Prepare yourselves! The crossing will be…abrupt!”

It was then that they heard it. The heavy, rhythmic tramp of armored feet approaching their cell.

“The guards,” Cerys gasped, her face paling.

The footsteps stopped outside their door. A key grated in the magical lock. The heavy, vine-woven door swung inwards, revealing Captain Faedrilan and a squad of six heavily armed Fae knights. Their faces were grim, their spears held at the ready.

“It’s over,” Faedrilan said, his voice flat and devoid of emotion. “The Queen has…reconsidered. She wants you sent to the court now.” He gestured with his head. “Seize the Steward.”

Chaos erupted.

“No!” Cerys screamed, a ball of violet energy forming in her hand.

“You’ll have to go through me!” Gilly yelled, her own hands glowing green.

Two guards lunged for Eddie. He met them with his shield, the force of their charge sending him stumbling back. Cerys and Gilly unleashed their magic, but the guards were prepared. They raised their own shields, which shimmered with anti-magic wards, absorbing the Fae sisters’ spells with a dull thud.

A frantic scramble ensued. The guards were desperate not to kill him, but to drag him back to the queen. They were skilled, strong, and more came. Two of them managed to get past Eddie’s guard, grabbing his arms and pinning him. Another two tackled Gilly, their superior strength overwhelming her. Faedrilan himself moved with a sorrowful grace, snapping a pair of the black iron, magic-nullifying manacles onto Cerys’s wrists before she could cast another spell. Eddie recalled his blade and stored his shield, admitting defeat. They had them. Eddie, Cerys, and Gilly were caught, restrained, their brief rebellion over.

But in the chaos, everyone had forgotten about the mad painter in the corner.

“The door is open!” Relic shrieked with maniacal glee.

The scroll on the floor exploded in a flash of searing, yellow light, tearing a ragged, unstable hole in the crystal wall—a frantic, jagged wound in reality. Without a second’s hesitation, before any of the guards could react, the old Fae dove headfirst into the chaotic portal.

The portal held for a single, long second, and from its depths, they heard the sound of Relic’s insane, triumphant laughter echoing back at them from a thousand different dimensions. Then, with a sound like a whip-crack, the portal snapped shut, leaving behind nothing but the smell of ozone and the faint, lingering scent of burnt paint.

He was gone.

The Fae guards stood frozen, staring in horror at the now-solid stone. Captain Faedrilan’s face was a mask of pure, unadulterated dread. He slowly turned to face his prisoners, his eyes wide with a terror far greater than any they had yet seen.

“What have you done?” he whispered, his voice trembling. He grabbed the front of Eddie’s shirt, his knuckles white. “You didn’t give him a destination, did you? You just let him go?”

Gilly, still struggling in the grip of two guards, scoffed. “What’s the big deal?” she spat. “So he escaped. He’s just a feeble old fairy. What harm can he do?”

Faedrilan’s head snapped towards her, his expression one of utter, soul-deep horror. “Feeble?” he choked out. “Child, you have no idea. You think we locked him up for his own safety?”

He let go of Eddie and began to pace, running a shaking hand through his silver hair. “The corruption…the absence of the Coire…you see what it did to the Queen. It twisted her beauty into gluttony. You see what it did to the courtiers. It turned their joy into mindless debauchery.”

He stopped and fixed them with a terrifying stare. “What do you think a curse like that does to the greatest magical artist of his age? A being whose very essence is creation, inspiration, and the weaving of order from chaos?”

He didn’t wait for an answer. “It inverts him,” he whispered, his voice filled with dread. “It turns the painter into a defiler. The creator into a destroyer. It didn’t just weaken his magic; it shattered his moral compass, his sense of consequence. He is a walking, talking agent of pure, senseless chaos. A purveyor of cosmic vandalism. A…a murderhobo.” The modern slang word sounded utterly bizarre in his formal, ancient speech.

“We locked him in that cell to protect everyone,” Faedrilan explained, his voice trembling. “We locked him in there to protect every single world from him. An untethered Relic, with no court to ground him and no Cauldron to soothe his spirit, is a calamity of unimaginable proportions. He will bounce through the realms, ‘repainting’ reality to suit his own mad whims, leaving a trail of beautiful, artistic destruction in his wake.”

“But he painted a portal in front of us!” Eddie protested.

“Yes, he could paint partial portals. We couldn’t prevent that. But the final pieces, the locks and keys, he had none of them.”

Eddie deflated. “So there is no shroud over House. He just couldn’t take us there.” For some reason, Relic’s inability to perform the magic he had so eloquently explained was worse than the full, horrifying weight of what they had just done. They hadn’t just sprung a dotty old man from jail. They had unleashed a force of cosmic chaos upon the multiverse.

He looked at the guard captain, a single, logical question cutting through his horror. “Then why?” he asked, his voice a hoarse croak. “Why did you lock us up with him? If he was so dangerous?”

Captain Faedrilan stopped his pacing. He looked at Eddie, at Cerys, at Gilly, and the despair on his face was absolute. The last piece of his failed, desperate plan fell into place.

“Because,” he said, his voice breaking with the weight of his folly, “you were supposed to escape. Not him! I assumed you were like all humans, only interested in yourself!”


Chapter
Forty-Six



Time to trial: 6 hours.

The guard captain’s words hung in the cold dungeon air, a final, devastating epitaph for their failed escape. “You were supposed to escape. Not him!” They had not only failed to save themselves but had unleashed a far greater, more chaotic problem upon the world. The weight of their new, catastrophic failure was a physical thing, pressing down on Eddie’s shoulders, making it hard to breathe.

Before anyone could process the full, horrifying implications of an untethered Relic bouncing through the multiverse, Faedrilan barked a sharp command. “Bind them! All of them! Remember why we came down here in the first place!”

The Fae guards, their movements swift and efficient, secured Eddie’s hands behind his back with cold iron cuffs that felt unnervingly solid for a magical race. They hauled the three friends from the cell and frog-marched them back up the winding stone staircase, leaving the empty, silent cell and their own foolish hopes behind.

As they were escorted through the magnificent, starlit halls of the palace, Eddie noticed a distinct change in the atmosphere. The few courtiers they passed were no longer engaged in drunken revelry. They were quiet, their faces pale and anxious. They looked at the three prisoners not with the cruel amusement of before, but with a new, sharp resentment, as if they were personally responsible for some great sacrilege. And, Eddie realized with a sinking heart, they were. They had aided in the escape of the court’s most infamous and dangerous prisoner.

They were thrust back into the throne room, and the scene that greeted them was utterly transformed. The drunken, debauched chaos was gone, replaced by a tense, sober, and heavy silence. The Fae courtiers stood in nervous, silent clusters, their fine clothes straightened, their faces etched with fear. The great diamond throne still pulsed with its soft, internal light, but the creature upon it, Queen Oonagh, wasn’t the only center of power in the room.

Standing on either side of her, tall, serene, and radiating an aura of ancient, unshakeable authority, were two High Elf Sheriffs.

They were magnificent and terrifying. Clad in elegant, flowing robes of silver and white, their long, pale hair braided with mithril threads, they stood as still as statues. They were not warriors in the way Frank was; they were living embodiments of the law, ancient and inflexible. Their faces were beautiful but utterly devoid of emotion, their pointed ears listening not to the sounds of the room, but to the eternal, unchanging hum of cosmic justice. Their very presence had sobered the entire court and reduced the bloated, tyrannical Queen to a sullen, pouting child on her own throne.

One of the High Elves, a male with eyes the color of ice falls, held a rolled-up scroll in his long, elegant fingers. He fixed his cold, piercing gaze on Eddie, a gaze that stripped him bare, to read every fear and failure in his soul.

With a flick of his wrist, the High Elf unraveled the scroll. His voice, when he spoke, filled the vast hall, each word as clear and sharp as a shard of ice.

“Edward Strike, mortal, Steward of Mooinjer Veggey,” the Sheriff began, his voice a dispassionate, melodic monotone. “You stand accused before this council, convened by the authority of the Elder Accords. The charges are twofold.”

He paused, letting the weight of his words settle. “One: that you did knowingly and with malicious aforethought attempt to evade the lawful justice of the magical court by conspiring to escape from a duly appointed place of confinement.”

He looked down his long, perfect nose at Eddie. “And two: that you did, while under formal indictment and awaiting trial, willingly and illegally leave the designated mortal plane of Earth, thereby violating the sacred terms of your magical recognizance.”

He rolled up the scroll with a snap. “You are therefore duly arrested, pending your immediate delivery to the place of your trial. How do you plead?”

The world seemed to tilt on its axis. Arrested? It was insane.

“We plead innocent!” Cerys cried out, stepping forward, her manacles clinking. “He didn’t leave willingly! We brought him here!”

“He was our prisoner!” Gilly added, her voice sharp with indignation. “We were trying to find a way to help him survive the trial that your broken justice system sentenced him to!”

“I didn’t know I couldn’t leave Earth,” Eddie said, his voice pleading. “No one told me the rules. I’m new to all of this. It was a mistake.”

Their protests were met with a wall of cold, indifferent silence from the High Elves. But the Queen, seeing her chance for revenge, decided to intervene.

“Lies!” she screeched, her voice a shrill, vindictive whine. She pointed a fat, trembling finger at them. “They came to my court under false pretences! They sought to cheat and steal my magic! The mortal is a rogue, a trickster! He and his little fairy accomplices were plotting against me!”

Her words, though patently false, were poison. They painted a picture of malicious intent, not ignorant error. The High Elf Sheriff listened to her tirade with an impassive expression, then turned his icy gaze back to Eddie.

“Your ignorance of the law is not a defense, mortal,” he stated simply. “And the testimony of a sitting monarch, however…agitated…carries significant weight. You were found outside your designated plane of existence. The transgression is absolute. You are guilty.”

It was hopeless. The word of a spoiled, lying Queen and the inflexible dogma of an ancient law had sealed his fate.

“What… What will happen to me?” Eddie asked, his voice barely a whisper.

“Your trial is set for six of your hours hence,” the Sheriff said. “Until that time, you constitute a significant flight risk and a potential destabilizing influence.” He conferred with his silent partner for a moment in a series of subtle, unspoken gestures.

“A suitable place of confinement is required,” the Sheriff finally declared. “One that will not interfere with the preparations for the trial, but will ensure your presence.” He looked at Eddie, a flicker of something—was it logic? or cruelty?—in his cold eyes. “You will be remanded to your own custody. You are hereby placed under house arrest, confined to the wards and boundaries of your estate at Mooinjer Veggey, until the appointed hour of your trial. The respected vampiric counsel has already availed us of a ward surrounding the house and preventing your exit. We will escort you directly there.”

For a dizzying second, Eddie felt a surge of relief. Relic hadn’t lied. Something deeper was going on with the mad artist. The only question was, what? Then it dawned on him. House arrest? He was being sent home?

House arrest. The veil hadn’t been to kill him, but to imprison him. Had everything Relic said been a lie to engineer his own escape? Eddie slapped his head. How could he have been so stupid? If Relic could have drawn a portal, he would have done so and escaped long ago. But, as Cerys squeezed his hand, he realized he was lucky—lucky to be able to spend his last few hours with her and Gilly.

Confined to the boundaries of his estate. He supposed it wasn’t so bad.

“Can we at least dungeon dive?” Gilly asked, but received a glare that told her no. Eddie sighed, his self-pity returning.

No more dungeon diving with Cerys and Gilly. No more access to the high-risk, high-reward nexus points that were his only hope of gaining significant power.

No more training sessions with Frank the Sword-Elf, whose expertise was a vital part of his preparation.

No questing for Joe the Scribe. The moonlight bridge, the backwards waterfall, the secrets of his lineage—all of it, now completely out of reach.

His grand plans, his desperate strategies, the fragile web of hope he had so carefully constructed…all of it was foiled. Utterly and completely. He was being sent home not to a sanctuary, but to a prison. A cage where he could do nothing but sit and watch the last precious hours of his life tick away, while his strength stagnated and his enemy prepared for their final, fatal meeting.

Everything was over. He was Level 14. And at Level 14 he would stay. He would not get any stronger before the trial.

A profound, soul-crushing desolation washed over him, so total and absolute that it felt like a physical death. He had been given a sliver of hope, a chance to fight, only to have it snatched away by a web of ancient laws and the petty vindictiveness of a fallen queen.

The High Elf Sheriff raised a hand. A portal, shimmering with a cold, silver, and unnervingly official light, opened in the center of the throne room.

“Your transport has arrived, Steward,” the Sheriff said, his voice devoid of any sympathy. “Do not attempt to resist.”

Two Fae guards, their faces grim, took his arms. They led him towards the portal, towards his home, towards his prison, towards the end of his story.

The portal was nothing like the vibrant, chaotic gateways the fairies created. It was a cold, sterile, silver wound in the air, and it pulled them through with an impersonal, dispassionate force, like data being transferred from one server to another. One moment they were standing in the judgmental silence of the Fae throne room; the next, they were unceremoniously deposited onto the stone floor of the main hall of Mooinjer Veggey. The portal snapped shut behind them with a sound like a prison door clanging shut. They were home. They were incarcerated.

The silence in the great house was absolute, a heavy, suffocating blanket of despair. The adrenaline of the confrontation, the frantic hope of their escape plan, the camaraderie of their dungeon dive—it all evaporated, leaving behind the bitter, undeniable truth of their situation.

Wordlessly, the three of them trudged into the magnificent dining room, the scene of their brief, triumphant meal feeling now like a cruel joke. They slumped into the heavy, brocaded chairs around the great table, three condemned prisoners awaiting the dawn of their execution. Cerys stared blankly at the polished wood, her face a pale mask of disbelief. Gilly, her usual fiery spirit utterly extinguished, had her head buried in her arms. And Eddie… Eddie felt a hollowness so profound it was a physical ache, a cancer of failure eating him from the inside out. His grand plans, his clever strategies, all of it had been for nothing. He was going to die, and he had dragged his two best friends into his doom.

A faint, shimmering in the air by the sideboard resolved into the stiff, formal figure of Mr. Abernathy. The ghostly butler took in the scene of utter dejection, his spectral face a mask of professional decorum, though his translucent eyes held a flicker of something that might have been sympathy.

“Master Eddie,” he said, his voice a crisp, quiet whisper that was somehow louder than a shout in the silent room. “You have returned.” He glided closer, his gaze falling upon Eddie’s dishevelled state. “And you are…ripe,” he continued with a delicate sniff. “One might even say you smell like the inside of a goblin’s boot. This will not do for the trial. A Steward must, at the very least, face his execution with a modicum of personal hygiene.”

He clapped his spectral hands together. “Food has been kept warm. A restorative broth, perhaps? Some wine to steady the nerves?”

His attempt at normalcy was so absurd, so utterly at odds with their crushing despair, that it was almost comical. They ate, not because they were hungry, but because there was nothing else to do. The ghostly staff served them a simple meal of soup and bread, their movements silent and efficient, ghosts serving ghosts-to-be. The food was tasteless, the wine like ash in their mouths.

Finally, Eddie pushed his bowl away. He couldn’t sit and wait for the end. He had to do something. Anything. He stood up, intending to go upstairs, to take that shower Abernathy had so pointedly suggested, to wash away the stench of failure.

He walked out of the dining room and past the cellar door. And as he did, an idea, a final, desperate, utterly insane spark, ignited in the darkness of his mind. It wasn't a complex strategy born of his intellect. It was a primal, simple, almost stupid thought, a throwback to the most basic, cliché rule of the game.

He stopped dead in the hall. His shower, forgotten. His despair, forgotten. All that remained was this one, single, desperate spark. He turned and, without a word, descended into the cellar.

He stormed through the workshop, his mind a feverish whirl of activity, bypassing the forge, the loom, the sharpening stone and heading straight to the neat stack of seasoned firewood he had seen before. He grabbed a solid, sturdy, oak log and went to the woodworking bench.

Cerys, her curiosity piqued by his sudden, strange energy, appeared at the top of the steps. “Eddie? What are you doing?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he secured the log in a vice and, using one of the sharp saws from the tool bag, began to work. The sound of the saw biting into wood was a harsh, rhythmic, and strangely hopeful sound in the silent cellar. He carved a point. A long, sharp, brutally simple point, fashioning the log into a wooden stake.

“Eddie!” Cerys’s voice was sharp with alarm. She rushed to his side. “What in all the realms do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m preparing,” he grunted, his focus entirely on his work.

“Preparing for what? To give him a splinter?” she asked, incredulous. She grabbed his arm, forcing him to stop. “This is madness! You can’t be serious! You cannot possibly think you can walk into a formal trial by combat and just stab him with a piece of wood! Kaelan would never allow it! They’ll search you! They’ll disarm you!”

“I know,” Eddie said, his voice a low, intense growl. He pulled his arm free and went back to his work, the saw biting deep.

“Then why are you doing this?” she pleaded, her voice cracking with desperation. “This is…this is giving up! This isn’t a strategy! This is just…busy work!”

“Stakes kill vampires, Cerys. You told me that,” he said, his voice a flat, stubborn statement of fact. “It’s the one rule everyone knows.”

“I know, but Kaelan isn’t just any vampire!” she cried, her frustration boiling over. “He’s an ancient! He’s a prince of the Cursed Bloodline! He’s not daft, Eddie! He’s not going to just stand there and let you jab him with a sharp stick! This is pointless!”

He finished the first stake. It was crude, about two feet long, but the point was viciously sharp. He threw it on the workbench, working like a man possessed.

She watched him for a long time, her arguments, her pleading, her logic, all of it breaking against the wall of his silent, feverish determination. Eddie had a manic, focused light in his eyes, and a terrible understanding dawned on her. This wasn’t a strategy. This was a man with nothing left to lose, clinging to the only piece of folklore that gave him a sliver of hope. It was a desperate, irrational act, but it was an act. And it was better than the silent, hopeless despair that had consumed them upstairs.

With a long, shuddering sigh of resignation, she picked up a chisel. If he was going to descend into this madness, he wasn't going to do it alone.

They worked together in a grim, silent production line. Eddie’s raw strength and Cerys’s Fae grace made them a surprisingly effective team. They sawed, they whittled, they sharpened. For hours, the only sound in the cellar was the rhythmic rasp of saws and the scrape of knives on wood. They didn’t talk. There was nothing left to say.

By the time they were done, a small arsenal of two dozen crude but brutally effective wooden stakes lay on the workbench. Eddie looked at them, a grim satisfaction on his face.

He held up his [Lesser Storage Ring]. He had mostly used it for loot and potions, but now he had a new use for it. He took ten of the sharpest stakes and, one by one, touched them to the ring and willed them away. They vanished into the pocket dimension, a hidden arsenal no one would know he possessed.

He then took six of the remaining stakes and, using a length of leather cord from the workshop, fashioned a crude but functional holster on his belt, the sharpened points angled downwards. This was the visible threat. The distraction.

His eyes scanned the workshop one last time. They fell upon the splintered, grimy, pathetic-looking broom handle leaning against the wall, his very first weapon. A sentimental, foolish impulse seized him. He walked over and grabbed it. It was useless, weak, a joke of a weapon. But it was a reminder. A reminder of the terrified, helpless man he had been, and of how far he had come. He tucked it into his belt.

Cerys watched him, her heart aching. He looked like a child playing at being a soldier, armed with a handful of sticks against a legion. “It’s getting late, Eddie,” she said softly, her voice heavy with unspoken fears. “The trial is soon. You should… You should shower and rest until they come.”

He nodded, his own manic energy finally beginning to fade, leaving a deep, hollow weariness in its place. “You’re right,” he said and looked at her, his eyes full of a deep, sad affection. “But there’s one last thing I have to do.”

“What is it?”

“I need to see the Dryad,” he said, his voice quiet. “I need to say goodbye.”

The words, so simple, so final, were a dagger in her heart. He wasn’t just preparing for a fight. He was preparing to die.

Eddie walked past her, up the cellar stairs, his footsteps heavy with a grim, final purpose. Cerys stood alone in the workshop, surrounded by the wood shavings and the scent of freshly cut oak. She watched him go, watched the back of the man she loved as he walked towards what she believed was his certain doom.

A single, hot tear escaped and traced a silent path down her cheek. She didn’t understand his plan. She didn’t understand his manic obsession with these crude, wooden weapons. All she knew was that the man walking up those stairs was not the same man who had stumbled into her life just a few short weeks ago. He was a Steward. He was a warrior. He was a hero walking towards his own execution with his head held high. And she had never loved him more.


Chapter
Forty-Seven



Time to trial: 0 hours, 58 minutes.

The final hour had come, and from Eddie’s bedroom window, it was a dark and unforgiving night. A thick, wet mist rolled in from the sea, clinging to the ancient stones of Mooinjer Veggey, a shroud for a night of reckoning. Eddie’s muddled, conflicted mind made the world dissolve into a formless, colorless gloom. He had washed, and Abernathy had laid out smart, fresh clothes befitting an execution. Eddie sat as the fog of his desolation cleared. Sulking and worrying, just wasn’t him anymore. With Slicer across his lap, his mind became a silent, whirring engine of calculations, strategies, and desperate, whispered hopes once again.

The house was quiet. Cerys and Gilly had left him to his thoughts, their own grief and fear a palpable presence in the rooms below. He had heard them talking while he toweled himself dry, their voices a low, worried murmur. They were planning, too. But he knew, and they knew, that this final battle was his alone.

He dressed in the clothes, practical, and black: sturdy trousers, a soft, long-sleeved tunic, and well-oiled leather boots. They were the clothes of a warrior going to meet his fate.

There was a quiet, shared last meal in the great dining room. No one spoke. The food, though perfectly prepared by Mrs. Gable, tasted bland. The silence was a heavy, suffocating thing, filled with all the words they couldn’t bring themselves to say. I’m sorry. I’m scared. I love you. Goodbye.

After the meal, Eddie walked out into the garden alone. He needed to see her one last time. The grove was a haven of green, vibrant life in the starlit, misty night. The Dryad’s tree now stood over ten feet tall, a magnificent, thriving presence. Her form within the bark was so clear, so lifelike, he felt he could reach out and touch her warm skin. Her moss-green eyes opened as he approached.

“My Protector,” her voice whispered on the wind. “The night is grim.”

“It is,” he agreed, his voice a hoarse croak. He stood before her, the man who had vowed to be her guardian, now facing his own imminent demise. He felt a raw, aching sense of failure. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know if I can keep my promise.”

“You have already kept it,” she replied, her voice filled with a gentle, unwavering faith. “You saved me. You gave me a future. Whatever happens this night, that is a truth that cannot be undone. Fight well, Eddie Strike. Fight for the life you have earned.”

“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you for my gift.”

She dipped her head, a smile on her face. “The pleasure was all mine, Eddie Strike.”

He nodded, unable to speak past the lump in his throat and reached out and gently touched the bark of her tree, a final, silent farewell. As he turned to leave, two figures appeared at the edge of the grove, shimmering into existence in a portal of cold, official silver. The High Elf Sheriffs had arrived. It was time.

The goodbyes were a blur of choked-back tears and desperate, clinging hugs. Gilly, her usual bravado gone, simply held him tight. “You come back, you hear me?” she whispered, her voice fierce. “You come back, or I’ll hunt down your ghost and kick its spectral arse.”

Cerys was last. She didn’t cry. Her face was a mask of pale, fierce resolve. She pulled his head down and kissed him, a deep, passionate, desperate kiss that conveyed everything she couldn’t say. It was a kiss of love, of faith, of a future she refused to believe they wouldn’t have. “I’ll be there,” she murmured against his lips. “We’ll all be there. You won’t be alone.”

The elves led him to the portal, his hands bound in front of him by shimmering, magical chains. He looked back one last time at his home, at the two fairies standing on the lawn, at Abernathy and his ghostly staff. Then he stepped into the cold, silver light.

The transition was instantaneous and jarring. He was no longer in his quiet garden, but in a place of immense, ancient, and oppressive power. He stood in the center of a vast, circular arena, its floor made of smooth, black stone sprinkled with gray sand. All around him, rising into the gloomy heights of a cavern, sat a semi-circle of tiered, stone steps. It was, his system told him, The Great Court of the Accords.

It was both a courtroom and a place of execution, and it was filled with a gallery of every magical creature imaginable. Goblins jeered and placed bets. Trolls sat impassively, their stony faces unreadable. Elves looked on with a cold, aristocratic disdain. He saw werefolk, their human forms barely containing the wolf within, their eyes hungry. And in a small, determined cluster near the front, he saw his friends. Cerys and Gilly sat side-by-side, their faces pale but defiant. Beside them were Frank, Elara the white witch, Ronan the fisherman, and even the grumpy Boggart, Grendel. They were a tiny island of support in a vast ocean of hostile or indifferent spectators.

The elves led him to the center of the arena floor. Before him, on a series of high, judicial thrones carved from obsidian, sat three dour-looking High Elves, Lord Gallion from the Under Club among them. And to their right, seated in a place of high honor, was Kaelan.

He was dressed not for battle, but for a coronation. He wore a magnificent, high-collared jacket of black velvet embroidered with silver thread, his dark hair perfect, his pale face a mask of smug, triumphant beauty. He was flanked by Lorcan and Finn, and behind them sat a dozen other vampires of his Cursed Bloodline, all of them watching Eddie with the cool, predatory amusement of cats watching a cornered mouse. The fact that they were seated as honored guests, beside the judges themselves, confirmed what Eddie already knew. The system wasn’t just rigged against him; it was an active participant in his destruction.

A High Elf, Lord Aeridor, rose to his feet, and hush fell over the vast chamber.

“This council is now in session,” his voice chimed, cold and clear. “We are gathered to pass judgment on the grievance brought by Prince Kaelan of the Cursed Bloodline against the mortal, Edward Strike, Steward of Mooinjer Veggey.” He turned his icy gaze on the vampire. “The council invites the honorable Kaelan to make his case.”

Kaelan rose, his movements fluid and graceful. He did not shout or rage. He spoke with a calm, reasonable, and utterly damning sincerity.

“Lords of the Accords, esteemed members of the magical community,” he began, his voice a smooth, persuasive baritone that filled the chamber. “I come before you today not as a prince, but as a victim. I stand here as a symbol of the order and tradition that has kept our world safe for millennia, an order that is now threatened by a new, chaotic, and dangerously unstable force.”

He pointed a long, elegant finger at Eddie. “This mortal. This…Steward. In a few short weeks, he has risen from a state of complete obscurity to one of considerable power. A power he has not earned through centuries of study or discipline, but has simply…acquired. And how has he used this newfound power? With respect? With caution? No. He has used it with the reckless, violent abandon of a spoiled child given a loaded weapon.”

He recounted the events in the pub, his words a masterpiece of manipulative storytelling. He painted a picture of himself as a peacekeeper, calmly approaching Cerys, an old acquaintance, only to be met by the unprovoked, brutish aggression of her mortal companion.

“Then later he struck me,” Kaelan said, his voice filled with a perfect, feigned note of wounded dignity. “In a place of sanctuary. An act of barbaric thuggery that flies in the face of every law and tradition we hold dear. I ask you, is this the kind of behaviour we can tolerate? Is this the kind of chaotic element we can allow to grow unchecked in our midst? I acted only to defend my honor and to contain a threat that was escalating out of control.”

“Lies!” Eddie yelled, his voice raw. “You insulted her! You pushed me!”

Lord Aeridor’s gaze snapped to him. “The accused will be silent,” he commanded, his voice sharp as a razor.

Kaelan gave a small, sad smile, as if pained by Eddie’s outburst. “You see?” he said to the court. “The rage is barely contained even now, and I hear rumor of dark, wild magic within him. The magic of the Celt and Viking, long banned, long banished from our world.”

An audible intake of stunned breath hissed through the arena.

“I ask not for vengeance, my lords. I ask for justice. I ask for the safety and stability of our world, that I might rid it once more of the ancient curse of rage magic. I ask that this…rogue element…be dealt with before his power grows to a point where none of us can control it.”

He finished his speech and sat down. A wave of murmurs swept through the gallery. Then, a slow, building chorus of voices rose from the crowd. “Hear, hear!” The vampires, the goblins, the resentful Fae of Oonagh’s court, they all nodded their heads in agreement. It was a sham. A public relations exercise before an execution.

Lord Aeridor stood again, his face a mask of cold, impartial judgment. “The council has heard the testimony of the honorable Kaelan. In light of the evidence presented, and the clear and present danger posed by the accused, I will now pronounce my verdict.”

The injustice was so blatant, so absolute, that it jolted Eddie out of his stunned silence. He was not going to go down without a fight.

“Hey!” he shouted, his voice ringing with a desperate, furious energy that made several of the judges flinch. “Don’t I get a say? Don’t I get to defend myself?”

Lord Aeridor turned his icy gaze upon him. “And what would be the point?” he asked, his voice dripping with condescension. “His word, the word of a prince of an ancient bloodline, carries more weight than that of a mortal upstart. What could you possibly say that would change the outcome?”

“I am a Strike!” Eddie roared, pulling against his chains. “I am the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey! That’s not a title of an upstart. It is an ancient and honorable position. It grants me a voice in this court!”

A flicker of something—annoyance? distaste?—crossed the High Elf’s perfect features. He sniffed, a quiet, dismissive sound. “The Strikes,” he said, as if the name left a bad taste in his mouth. “Yes. An old line. A human line that meddled in affairs beyond its station. You were…just about tolerated. A necessary nuisance to maintain a certain…balance.”

He leaned forward slightly, his voice dropping to a low, conspiratorial whisper that was somehow audible to every person in the vast chamber. And he delivered the final, devastating blow.

“…Until you weren’t. Humans are like ticks.They spoil the most beautiful forests.”

The words hung in the air, cold and sharp. Eddie stared at him, not understanding.

“Your grandfather,” Aeridor continued, his voice a silken, venomous thread, “was a problem. He grew too powerful, too independent. He ignored the edicts of the Council. He became…a rogue element.” He looked at Kaelan, then back at Eddie. “A situation that resolved itself. Just as your father’s…unfortunate situation…resolved itself. They were both tolerated, Steward, until they weren’t. A fact the Council was content to overlook for the sake of stability.”

The world dissolved. The sounds of the court, the faces in the gallery, the cold stone beneath his feet—it all faded into a roaring, white noise in his ears. He understood the subtext. Murdered. Not just his grandfather. His father, too. The man he knew nothing about. Their deaths weren't accidents. They weren't tragic turns of fate. They were assassinations. Sanctioned. Ignored. A political expediency.

His entire lineage had been a lie, his family’s legacy a carefully managed tragedy. The injustice of it all, the cold, bureaucratic cruelty, was a physical blow, more powerful than any monster’s attack.

Lord Aeridor, his work done, his final, crushing revelation delivered, stood to his full height. He raised his voice, pronouncing the sentence not just to Eddie, but to the entire, waiting world.

“The grievance is found. The transgression is absolute. Prince Kaelan is granted his right of vengeance.” He pointed a long, slender finger at Eddie. “The sentence is trial by combat. To the death. Let it commence now.”

Without further ado, he slammed a golden gavel onto the obsidian lectern before him. The sound boomed like a death knell. A hazy, impenetrable wall of force erupted from the floor, encircling the arena, trapping Eddie in the center. The trial was over. The execution was about to begin.

He looked across the arena at Kaelan, who rose from his seat, a slow, triumphant, predatory smile on his face. He stared up at Cerys, and saw the absolute, soul-shattering horror in her eyes. He was alone. His plans were in ruins. His family’s history was a lie. All he had left was a handful of desperate, half-formed strategies, and the burning, all-consuming need for revenge.


Chapter
Forty-Eight



Aeridor flicked his wrist and Eddie’s magical chains dissolved into motes of silver light. Kaelan stepped away from his seat and, with the fluid grace of a panther, leaped from the dais onto the arena floor. He didn’t draw a weapon. He just stood there, a hundred feet away, a slow, cruel smile playing on his lips. At the same time, a shimmering, impenetrable dome enclosed the arena, sealing Eddie in with his executioner.

“Before we begin, Steward,” Kaelan called out, his voice dripping with condescension, “I believe you have something that might cause me some discomfort. Now, ordinarily, those pathetic stakes adorning your belt wouldn’t concern me. But, given your rapid increase in stats, I think I might just remove them. You know, in case you’ve inherited some roguish traits.” He flicked his wrist, and a small, almost invisible tongue of black flame shot from his fingertip.

It struck the wooden stakes tucked into Eddie’s belt. The seasoned oak, a symbol of his desperate, futile plan, burst into flames. The crowd whooped and cheered as Eddie yelped in surprise, frantically slapping at his hip, tearing the flaming holster from his belt and throwing the burning stakes to the ground. It was his first humiliation, a petty, childish act of magical arson designed to make him look like a fool.

He stamped out the last of the flames, his face burning with shame and anger, and glared at Kaelan. “Scared?” he growled.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Kaelan purred. “But no cheating with crude, mortal weapons. This is to be a duel of skill, of elegance, of gradually whittling away HP. This is to be an utter humiliation.”

“Fine,” Eddie snarled. “You want skill? You think that was the only thing I had up my sleeve?” With a mental command, he summoned his true weapon. Slicer appeared in his hand in a flash of brilliant, defiant blue light.

Kaelan’s smile didn't falter. If anything, it widened. “A pretty trinket,” he said with a dismissive wave. A magnificent longsword, its blade forged from a black metal, appeared in his hand. “But I, too, am a master of the sword. I was tutored by the Blademasters of the Onyx Citadel, not some has-been, one-eyed elf hiding in a garage.”

They began to circle each other, the tension in the arena a palpable, living thing. Eddie held Slicer in a low guard just as Frank had taught him, his [Strategic Mind] analyzing every subtle shift in the vampire’s stance. This was it. The fight was about to begin.

And then Kaelan stopped. He sighed, a theatrical gesture of boredom. He strolled away from Eddie, turning his back on him completely, and looked up at the High Elven judges.

“My apologies for the delay, my Lords,” he called out, his voice ringing with false deference. “But another small point of order, if I may. I was under the impression that extra-dimensional storage devices were forbidden in formal duels under the Accords, Section Twelve, Subsection Four.”

Eddie’s heart turned to ice. The ring.

Lord Aeridor looked down, a flicker of annoyance on his perfect face. He conferred with his silent partners. “The grievance is… valid,” he pronounced after a moment. “The item was not declared. An oversight given the barbaric nature of the accused. We didn’t… er… expect him to have won one so soon.” He raised a hand towards Eddie. “The ring will be removed.”

Eddie felt a powerful, irresistible magical force tug at his hand. The Lesser Storage Ring, his secret weapon, his hidden arsenal, slid from his finger and flew through the air, hovering before the judges’ dais. With another flick of Aeridor’s wrist, the ring’s contents fell onto the arena floor. A dozen sharpened, oak stakes and two small healing potions clattered onto the black stone.

The crowd gasped, then erupted into jeers and laughter. Kaelan had caught Eddie cheating. The vampire turned, his face a mask of mock shock. “More stakes? And potions? Oh, Steward. So very clumsy. So very…mortal.” With another casual flick of his wrist, a wave of black fire washed over the pathetic pile of items, incinerating them into a puff of ash.

Eddie’s secret plan. His hidden arsenal. Gone in a flash. His distraction, the stakes in his belt, were a complete waste of time.

Kaelan caught the floating ring, then, with a final, cruel flourish, he tossed it into the gallery, directly into Cerys’s lap. “A memento,” he called out to her, his voice dripping with poison. “To remember the animal you so foolishly loved.”

Eddie stood alone in the center of the arena, his plans in ashes, his spirit crestfallen. It was over before it had even begun. Kaelan whooped and hollered, playing to the frenzied crowd. Then he turned, his black sword a blur.

He attacked.

What followed was a masterclass in humiliation. Kaelan became a whirlwind of effortless, elegant violence. He didn’t try to kill Eddie. He toyed with him. He parried Eddie’s desperate slashes with insulting ease, his black sword everywhere at once. He’d land a small, painful cut on Eddie’s arm, then dance away. He’d trip him with a sweep of his leg, then stand over him, laughing. He disarmed him twice, sending Slicer skittering across the floor, only to wait for Eddie to retrieve it before continuing the torture.

“He’s playing with you, boy!” Slicer screamed in his mind. “His form is arrogant! He leaves his flank open after every third parry! Lunge now!”

But Eddie couldn’t. Kaelan was too fast. Every time he tried to exploit an opening, the vampire vanished, his mocking laughter echoing in Eddie’s ears. His HP bled away, not in great chunks, but in a slow, agonizing, humiliating drain. 280…260…250…

As Kaelan reduced him to nothing. Eddie’s spirit, his confidence, his hope—all of it was systematically dismantled before the jeering eyes of the entire magical world.

150…120…100… The red numbers flashed. The alarm in his mind blared. He was close. Kaelan, seeing his weakness, moved in for a final, theatrical flourish, his sword raised for a disabling blow to the shoulder.

It was the opening Eddie’s berserker soul had been waiting for.

His HP dropped below the magic number. The [Rage of the Ancients] exploded out of him.

A guttural, inhuman roar of pure, elemental fury tore from his throat. The world vanished in a tidal wave of blood-red haze. All thought, all strategy, all fear, was incinerated. There was only the rage. He was a mindless, unstoppable force of destruction, and his one desire was to annihilate the smirking creature before him.

He lunged, Slicer a crimson blur, a weapon of pure, unthinking carnage.

But Kaelan was prepared, always one step ahead.

The vampire’s eyes widened, not with fear, but with cunning anticipation. He didn’t try to meet the charge. He didn’t block. He simply…moved. With a burst of his unnatural, vampiric speed, he danced away from the frothing, furious attack.

The next minutes were a terrifying, futile match. Eddie, in his berserker rage, was a hurricane of flailing, powerful attacks. He smashed craters in the stone floor. He shattered the air with the force of his swings. But he never touched Kaelan. The vampire became a ghost, a phantom, always just out of reach. He flowed around Eddie’s attacks, a matador gracefully evading a charging bull, a cruel smile on his face as he watched the mortal burn through the last of his power.

Then the rage petered out. Its red haze flickered and died. The immense, borrowed power vanished, and the backlash was absolute.

Status Effect: [Exhausted Soul]! All stats -5 for 1 hour!

He collapsed to his knees, his strength gone, his body a trembling, useless husk. The [Rage of the Ancients], his final, desperate gambit, had failed. He was truly done. It was over.

Kaelan strolled towards him, his black sword resting casually on his shoulder, and stood over Eddie, the picture of triumphant, arrogant grace. “Was that it?” he asked with a sigh of disappointment. “A little temper tantrum? I was expecting so much more.”

He raised his sword for the killing blow.

“It’s time, my friends,” Kaelan called. “You’ve seen his wild magic. You’ve seen the savage in him. He must die!”

But Eddie had one last weapon. Not a blade, not a spell, but the truth. He looked past Kaelan, at the silent, watching crowd.

“This was never about me!” he yelled, his voice raw and broken, but carrying to every corner of the arena. “You all think this is about justice? About a mortal striking a prince? You’ve been played! All of you!” He pointed a shaking finger at Kaelan. “This is about a vampire’s pathetic, unrequited love for a fairy! This is about a coward who couldn’t stand to see the woman he wanted choose someone else!”

A hush fell over the crowd. Kaelan froze, his sword poised, the confident smirk wiped from his face, replaced by a flash of pure, panicked fury.

“It’s Cerys, isn’t it, Kaelan?” Eddie pushed on, spitting blood. “You hate me because she chose me! You couldn’t abide her being with a mortal, with someone you see as beneath you! You loved Cerys, a fairy, your mortal enemy!”

“Lies!” Kaelan hissed, but his eyes, his treacherous eyes, looked instinctively towards the gallery. Towards Cerys.

Everyone saw it. The entire court saw his gaze falter, saw where his heart truly lay.

From the gallery, Cerys stood up, her face a mask of cold, beautiful fury. “Is it true, Kaelan?” she called out, her voice ringing with power. “Is this all because of me?”

Kaelan looked at her, and for a second, a universe of pain and longing crossed his expression. He started to say something, to admit it, his mouth forming the word ‘Yes.’ But then his gaze flickered to the side, to the disapproving, stone-faced vampires of his bloodline. To his faction leader, Lord Corvinus.

His expression hardened. He turned away from Cerys. “No,” he said, but his voice lacked conviction. “The Fae means nothing to me. This is about honor.”

Lord Corvinus, the ancient, powerful leader of the Cursed Bloodline, rose slowly to his feet. “Is that so, Kaelan?” he asked, his voice a low, dangerous rumble.

“Yes, my lord,” Kaelan said, not quite meeting his gaze.

“I see,” Corvinus said, his eyes cold. “Then prove it. If this Fae means nothing to you, then your course is clear. Finish the mortal…and then kill the fairy.”

A collective gasp went through the arena. The command was absolute. Trapped by his own lies, his face turned to a mask of horror.

“No!” Eddie screamed, trying to get to his feet.

But Kaelan was already moving. His face was a twisted agony of duty and despair. He appeared before Eddie in a blur of motion, his black sword a streak of shadow.

The blade slid into Eddie’s gut, the pain a distant, final thought. HP: 20…15…10…

This was the end.

But as Kaelan stood over him, his eyes filled with a terrible, tragic sorrow, Eddie, with his last ounce of life, let Slicer fall from his hand with a clatter.

And with his other, he summoned the one thing no one had accounted for. The one thing that was not on any list, not in any ring, not a weapon, not a tool. A thing of sentiment, altered by a promise.

His old, splintered, pathetic broom handle appeared in his hand.

Kaelan’s eyes widened in confusion for a fraction of a second. It was all the time Eddie needed.

As his life faded, as his HP dropped to its last, single digit, he drove the sharpened wooden point of the broom handle forward. It wasn't a powerful blow. It was a clumsy, desperate shove. But Kaelan, lost in his own despair, didn't see it coming. The stake slid into his gut, under his ribs, and, with a final, desperate push from Eddie, punched straight into his cold, dead heart.

Surprise. Pure, absolute surprise filled Kaelan’s perfect face. He looked down at the crude, wooden stick protruding from his chest, then back at Eddie. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out.

The vampire prince staggered back, a look of profound, tragic disbelief on his face. A faint, orange light began to glow from the wound. It spread quickly, cracks of fire appearing all over his body. With a final, silent scream, Kaelan the Cursed Prince burst into a roaring column of black and red flame, turning to ash before he even hit the ground.

The crowd gasped as one. Eddie, his vision fading to black, collapsed onto the cold stone floor. The last thing he saw was Cerys and Gilly leaping into the arena, their faces a mask of terror and hope, Cerys’s hands glowing with healing magic.

The last thing he heard was her screaming his name.

“How did you keep it?” she cried, her spells a desperate, green fire keeping his HP from hitting zero. “The ring was gone! How did you have the stake?”

He coughed, a single, perfect word forming on his bloody lips before the darkness took him completely.

“Dryad…”


Chapter
Forty-Nine



The first thing Eddie noticed was a gentle, persistent warmth on his hand. It was a soft, living heat, a stark contrast to the absolute cold he had felt consuming him as he knelt on the arena’s cold stone ground, notifications distracting him as he faded. He clung to the warmth like a drowning man clings to a piece of driftwood, letting it pull him up from the silent, black abyss. Slowly, reluctantly, he opened his eyes.

The world swam back into focus. He was in his own bed, the magnificent four-poster in the master bedroom of Mooinjer Veggey. The morning sun streamed through the tall, clean windows, filling the room with soft, hopeful light. And the warmth on his hand was Cerys’s, her fingers laced tightly through his, her head resting on the edge of the bed beside him.

He wasn’t alone. The room was crowded with the silent, watchful figures of his small, strange family. Gilly sat in an armchair by the fire, her Fae form restored, her butterfly wings drooping with exhaustion and a bow lying across her lap. Frank, the ancient Sword-Elf, stood like a stone sentinel by the door, his arms crossed, his scarred face grim but holding a flicker of something that might have been respect. Elara, the white witch, quietly arranged vials and herbs on a bedside table, the air filled with the pungent, clean scent of her remedies. Even Ronan the fisherman was there, his great white beard sunk to his chest as he dozed in a chair in the corner.

They had all been holding a vigil. For him.

A wave of overwhelming emotion washed over him. He was no longer just Eddie Strike, the boring man from New York. He was a part of something. He belonged. And these were his allies, his friends. But his gaze, and his heart, were drawn to the two fairies. He stared at Cerys’s sleeping, beautiful face, her fiery hair a splash of vibrant life on the white linen, and felt love so fierce it was a physical pain in his chest. Then there was Gilly. He’d accepted her as part of him too. She sat close, and her beauty called to him. Her bubbly character made him laugh. She wasn’t Cerys, but that didn’t mean he felt a less powerful surge of deep, protective affection. Both fairies were his world.

As if sensing his return, Cerys stirred. The moment she saw he was awake, she broke into a smile of such pure, unadulterated relief that it took his breath away. But before she could speak, a new figure shimmered into existence at the foot of the bed.

Mr. Abernathy, his ghostly form immaculate as ever, stood with his hands clasped behind his back. He looked down at Eddie, his usually severe expression softened by a look of profound approval.

“You have faced the fire, sir,” the butler said, his voice a crisp, respectful whisper. “You have bled for this house. You have honored your lineage.” He gave a small, formal bow. “You are a true Strike.”

It was the highest praise the old ghost could bestow, and it meant more to Eddie than any fanfare.

Abernathy then clapped his spectral hands together, his professional demeanor returning. “However,” he continued, his tone becoming brisk, “a hero requires rest, not an audience. If you would all be so kind as to allow the master of the house a moment of peace.” With a series of polite but insistent gestures, he began to shoo the assorted collection of magical folk from the room.

Frank gave Eddie one last, grudging nod before he left. Elara left a steaming cup of some foul-smelling but undoubtedly helpful tea by his bed. Soon, only Cerys and Gilly remained.

They remained by his side, their faces a mixture of relief, awe, and furious curiosity.

“How?” Gilly demanded, all traces of her exhaustion gone, replaced by her usual, bouncing energy. “Just…how? We saw them take your ring! We saw Kaelan burn your stakes! You had nothing! And then suddenly…pointy stick, vampire dust! Explain!”

“The Dryad,” Eddie said, his voice still a little hoarse. “It was her boon.”

He recounted his final visit to the grove. How he had stood before her, the broken broom handle laying across his palms.

“She told me she could alter the nature of anything natural,” he explained, “but it couldn’t be a weapon. The broom handle…it wasn’t a weapon. It was just a broken piece of wood. A memory. It was the most useless, natural thing I owned.”

He looked at Cerys, his eyes holding hers. “So I asked her to alter its nature. I asked her to make it [Soulbound].”

Cerys gasped, her hand flying to her mouth as the sheer, beautiful audacity of his plan dawned on her. A Soulbound item wasn’t a weapon in itself. It was a property. A state of being. The Dryad hadn't created a weapon; she had simply changed the fundamental nature of a broom handle, binding it to his soul, just like Slicer.

“So all the other stakes…” Gilly gasped, her eyes wide with dawning comprehension. “The ones we spent hours making…?”

“Were a distraction,” Eddie finished with a grim smile. “A big, obvious display designed to make Kaelan think he’d found my trick. I needed him to be arrogant. I needed him to believe he had disarmed me completely, that he had stripped away all my plans. The only way to guarantee a surprise is to make your enemy think there are no surprises left.”

Cerys stared at him, a whirlwind of emotions on her face—awe at his cunning, relief at his survival, but also a flicker of something else. Hurt.

“You magnificent, beautiful, infuriating lummox,” she said, her voice thick with emotion. She lightly punched his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me? I was helping you make them! I thought you were just…desperate. I thought I was watching you prepare for your own death.”

He took her hand, his thumb stroking her knuckles. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he meant it. “But I couldn’t. Your reactions, your fear, your despair when Kaelan destroyed the stakes… It all had to be real. Kaelan is ancient. He can read people like a book. If you had known, if you had held even a sliver of false hope, he would have sensed it. I needed him to be completely, utterly certain that I was beaten. Your genuine despair was the most important part of the illusion.”

She looked at him, her eyes shimmering with tears, and her hurt melted away into understanding. He hadn’t shut her out. He had trusted her, in the most incredible way possible, to play a part she didn’t even know she was playing.

“I should thank her,” Eddie said softly. “The Dryad. Isn’t it about time she had a name?”

A slow smile spread across Cerys’s face. “Yes,” she said. “I think it is.”

“Why don’t we just go and ask her?” Gilly shrugged. “But you’d probably best get dressed first. Or not.” She shrugged. “No gossamer off my wings.”

“I’ll dress,” Eddie said, waiting for Gilly to leave. “Well?”

“Well what?” she asked, a challenge in her eyes.

So, Eddie swung his legs out of bed and stood naked before her, meeting her stare and returning her challenge. He was a Strike, after all. “Well, nothing.”

She tilted her head, her attention drawn to his groin. “Oh, I wouldn’t say nothing.”

He dressed, and the three of them walked out into the bright, morning air and towards the grove. The small clearing was a haven of vibrant life, the air humming with gentle, powerful magic. The dryad stood over ten feet tall, its canopy of glowing leaves full and lush.

As they approached, the bark of the tree began to sparkle, then ripple, like a heat haze on a summer’s day, and, with a grace that was as natural as a flower unfurling its petals, she stepped out.

Eddie’s breath caught in his throat.

She was no longer a figure trapped in wood. She was flesh and blood, a full-grown woman whose beauty was so intoxicating it made the world around her seem dull and faded. Her skin was the pale, smooth green of a new leaf, her hair a long, flowing cascade of woven moss and wildflowers. She was almost naked, her modesty covered only by a few strategically placed, luminous leaves that clung to her perfect body. Her grass-green eyes, which held the wisdom of the earth, now also held a bright, curious, and very human-like light.

She stood before him, a goddess of the living wood, and bowed her head. “My Protector,” she said, her voice a warm, melodic whisper. “You have returned to me.”

“I came to thank you,” Eddie said, his own voice feeling clumsy and rough in the face of her ethereal grace. “Your gift…it saved my life. It saved all our lives.” He paused, then added, “And I was wondering…do you have a name?”

She smiled, a slow, radiant expression that made the very flowers at her feet turn towards her. “My mother, the Lady of the Grove, named me Lyra,” she said. “And I would be honored if you would call me so.”

“Lyra,” Eddie repeated, the name feeling perfect on his tongue. “Thank you, Lyra.”

“No thanks are necessary between us, Eddie Strike,” she said, stepping closer. She reached up and cupped his cheek, just as she had done in her tree-form. “You are the guardian of my home. I am the heart of yours. We are connected now. And my heart will always be yours, in truth.”

She leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips. It was not a passionate, romantic kiss like Cerys’s. It was a kiss of pure, elemental affection, a kiss that tasted of rich soil, of rain, of sunlight, of life itself. It was a blessing.

Gilly, watching from the side, let out a loud, theatrical sigh. “Alright, alright, that’s enough of that,” she said, playfully pulling Lyra away by the arm. “Honestly, I can’t leave you alone with him for five minutes. And besides,” she added with a wink at Cerys, “if my sister is sharing him, she’s sharing with me first.”

The three women all laughed, a beautiful, magical sound that filled the grove with pure joy. Eddie just stood there, blushing to the roots of his hair.

Lyra smiled at him one last time. “Grow strong, my Protector,” she said, before stepping back and merging once more with her tree, leaving only the faint scent of blossoms in the air.

“Right then!” Gilly announced cheerfully, rubbing her hands together. “Now that all the mushy stuff is over, who’s for a dungeon? I’m feeling lucky!”

Eddie recoiled in genuine horror. “A dungeon? Gilly, look at me! I just came back from the dead! My health bar might be full, but my everything-else bar is on empty!”

She laughed, a bright, carefree sound. “Oh, you’d better get used to it, tank,” she said, slinging an arm around his shoulders. “If I’m going to be moving in here with you and Cerys, we’re going to need to keep your skills sharp and stamina high. The adventuring life waits for no man!”

Eddie froze, her words short circuiting in his brain. He slowly turned to Cerys, his jaw open, his mind struggling to process the casual bombshell Gilly had just dropped. “Moving in?” he asked, his voice a squeak. “She’s…you’re…?”

Cerys had the good grace to blush, but her gaze was steady and unwavering. “Well,” she said, taking his other hand. “I thought I was going to lose you, Eddie Strike. I spent a whole day watching Elara pour potions down your throat, not knowing if you’d ever wake up. I decided then that I never wanted to leave your side again. If you’ll have me, I wish to move in with you. To share everything with you.”

“Including me!” Gilly chimed in cheerfully, not to be outdone. “Besides, I’m done with that damn bar job, so I can’t afford my rent anymore.”

Eddie looked from Cerys’s loving, hopeful face to Gilly’s grinning, expectant one. He was still trying to process the idea of Cerys moving in, and now Gilly too? His house, his quiet sanctuary, was about to be taken over by two chaotic, beautiful, immortal fairies.

Before he could even begin to formulate a response, Cerys stood on her tiptoes and gave him a long, slow, possessive kiss that left him breathless. When she pulled away, she was grinning. Then Gilly grabbed him and gave him an equally long, passionate kiss.

“See?” Cerys said, her eyes sparkling. “Two fairies for the price of one!”

He was lost. Utterly, completely, happily lost. He looked at the two of them, and his heart was so full he feared it might burst. He had faced down death, inherited a magical house, bonded with a sentient sword, and somehow, inexplicably, won the hearts of two of the most incredible creatures he had ever met.

“Okay,” he said finally, a wide, goofy grin spreading across his face. “But first…a drink. A proper one. To celebrate.”

“I know just the place,” Cerys said, her own smile radiant. She laced her fingers through his. “The Bay Hotel Pub.”

Gilly cheered, grabbing his other arm. “An excellent choice! Their ale is almost as good as goblin moonshine, but with significantly less risk of temporary blindness!”

Cerys looked at Eddie, her expression soft and full of a deep, profound love. “It seems a fitting place, don’t you think?” she said. “To start our new chapter, right back where this one all truly began; where Kaelan decided to be a dick!”

And flanked by his two beautiful, incredible fairies, his partners, his protectors, his loves, Eddie Strike, the Steward of Mooinjer Veggey, walked out of his garden and back into the world, ready for whatever came next.


Epilogue


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 masterpiece it had once been. Under the quiet, nurturing influence of the Dryad, its 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 profound, bone-deep contentment, the most perfect day of his life.

He stood by the large, stone and iron 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, summer human clothes, danced on the newly-mown 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 but 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. 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, appeared 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 that 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 level and attributes thanks to his victory, and he couldn’t get enough of looking at them.

CHARACTER SHEET

	Name: Edward ‘Eddie’ Strike 

	Level: 17 

	Title: Steward of Mooinjer Veggey; Guardian of the Grove 

	HP (Health Points): 350/350 

	MP (Mana Points): 250/250 

	Status: Content 




ATTRIBUTES

	STR (Strength): 22 

	DEX (Dexterity): 20 

	CON (Constitution): 35 

	INT (Intelligence): 25 

	WIS (Wisdom): 20 

	CHA (Charisma): 20 




Unallocated Points: 0

He was strong, tough, and smart. His [Charisma] was high enough that he could now hold a conversation without turning beet-red every time Gilly winked at him. Eddie Strike was becoming the man he was meant to be.

He took a long sip of his beer, the sunlight warm on his face, the sound of his friends’ laughter perfect. Cerys, his beautiful, fierce dungeon fairy, was a marvel. Her love was a fire that had reforged his very soul. Gilly, his chaotic, loyal, wonderful, second partner in adventure and life, had already warmed his bed and Eddie had barely wiped the grin off his face since. Then there was Lyra, his spiritual anchor, the embodiment of the life he had sworn to protect. His house, his home, was slowly coming back to life under his care.

And then, just as he thought that life couldn’t possibly get any more perfect⁠—

His world shattered.

A portal, 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, ripped open at the edge of the garden. 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.

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. “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, a harbinger of a new, unimaginable war. But before Eddie could even begin to process the dire news, a new shadow fell over their peaceful gathering.

It was a cold shadow, a presence that drained the warmth from the very air. Eddie 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. Although flanked by two of his retainers, his posture was not aggressive. It was…inquisitive. 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 somehow more menacing than any shout. “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. “What do you want?”

“Information,” Corvinus replied. “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’s soul. “The bodies were not drained. They were…rearranged. Turned into grotesque sculptures. Painted with their own blood. We believe it’s a statement, one might say. An artistic one.”

A cold, familiar dread crept up Eddie’s spine.

“I have come to ask you, Steward,” Lord Corvinus continued, his voice dangerously soft, “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 in his ancient eyes.

“Tell me,” he said. “Do you know a mad fairy that goes by the name of Relic?”

Eddie stood frozen on his perfectly manicured lawn, the smell of barbecue smoke in the air, the two most beautiful women he’d ever known at his side, a dying Fae captain clinging to his arm, and an ancient vampire lord asking him about the whereabouts of the chaotic, reality-bending artist he had accidentally unleashed upon the multiverse.

“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!”

To be continued…


Eddie’s closing 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)


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.


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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