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 About Battle God 
 
    Battle God is an RPG-inspired GameLit Fantasy novel. It takes place in the same universe as the Legion and Slayer series at approximately the same time. References are made to both series and they are connected, though Battle God was written to be read as a standalone. This tells the story of Earth’s fight against Pandora and the origins of Virgil York’s involvement. 
 
    Battle God contains: 
 
    ●     Light GameLit/LitRPG elements including leveling, abilities, and stat increases 
 
    ●     Fantasy races, spells, and weapons 
 
    ●     Fantasy action 
 
    ●     Light harem/relationship elements involving female characters, including scenes and language 
 
    Battle God is intended for mature readers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    In the late 20th century, Earth is at peace. 
 
    But the unimaginable happens without warning. 
 
    Thousands of great mythical beasts appear from mysterious portals of energy in the sky. An unprecedented attack on humanity takes place all across the world. 
 
    Earth rallies and mobilizes all of their forces against the threat. The invaders are defeated and the assault is halted, but not without great cost. Hundreds of thousands are killed. Entire cities are left in ruins. And those alive are forced to figure out the mystery of what happened. 
 
    The world’s greatest minds come together. Every nation pours their resources into the advancement of the science and technology needed to explain the attack, since dubbed ‘The First Event.’ 
 
    Tireless research quickly leads to an answer. Scientists discover the attacks originate not from a distant place but another dimension entirely. Further research indicates future attacks remain a likely possibility. 
 
    State officials convene and come to an immediate consensus. Humanity’s greatest threat is this newly-discovered dimension: Pandora. 
 
    In order to prepare for the threats coming from Pandora, the Legion Omega Defense is established. At facilities all over the world, soldiers train in combat, equip themselves with powerful weapons, and level-up their physical attributes. All in an effort to enter Pandora and defend the innocents on Earth. 
 
    And so the battle continues. Brave Omegas venture into Pandora to fight the Shadows, vicious beasts conjured by an unknown force. With the Mana dropped by Shadows after their defeat, Omegas are able to strengthen themselves with an unworldly power. 
 
    But even after years of fighting, Pandora remains a threat. Omegas continue to stand on the frontlines to protect against the threat to humanity’s existence… 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Forty years after the First Event… 
 
    Winter. North Side, Chicago. Chicago Children’s Hospital. 
 
    Emily’s blue eyes squinted slightly as she stared at it. I couldn’t blame her for being skeptical. A slice of pizza like the one in front of her was big enough for someone like me. To a six-year-old, it was a mountain of cheese, sauce, and bread. 
 
    She reached her right hand out and picked it up. “Whoa!” The cheese and pepperoni toppled back onto her plate. “How do I eat this?” 
 
    Despite the frustration in her voice, I couldn’t help a smile. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “This is a special kind of pizza. With a deep-dish, you’ve gotta use a fork.” 
 
    “A fork?” she exclaimed. “For pizza?” 
 
    “That’s right. Don’t let anybody ever tell you there’s anything wrong with using a fork for pizza. Watch.” I stabbed at my slice and cut it with the side of my fork. “You get a piece and twirl and twirl and twirl and twirl. Just like so.” I managed to get the long string of cheese around my fork then showed it to her. “Now you try.” 
 
    Emily took a deep breath like she was about to jump off a cliff then went for it. Her hand tight around her fork, she cut through her pizza and began spinning it around the stretchy cheese to get it all. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “You got it…” 
 
    “Oh, no!” She held her fork up but the cheese still connected to the rest of her slice. “I can’t get it all.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” I reached out and stabbed the cheese with my fork. “To the rescue!” 
 
    She smiled wide enough to show off one of her missing front teeth before beginning to gnaw on her bite. 
 
    “This is so messy!” she said as she balanced her fork with her other arm. Emily had enough trouble cutting through the cheese because of gooey it was. 
 
    “That’s okay. Messy is good. But you know what the best way to eat pizza is?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    I picked her slice up and held it out to her. “Helping each other out.” She chomped on a bite then picked up mine. 
 
    Even with all of the cheese and sauce beginning to spill, she managed to stuff it into my mouth. She giggled as some of it smeared on my cheeks. 
 
    “There you go!” I said as I chewed on my slice. “Use your hand or use your fork. As long as you get a bite. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Emily went back to work hacking away at her slice. 
 
    The rest of the spacious room was filled with a few other children just like her. Congenital amputees who drew the short straw. Emily herself was born without a right hand. You couldn’t tell with how much she was smiling. Same for all of the other kids going through physical therapy. They had every reason to with the smell pizza wafting through the air. It was enough to make me forget why any of them were here in the first place. 
 
    “Virgil.” 
 
    I heard a voice behind me. I’d been hearing the woman’s voice all my life, so I knew who it was without looking. 
 
    “What is it?” I said as I ate my pizza. 
 
    “I need to speak to you.” 
 
    I sighed and smiled at the little blond girl in front of me. “I’ll be right back, Emily. Keep practicing.” 
 
    The girl kept her focus, sticking her tongue out the side of her mouth as she tried to twirl more of the cheese around her fork. 
 
    I got up from my seat and limped over to the side of the cafeteria, still not looking at the woman who wanted to talk to me. Despite all of the children and volunteers, the conversations weren’t nearly loud enough to be a bother. 
 
    “Where’s your cane?” she said. 
 
    I sighed as I turned to her. “I can walk a few steps without my cane. It’s not painful.” 
 
    My mother gave me a half-hearted smile, knowing I was too old to be lectured even though she was going to give it to me anyway. She always had that sort of look. A woman in her fifties who carried herself with more dignity than most women her age. The wrinkles were beginning to show on her thin face. Her hair was a light shade of gray. Her blue eyes still had the same youthful enthusiasm I imagined she had when she was in her twenties. People said I had her eyes. That and the blond hair she used to have. Our similarities ended there though. Her posture naturally leaned forward slightly but she always stood up straight to hide it. Even though I knew her better than anybody, she always made it a point to look as proud as possible at all times. 
 
    She wore a thick brown coat and a pair of boots that made her stand out in a place like this. I didn’t hold it against her though. Not with the winter we were dealing with. 
 
    She stared at me for a few seconds, trying to let everything sink in. I crossed my arms and sighed because I knew what was coming. 
 
    “You missed the meeting with Mr. Davenport,” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t miss any meeting. I missed one of Dennis’s amazing get-togethers. Is it hard to believe I’d rather have pizza than caviar?” 
 
    “You know those parties are important. You have to maintain a good relationship with the shareholders.” 
 
    “The shareholders and I have a fine relationship. The company is making money, isn’t it?” I held my hands out and waited for a response. My mother didn’t give me the satisfaction of an answer. 
 
    “It’s not just about the business,” she said. “Dennis and your father were friends—” 
 
    “Dennis was dad’s business partner. Just like the other shareholders. If there was no money, they wouldn’t spend a second around each other. I don’t need to be Dennis’s friend. I don’t need to be any of the shareholders’ friends to do good business. York Fashion is doing fine, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is.” She smiled softly though she was only doing it to hide how upset she was. 
 
    I could never see eye-to-eye with her. But that never stopped me from trying to make her understand. 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder and sighed. “Mom… I know how much it means to you for me to take the reins of the company.” 
 
    “You’re Virgil York—” 
 
    “The Third. I know, I know. York Fashion though… The company would be doing fine, regardless of whoever is in charge of it. We’re making money. And I’d like to spend more of our funds where it matters.” 
 
    “Like this hospital.” 
 
    I nodded. “What better place to support than the one I needed to make it when I was young? Granddad made millions with a fashion line. Same for dad. But the truth is, I don’t have the same eye as them when it comes to that. I’m not a fashion designer. I mean, look at me.” I held my arms out. A plain t-shirt and some blue jeans made me look like everybody else, which was just fine with me. 
 
    My mom’s comment about my uninspiring outfit was on the tip of her tongue. She was a designer just like dad. How could she not have an opinion? But she held back, sighing a deep breath as she looked out toward the children happily eating their pizza. “We can have a regular donation for this hospital. I suppose it’s good PR to have some funds allocated for charity.” 
 
    “It’s not about the PR. Dad put me in a position to make a difference. If he was still around, he’d want me to do something I thought was meaningful, even if it meant not being involved with the business.” 
 
    “And is that what this is all about?” 
 
    My mother and I had conversations about it. Joining the Legion Omega Defense. Considering I was a millionaire with a college degree, there was no reason for me to do it. Every time we did try to talk about it, the conversation broke down into something she didn’t understand. But I had to try again. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. “You can’t walk straight without your cane.” 
 
    “There are non-combat roles with the Legion. Just because I have a limp doesn’t mean I can’t contribute. I can do a lot more as a lab technician than sitting around approving some fashion line I don’t have the first clue about.” 
 
    My mom smirked as she shook her head. “Maybe you just need a break. Take some time off. Bring Brianna out on a vacation.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Brianna? That lovely brunette from two weeks ago.” 
 
    “Brianna…” I thought about it for a moment before I started to chuckle. “Brianna… Shauna… Tiana… There’ll be another girl to replace them tomorrow. Some woman looking for a chance to walk down the runway, wearing our line… 
 
    “I’ve been running York Fashion for the past five years. Ever since dad passed. I’ve been doing everything I could to find some meaning but haven’t found it…” 
 
    “Profits are up,” she said. “Brand recognition is at its peak. Nobody can argue you’ve done a good job.” 
 
    “If I’ve done a good job when my heart isn’t in it, then that tells me I’m not as important as it seems.” 
 
    My mother shifted her eyes toward all of the children and volunteers continuing to chomp on their pizza. I stared at her, watching her eyes beginning to glaze over. But she was too proud to let me see her cry. She didn’t shed a single tear when dad died. She wasn’t about to do it now. 
 
    “I can’t stop you from joining the Legion,” she said. “That’s your decision to make. But if for any reason you want to come back, you do it.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “Maybe I’m just tired of the fast life and I need to slow down for a bit. But if that’s the case, it means I’ll be right back. If things don’t work out, I promise I’ll come back to help run the company. I’ll follow in dad’s footsteps just like he did with grandpa. Maybe I’ll find a girl, settle down, and get married.” 
 
    She reached up and put a hand gently around my neck. “I don’t want you to follow in their footsteps. I only want what’s best for my son.” 
 
    “What’s best for your son is for him to decide… I have to do this, mom.” 
 
    She swallowed with a loud gulp to hold her emotions down then nodded. “Okay…” 
 
    “Hey, Virgil!” Emily suddenly appeared next to me, tugging on my sleeve. “Some of the other kids need help figuring out how to use a fork on their pizza. It’s the first time they’ve ever done it, too.” 
 
    “How can children grow up on the North Side and not know how to use a fork with pizza?” I shot a look at my mom. “Looks like there’s work to be done.” 
 
    She put her hands behind her back and nodded, a soft smile on her lips. She didn’t say another word as I walked with Emily back to a table where more children were waiting for a demonstration. They all leaned forward like they were watching a science experiment, their eyes bulging and their grins growing. 
 
    My last meal as a civilian. I couldn’t think of a better audience to have. 
 
    “Okay.” I picked up my fork like it was a deadly weapon. “Dealing with an opponent, you’ve gotta analyze the situation. The problem is dealing with all of this cheese. To beat it, you’ve gotta go for it head-on. Go right through it…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 1: The Late Shift 
 
    One year later… 
 
    Northern Minnesota. Somewhere near the Canadian/United States Border. Sota District. 
 
    Every LOD District was hard enough to get to. Invisible forcefields and projectors made sure nobody saw their true locations. Out in the middle of deserts. On top of mountains too high to bother climbing. I heard there were some Districts sunken in the ocean like a lost civilization. Imagine looking for Atlantis and finding a District. 
 
    The Sota District was located deep within the heart of the forest where even Sasquatch or Bigfoot wouldn’t think of hiding. There was something special about being hidden in a place where ordinary civilians knew nothing about. 
 
    If you ever managed to find yourself at a District, you’d quickly realize why that was the case. Every building was so clean and untouched, like what you would expect from a high-tech government facility. 
 
    But nothing said ‘top secret’ better than the Junction Room. 
 
    The Junction Room was always the largest room in the Nerve Center of every District, taking up enough space it’d take me more than a minute to walk from one side to the other. There was always some feeling of awe being inside of it, and not because of how large it was. There was nothing in the world like a Junction Room. I could say that knowing I was understating it. 
 
    The walls alone were something special. The amount of sheen on the silver was a constant reminder of how sterile the place was. The bright lights shining above reflected off the walls but didn’t give them a blinding glare. 
 
    At certain times when the room was empty, you could hear the squeaks against the polished black granite floors. Machines would come into wipe away the blood and dirt Omegas would bring in after they were done running through a Junction, so the only thing filling your nostrils was that new electronic smell. 
 
    A giant digital display hung on the wall. Imagine a TV the size of a movie-theater screen and that was it. On it, all of the latest information from the last world was available. Shadows killed. Junctions closed. Boss threat levels. Every Omega knew their standing and the conditions they were heading into. They said the scoreboard helped Omegas to work even harder. I couldn’t argue. With how young most recruits were, they always checked their numbers and seemed more motivated to head back into combat. It might have been strange to compete with one another to see who could get a higher kill count but we all fighting Shadows was different from any war that’s been fought on Earth. 
 
    Of course, the clean floors, walls, bright lights, and even the giant display weren’t any comparison to the Junction Gates themselves. Solid steel, laser-cut with machine precision into giant circles big enough to drive a car through. From a distance, Junction Gates looked like some sort of fancy sculpture. An intricate art piece with a futuristic sci-fi touch. The kind of thing you’d find in movies or comic books taking place way into the future. 
 
    But this wasn’t the future. Everything was happening right now. 
 
    The Junction Gates were several meters high, tall enough I couldn’t touch the top without jumping from a running start. And there were dozens of them scattered all around the room. Four floors of nothing but steel circles for Omegas to choose from and walk through to head to Pandora. 
 
    The steel construction of the circle gates was impressive but not the most interesting thing about them. Most people wouldn’t have given them more than a glance if they saw them out in the real world. It was the energy that made the difference. 
 
    It resonated blue in the center of every gate, flowing back and forth. Move close enough to it and you could hear the gentle hum. It looked like softly pulsing water but it didn’t feel like anything at all. 
 
    I watched the energy at the center of the gate gently oscillate right in front of me. This was it. A portal to another dimension. On the other side, you weren’t in another city or town or even another country. You ended up somewhere else entirely. At least, that’s what we understood so far. In the grand scheme of things, interdimensional travel was still a new and barely tested field of study, despite the amount of resources poured into it. 
 
    My eyes locked on the center of the Junction Gate, there was only one thing I could say for certain. Stepping through would lead to Pandora. The threat against humanity was on the other side, waiting to do battle. And in the Junction Rooms all over Earth, Omegas were bravely making their way in and out of the gates to do their part to save humanity by fighting the Shadows inside. 
 
    It was strange to think how peaceful it all made me feel. Being in the Junction Room at night when everybody else was asleep made everything even more serene. 
 
    “Hey, Virgil!” 
 
    A sudden voice shouting behind me broke me out of my trance. I turned around to see the only other man in the room walking toward me. He raised an eyebrow at me, a mild look of concern on his face. Mild because I could see him holding back a smile. 
 
    “You all right?” he asked. “You looked a little out of it there for a second.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said with a laugh. “I’m just… checking out this gate. Everything seems to be in order.” 
 
    “Right… You mind helping me with the analysis?” 
 
    “I’ll be right there, Dexter.” 
 
    He gave me a nod then headed back to the workstations near the entrance to the Junction Room. I gave another glance at the gate before making my way over to where Dexter and I got our work done. My cane tapped against the granite tiles, echoing through the spacious room to remind me how alone we were. 
 
    The work area was as clean and polished as the rest of the room. Large display tablets were built right into the silver steel consoles. Touchscreens were designed so there were no analog inputs at all. Everything was done with a tap or a swipe. And with how sharp and bright every display was, there was never any mistake about what you were looking at. There were several consoles available, so multiple lab technicians could monitor the activity in Pandora at the same time to make sure no Omega was in unforeseen danger.  
 
    For guys like Dexter and me, it was important we read everything properly. It was one thing to walk through a Junction Gate and fight whatever Shadows in Pandora were waiting on the other side. It was another thing to know if you were a high enough level to deal with them. 
 
    Dexter plopped into his seat and began tapping on his screen. I took the chance to take a sip of coffee. Caffeine did the trick of making sure I didn’t fall asleep from the dangerous combination of fatigue and boredom. 
 
    He rubbed the side of his chin and sighed. “I don’t know how you’re able to understand all of this. All this data looks like chicken scratch.” 
 
    “You’ve been a technician for less than a week. It takes more time than that to get used to it.” I rolled my chair over to his console and looked at the display. “I can see why you’re having trouble. A lot of worlds are coming up.” 
 
    “Worlds… How does it work exactly?” 
 
    I pressed my finger on the display then trailed it to one of the blinking blue dots. “Pandora is what we call the other dimension. The other dimension is made up of different worlds, like this dot right here. Whenever a dimension, or dot, comes within range, a District designates it for assignment. Since we’re not separated from Pandora by physical space but rather teleporting to it through these Junction Gates, every District around the world can assign their Omegas to it.” 
 
    “That makes sense… Sorta.” 
 
    We shared a laugh. “Nobody really understands what’s going on. Even those who’ve been studying Pandora since the First Event can’t say anything for certain. All you need to know is each of these blue dots on your screen represents a world in Pandora. On every world, there are Shadows trying to kill us. The biggest Shadow is a World Boss. As Omegas destroy Obelisks, the World Boss consolidates their power and reveals itself. Then when the World Boss is defeated…’ 
 
    “…The world is closed and they’re no longer a threat. I got that part. We just finished a raid. What are we supposed to do now?” 
 
    “Our job is to monitor the activity of the worlds coming into range. We’ll catalog the possibilities then the chancellor, under advisement from the Omegas holding senior positions, decides which world will be our next target. Given that we just finished a raid, the chancellor will probably give the Omegas here a chance to take a break for a few days.” 
 
    Dexter twisted his lips and nodded in understanding. He was a young guy. Shaved head. Brown skin. Probably fresh out of high school. Wasn’t physically imposing. Maybe just under six-feet. Not skinny but not overweight either. Just an average-sized teenager who probably split all his free time between unfocused gym sessions and gaming on his couch. Eyes full of uncertainty, but there was enthusiasm, too. I couldn’t have asked for a better man to work the super late-late-late shift in the Junction Room with me. 
 
    He leaned back closer to his console and began tapping on each of the blue dots appearing on the display. When the information popped up, he’d tap on the next touchscreen to catalog the information. 
 
    Levels. Types of Shadows. Types of environments. How many Junctions cleared it would take to close it. Even the World Boss itself. We could read everything about a world. 
 
    I stayed next to him, watching him work. A sudden laugh worked its way from my gut and made my whole body shake. 
 
    Dexter jerked his head toward me. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just… I admire your dedication. Most technicians who get assigned a 2 AM shift don’t come in and work as hard as you. You know how I know that?” 
 
    He shook his head and shrugged. 
 
    “Because I’m the only one who works this shift. They give all the newbies to me until they’re ready to do something important. And if you keep this up, you’ll be doing something more important soon enough.” 
 
    He kept tightening his lips like he wasn’t sure what to say. “I came here to help. I figure I might as well do what they ask of me.” 
 
    “If there’s one thing you should know, Dexter, it’s that nobody ever has to do everything by themselves. Everything will get cataloged by the time the chancellor has to designate a new world. I’m not saying we don’t work but there’s a day shift that has to do their share, too.” 
 
    Dexter stared at me for a second. I smirked at him. All I had to do was wait. Just a few seconds and it’d be there. 
 
    Then it happened. Dexter let out a sigh and leaned back in his seat, his eyes drooping like he wanted to pass out. Right on schedule. 
 
    “I’m tired,” he sighed again. 
 
    “You’re human. You’re supposed to be tired at this time of night.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just feel like they wouldn’t assign someone to the Junction Room if they didn’t need us here.” 
 
    “Honestly, they only have someone here in case of an emergency. Even if you cataloged everything, it’d take the same amount of work to review it. We’re kind of redundant.” 
 
    “What kind of emergencies are there?” 
 
    “Another District could be having trouble with another world and need reinforcements. We would sound the alarm to send Omegas to come assist. Though there’s no record of that happening. So…” 
 
    Dexter chuckled and more relief appeared on his face. He helped himself to the coffee next to his console then got more comfortable in his seat. 
 
    “But we’re still stuck here,” I continued. “We might as well pass the time.” I sank deeper into my rolling chair and leaned back against it. “Where you from, Dexter?” 
 
    “Down south. Illinois. Rockford, actually.” 
 
    “Rockford… That’s not too far from here.” 
 
    “That’s what made joining the Legion even easier.” 
 
    “You know… Most people don’t join the LOD to become technicians. They usually want to be Omegas. ‘Choose your class. Level up. Save the world.’” 
 
    Dexter chuckled to himself, his eyes closing as he started to drift to sleep. “I’ve seen the ads on TV. You get to pick up a sword and fight monsters. But I know… I know it’s more than just fighting monsters. Everybody here is doing their part. It doesn’t matter if they’re wielding weapons and pumping themselves up with Red Mana. You get what I’m saying?” 
 
    Dexter might’ve been a few years younger but he spoke with the maturity of someone twice his age. The sincerity in his eyes made me smile. “Yeah… I get it.” 
 
    “I figure I’ll get one of those nice LOD stipends, then I can go back to school and maybe help my family out with their bills.” 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder and nodded. “That sounds like a great idea. Can’t think of a better way to do it.” 
 
    “How about you? What made you decide to become a technician?” 
 
    Dexter had an inquisitive look on his face, so I knew he wasn’t just asking me to make small talk. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The cane. My limp. It’s all right. I’ve lived with it my whole life.” 
 
    “Oh… Well, I didn’t wanna say anything.” 
 
    “Irreversible sciatic nerve damage. My right leg isn’t getting all of the signals it should be getting. It’s nothing life-threatening. It’s not painful either. Just gives me a little trouble walking, that’s all.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” Dexter scratched the side of his chin. “Can’t they fix it here? They bring Omegas back to life with Recall Boxes. Why can’t they regenerate what’s wrong with your leg?” 
 
    “Omegas are resurrected because the Recall Boxes record their genetic data on file. They can only make a copy of what’s already existed. Since I’ve always had this, there’s no way they can bring back something that never existed. They can’t fix my leg just like they can’t make my skin dark or change the sound of my voice or make me ten-feet tall. We are… who we are. And who I am is not someone you want to be putting on Omega armor and going into battle.” 
 
    Dexter still seemed uncertain about laughing about my condition. So I patted him on the arm and laughed for him. “It’s a limp. A lot of people have it worse. Trust me.” 
 
    He finally let out a soft chuckle and turned back to his console. “Being here though… Seeing all these Omegas walk around with their armor and weapons… I wonder what Pandora is like.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Sure. It’s another dimension. I think the first guy who walked through a Junction Gate was more curious than anything else. He must’ve had some real guts.” 
 
    “Let me see here…” I looked over to his console and began tapping on all of the available worlds. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a Junction suitable for a visit.” 
 
    “A visit. You mean… Uh, I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dexter. I have a limp, remember? I’m looking for a place where violence will be at a minimum…” I kept tapping on all of the dots until eventually finding one. “Here we are. Green, so the weather will be nice. Low threat level.” 
 
    I popped up from my seat and Dexter immediately grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Hold on a second. You’re gonna walk into Pandora? Just like that?” 
 
    “We’re in a Junction Room. What else is there to do here?” 
 
    The apprehension on his face was clear. I didn’t want to force the younger man to do anything. But the more I looked into his eyes, the more I could tell he wanted this. 
 
    “Here.” I walked over to the side of the work area and removed the lock on the table drawer. It opened up and inside were a couple of small devices. I picked up the black collar with the matching box attached to it. It was small and unassuming, similar to what you’d find on a dog out for a stroll. 
 
    “You’ve seen these before.” I held it out to Dexter. “Recall Box. They’ve already been synced with the Medical Bay here at the Sota District. The worst happens, you wake up in the Med Bay like it was all a bad dream. But that won’t happen because you have this.” 
 
    The small pistol was black and silver. Its edges were smooth and its grip was contoured for every finger. On the side of it, a digital display listed available abilities and Mana expenditure. 
 
    “Standard issue hand cannon. It looks like a gun but it doesn’t shoot regular bullets.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you think about people from Rockford, but I don’t have any experience with one of these things.” 
 
    “You don’t need experience. Gunrunners can access different abilities by syncing their Mana with it. But if all you do is squeeze, a standard shot is calibrated just for Shadows. And where we’re going, the Shadows are the lowest level you’ll ever run into. Besides, I have your back.” 
 
    “I don’t know if a guy with a limp is the one I want having my back…” 
 
    “I can always whack ‘em with my cane.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow at him. Dexter stared at me, his lips pursed before he was unable to stop from laughing. I chuckled along with him. It was so loud, our laughter echoed through the empty room. 
 
    I regained my composure and headed over to the gate. The display tablet next to it lit up with all of the necessary information on it. 
 
      
 
    Pandora Junction 
 
    Level 1 
 
    Threat Level: Low 
 
    Precautions: None 
 
    Status: Open 
 
      
 
    “There you go,” I said. “Doesn’t get any easier than that.” I held my hand cannon next to my hip. “You ready?” 
 
    “Uhh…” Dexter shifted his eyes left and right. “Just one question. You’ve been to Pandora before, haven’t you?” 
 
    I considered lying to him for a moment. But I couldn’t. I didn’t say anything at all. And apparently, that was enough for him to figure it out for himself. 
 
    “A blond guy with a cane and a black technician walk through a Junction Gate for the first time,” he said. “Sounds like the start of a joke.” 
 
    “Let’s hope there’s no punchline…” 
 
    I stared at the flowing resonating at the center of the Junction Gate. It was strange to think Omegas walked in and out of these things on a daily basis like they were heading out for groceries. 
 
    A gateway to another dimension. Blue energy flowing back and forth, enticing me like a kid to a candy store. My curiosity about Pandora wouldn’t go away until I satisfied it. 
 
    One last deep breath filled my lungs before I limped forward and let the energy wash over me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2: Off The Beaten Path 
 
    Freshly cut grass replaced the new electronic smell of the Junction Room in an instant. The air was so clear and without a hint of the smog from the city, it wasn’t hard to inhale a big whiff. Even the clouds rolling by looked soft and fluffy enough to sit on. 
 
    The sun rays spread all over the plains around me. As far as I could see, there was nothing but the short greens in every direction. A breeze blew from the east as refreshing as anywhere I’d ever been. 
 
    “Wow…” I couldn’t help a smirk as I examined my surroundings. I knew Pandora was another dimension. Not all gates led to something as pleasant as this. But for a moment, I forgot about everything and just enjoyed the serenity as my mind emptied. 
 
    I looked back at Dexter but he wasn’t as excited as I was. He rubbed the side of his head as he stared at the Junction Gate we just walked through. 
 
    “Crazy,” he said. “It’s snowing back in the forest where the District is. Now we’re in some place where it’s sunnier than anywhere else in the world.” 
 
    “That’s how the gate works. A portal to another dimension. Give credit to the scientists who managed to make something that could exist in both dimensions at once.” 
 
    “What happens if this gate is destroyed?” Dexter looked at me, his brow furrowed slightly with concern. 
 
    “Um… I don’t think there’s a gate ever being destroyed on record. They’re pretty sturdy. The LOD knows we’re here, so they can send someone for us. But our Recall Boxes will make sure we make it back, dead or alive.” I put a hand on his shoulder and shook him. “Relax. Enjoy yourself. This is your first time in Pandora. How often is the weather as nice as this in Rockford?” 
 
    “Now that you mention it…The air is so clean. Like, I wanna breathe the air in over and over. Does that make sense?” 
 
    I chuckled at his growing enthusiasm. “That makes perfect sense. Junction Gates aren’t supposed to be used for taking breaks but hey, I don’t see the harm in hanging out in another dimension for a bit.” 
 
    I raised my cane and pointed at the hillside to the west. “Let’s go up there. I’m sure the view is a lot nicer.” 
 
    Dexter moved alongside me as we made our way toward the hills. My cane dug into the soil with every step, releasing more of the refreshing smell of the grass. To the south, a cluster of trees made up a forest too large for me to see the end of. It crossed my mind to wander through it but the view from the hilltop was more appealing than anything else. 
 
    It took a few minutes before we finally managed to scale the short peak. I looked out toward the horizon where the grassland seemed to keep going for miles and miles. 
 
    Dexter reached his arms out and stretched. “There’s no end to it. How far does it go?” 
 
    “I don’t know… Omegas only stick around long enough to destroy the Obelisk then return.” 
 
    “The Obelisk?” 
 
    Explaining Pandora to someone was never simple. Some Omegas who’d seen it for themselves couldn’t wrap their heads around it. 
 
    But Dexter was eager and willing enough to believe even the most abstract explanations. 
 
    “Pandora is made up of different worlds. The same worlds we’re scanning back on our consoles. Every world is made up of Junctions. When Omegas are sent through a Junction, their task is to find the Obelisk, a purple monolith resonating with Mana. Mana is what powers every Junction. The grass. The sky. The sun. The clouds. Even the air we’re breathing. It’s made from Mana. When the source of Mana is destroyed, this Junction collapses. And when enough Junctions collapse, the entire world is destroyed.” 
 
    “And the world is no longer a threat to Earth. I remember how it goes now.” 
 
    I nodded. “You can see it right there.” I pointed in the distance. A purple monolith like something out of Stonehenge resonated with energy, making it easy to spot on the grassy plains. “It’s been more than forty years since the First Event. That’s what Omegas have been doing since the beginning. Fighting Shadows, closing Junctions, and defending our world.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Dexter took a seat. He picked some of the blades of grass up between his fingers and tossed it into the air. “I wonder… An Omega only has to hang around long enough to close it. Has anybody ever just kept going?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, they could just stay here, couldn’t they? The air. The grass. The sky. This place is a lot more hospitable than Rockford, I can tell you that much.” 
 
    Dexter and I shared a laugh. It was hard not being in a good mood with how serene and quiet our surroundings were. 
 
    “The LOD only targets worlds when they’re a threat to Earth,” I said. “From what I know, nobody’s ever bothered going deep into Pandora and venturing too far from Earth. The Legion Omega Defense is focused strictly on defense, as the name suggests. Anybody tries anything more and the Legion will detect it. I’m pretty sure they’d snap you right back.” 
 
    “I don’t care about traveling to some far off world in Pandora. This right here is good enough for me.” Dexter leaned back and put his hands behind his back. His eyes closed, it wasn’t long before his nose whistled with a snore. His stomach rose and fell with every soft breath. The guy was enjoying the kind of peace most people could only dream about. 
 
    I smirked at the sight of him then looked out toward the view. Staring at the grass was like looking at a painting. The only sound came from the gentle wind and Dexter’s wheezing. 
 
    I closed my eyes and inhaled a soft breath to enjoy the peaceful moment by myself. I wasn’t on Earth. I wasn’t even in Pandora. I was nowhere. Alone with only my thoughts and not a care in the world. 
 
    Bzzt… 
 
    A soft crackle like a radio buzzing filled my years. I slowly peeked my eyes open and shifted them left and right. But the view hadn’t changed. 
 
    Bzzt… 
 
    The sound came back again, a little louder than before. 
 
    “What is that?” I whispered it softly underneath my breath and spun around but there was nothing there. “I must be going crazy—” 
 
    Bzzzzt… 
 
    The buzzing sound returned, accompanied by something right in front of me. A swirl of white energy like mist or smoke forming just a few meters away. The energy continued to spin around until making a circle big enough for me to walk through. 
 
    I raised my hand cannon from my hip and pointed it forward just as something emerged from the energy. 
 
    Shadows. The threats of Pandora. They came in every form. From wolves and wild bears to great dragons and mythical beasts, the bestiary in the LOD database compiled all of the monsters Omegas could encounter. 
 
    Not having encountered a Shadow for myself, I wasn’t sure what to expect. But this one… This one wasn’t an ordinary Shadow. I knew it wasn’t. 
 
    It looked like a man. Not just any man though. He wore a suit of white armor trimmed with gold. Pauldrons. Faulds. Boots. A chestplate. The outfit was straight out of medieval times. That alone should’ve told me he was dangerous. But what was stranger was how beaten he’d looked. His armor was in tatters, shredded in different parts like something had clawed through it. Some of the chestplate had splintered and twisted off. Streaks of fresh blood were splattered all over it. 
 
    He stumbled toward me and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Dexter jumped up from the grass and drew his hand cannon with a speed that would rival a gunfighter in the Old West. 
 
    “Hold on.” I quickly threw my hand up to him and took a step back. “Something’s… off.” 
 
    “No shit something’s off! Is that a… Shadow?” 
 
    The man crawled forward and raised his head up. He was pale and bald. Blue eyes stared up pleadingly at me. Blood stained his cheeks and dripped from the gash on his wrinkled forehead. I couldn’t imagine what kind of weapon could cause something like that. 
 
    He raised a gloved hand out to me, shaking so bad I thought he was going to faceplant. 
 
    “You…” 
 
    The situation was already strange enough. Some guy comes tumbling toward you like he just got mugged, you had to know something was up. But listening to him talk only made things even weirder. 
 
    It was so strange, I closed my eyes and waited to wake up. 
 
    “You…” His shaky voice filled my ears again. 
 
    I looked down at him. Even without any pupils, I could see something in his eyes. Desperation. A brow furrowed in fear. 
 
    I took a step forward and Dexter snatched my arm. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Dexter said, his voice higher-pitched in panic. 
 
    “It’s all right.” I gave him a nod and he reluctantly loosened his grip on me. “Shadows don’t usually talk…” 
 
    The man on all fours kept trembling as I took a knee down next to him. 
 
    “Who are you?” I said. 
 
    There was no answer he could give me that would make any sense of this. 
 
    “The Rune has chosen you,” he said. 
 
    “The Rune? What rune? Chosen me for what?” 
 
    His answer only led to even more questions. 
 
    I watched as he sat up on his knees. He moved his hand to the center of his chest. It was the first time I noticed it. A yellow gem in the shape of a large diamond was sunken into his chestplate. He squeezed his fingers around it and twisted until managing to pry it free. The thing was about the size of a baseball in his palm as he held it out to me. 
 
    “The Rune…” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” I put my hand up. As confused as I was, I managed to chuckle at how absurd a situation I’d suddenly found myself in. “I don’t know what you want me to do with that—” 
 
    The gem suddenly shot forward and slammed me in the chest. It hit me so hard it knocked me onto my back. 
 
    “Virgil!” 
 
    Dexter’s voice was faint. All I could hear was the energy. Not thunder or flames. Something louder, like nothing I’d ever heard before. And it was accompanied by the worst pain I’d ever felt. Like a thousand sharp knives digging into my skin. 
 
    “Ungh…” I gritted my teeth in agony. My eyes shut, I tried to endure it. The pain reverberated from the center of my chest and kept spreading through me. My toes curled. My back arched. My hand cannon and cane fell from my hands as my fists clenched. Every fiber in my body tightened up. I was being ripped apart, pulled in every direction by some unknown force. 
 
    My hearing was gone. My vision was lost in a sea of blinding light. Everything was disappearing around me. 
 
    “Ahhhhhh… Ahhhhhhhh!” I screamed out as loud as I could when the pain became too much for me to bear. 
 
    Suddenly, the pain was gone, replaced by overwhelming exhaustion like I’d run a marathon. My lungs burned as I tried to fill them with the air they were desperate for. 
 
    “Virgil!” Dexter fell next to me as I tried to recover. 
 
    I blinked my eyes and looked toward the struggling man. Suddenly, he was naked, his frail body bloody and smoldering with steam rising from him like he’d just crawled out of a burning house. 
 
    “What did… What did you do to me?” 
 
    The man was unapologetic as he looked toward me. “Blackhart is coming. You must protect the Rune from him—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    A sudden burst of thunder cracked in the sky. Black energy began forming like a dark cloud just above me. I watched as it formed another dark circle in the air before me and a figure emerged from it. A man in armor just like the man who came before him stepped forward. His armor had a darker shade, as black as the midnight sky. It covered a frame wider than any Vanguard or Zealot I’d ever seen. His head was masked by a helmet with horns on the sides as big as a bull’s. The only part of his face I could see was his eyes, glowing purple and burning like smoke. In the center of his chest, a dark jewel matching his eyes burned with black smoke. 
 
    “Ludo,” the man in black armor spoke, his voice low but clear. “It is too late.” 
 
    “You’ll never get the Rune,” the man on the ground struggled to get the words out to me. He slowly turned his head toward me. “Go!” 
 
    “C’mon!” Dexter grabbed my arm and helped me up to my feet. “Let’s get the hell outta here!” 
 
    “Wait…” I grabbed my cane and hand cannon as Dexter began walking with me down the hillside. My heart racing, I’d never moved as fast as I could in my life. 
 
    I looked back just in time to see the man in black raising the helpless man’s body into the air. He held him by the throat and squeezed until the flailing man’s body went lifeless. 
 
    There was no time to try and wrap my head around what the hell was happening. We had to get back to the gate. 
 
    Dexter and I just managed to make it to the hillside. My arm around his shoulders, we kept moving to the gate. It was only fifty yards away but damn if it didn’t seem like it was on the other side of the world now. 
 
    “Shit…” Dexter looked over my shoulder. The panic in his voice told me enough. 
 
    “Wait…” I took my arm away from him. “Get back to the gate by yourself.” 
 
    “What? That thing is coming after us. I’m not just gonna leave you here—” 
 
    “I’m just slowing you down. Get to the gate and tell them what’s happening here. If anything happens to me, my Recall Box will transport me to the Med Bay for recomposition. I’ll be okay, Dexter.” 
 
    He hesitated, his feet frozen in the ground. 
 
    “Go!” I raised my voice enough to break him out of his trance. 
 
    He nodded and began sprinting for the gate. I walked after him but a quick glance behind me was enough to see how much the figure in black armor had gained on me. 
 
    I raised my hand cannon and fired a shot. The white blast of energy bounced off his chestplate. I squeezed to fire another shot but the stranger suddenly rushed toward me in a blur. I raised my cane instinctively but it was shattered into splinters from the stranger’s punch. His armored fist continued, cracking me on the side of the head and sending me tumbling across the grass. I skidded so hard against the soil I dug it up from the ground. My body kept rolling for a few meters until eventually coming to a stop. 
 
    “Dammit…” The pain in my head reverberated along with all of the bruises I knew I had on my body. 
 
    “You…” The voice behind me was calm and measured. “How unfortunate the Rune only chose you to die.” 
 
    I wish I had an answer for him. It would’ve helped if I knew what the hell he was talking about. 
 
    I pressed my palms into the grass to pick myself up when suddenly something grabbed me the back of the neck and did it for me. I regained my bearings to find a pair of glowing purple eyes focused right on me. 
 
    “You are weak.” Another punch against my jaw filled my mouth with blood and sent me skidding across the grass again. 
 
    I was in too much pain. I was exhausted. My hand cannon was on the other side of the field. But from the corner of my eye, I could see Dexter running through the Junction Gate. A few moments later, the energy stopped resonating and the gate itself vanished. 
 
    I’d done what I needed to do. 
 
    I worked my way up to my feet just as the stranger made it to me. His armor was imposing with how massive it was but he wasn’t so tall I couldn’t look him in the eye. His arms stayed at his sides as he tried to burn a hole through me with his glowing stare. 
 
    “Listen, pal… I don’t know who you are, where you came from, or what the hell you’re doing. Honestly, I think I’m dreaming right now…” 
 
    “This is no dream.” He suddenly moved his hand to my throat and in one motion ripped the Recall Box away like it was nothing. He crushed it in his palm and dropped it to the grass in pieces. 
 
    This had to be a dream. Because now that was my only hope of waking up. 
 
    “You only have Ludo to blame for this.” A hand found its way around my throat, squeezing me as it lifted me from the ground. 
 
    There was no feeling like choking. Desperate for breath but not able to get it. Not even words could get out. My eyes watered. My face was undoubtedly red. My hands struggled pointlessly to try and rip the iron gauntlet locked around my neck. Every second that ticked by was a second closer to a permanent end. 
 
    The armored stranger reached up with his other hand and pressed it against my chest. His fingertips were like claws, digging into my skin. I would’ve screamed if my windpipe wasn’t being crushed. 
 
    I couldn’t let go. This couldn’t be the end. I had to do something. But nothing came to me. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the sky. My vision was blurry, so I couldn’t see what was happening. But I heard something. 
 
    “Let him go!” Another voice. A female’s. 
 
    The grip suddenly loosened around my throat. A moment of relief to gasp for breath was brief as another hard punch snapped my head back enough to rattle my brain and send me flying across the grass. 
 
    At this point, I could barely keep my eyes open. My head was throbbing. Every inch of my body was bruised. The taste of blood on my tongue made me want to puke. I couldn’t even think straight. 
 
    But I could still hear something. In the background somewhere. A struggle. A fight. Metal clashing. Angry grunts. Blasts of energy. There was no telling who was there. I didn’t have the strength to even raised my head and look. All I could do was lay there, slowly drifting in and out of consciousness. 
 
    Suddenly, the fighting stopped. I didn’t know how much time had passed. The struggle had ended and the peaceful wind had returned. The sound of footsteps approaching was followed by hands on my side that rolled me onto my back. 
 
    I blinked my eyes open and saw the blinding sun shining down right above me. Then someone’s head moved into view to block out the sun. A woman. Glossy, black hair, wavy down the sides of her thin face. But her eyes. I thought I was seeing things with how strikingly violet they were. 
 
    “We have no more time,” she said. “Quickly. We must leave before he attacks again.” 
 
    “…I don’t know if I can—” 
 
    “Please. It is for the sake of your world… and ours…” 
 
    It felt like every bone in my body was broken, so I wasn’t in the position to refuse. But the desperation in her eyes made it easier to rationalize. 
 
    “I…” My eyes flickered as I struggled to stay conscious. 
 
    “You have lost too much blood. Your internal injuries are severe. We will take you to safety.” 
 
    My head dropped to my side. I looked out across the grass and saw the blue energy forming. The same blue energy I saw in a Junction Gate. 
 
    As my vision faded and my consciousness left me, I wondered if I would wake up from the darkness slowly coming into view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3: Lost At Sea 
 
    There was warm water gently splashing around me. The steam rising from its heat brushed against my entire body from my head down to my toes. I was comfortable and more relaxed than I could ever remember being in a dream. 
 
    This couldn’t be a dream though. My thoughts were too real. Everything was slowly returning to me. 
 
    Slight grogginess flooded my head as I leaned my back against something hard and warm. Concrete or something close to it. I blinked my eyes back open to see the water. It trickled from a small stone fountain just a few meters away, trailing down into a small pool slightly bigger than a bathtub. The pool itself appeared to be lined with stone and carved right into the ground. But the water… It glowed a brighter blue unlike any sea or ocean I’d ever seen. Maybe it was the lights inside the pool giving it that kind of shine. 
 
    I sat up slowly and saw there wasn’t much else in the room. The walls were made of stone and mortar like something you’d find in an old castle. Two torches burned on opposite walls to give me enough light to see there was nothing else. 
 
    Opposite from me, there was a wooden door just beyond the stone water spout. 
 
    “Hmm…” I looked down to see all of my clothes were gone. I was completely naked, so I could see the bruises and cuts I suffered from the beating I took were gone. 
 
    But it was still there. The glowing yellow jewel. It pulsed with a soft energy like a light bulb struggling to stay lit. I couldn’t feel it though, even with it being lodged right in the middle of my torso. 
 
    Maybe I was still dreaming and I just hadn’t woken up yet. Maybe there was only one way to do that. 
 
    My fingers reached out slowly toward the edge of it. I ran it along the edges of the diamond shape, feeling just how deep it was digging into my skin. I pressed my fingers around it, trying to find a way to get a grip. The thing was lodged so tight it was like trying to rip out one of my bones. I tugged harder but the jewel didn’t budge. 
 
    Creak… 
 
    The door slowly pushed open. I jerked my head up and saw the shadow on the floor. A figure followed and moved around the fountain at the center of the room to give me a good look at them. 
 
    It was a woman. Hair dark blond, it flowed wavy down onto her shoulders and by her arms. Her robes were green, her top just a couple of straps cradling her breasts. Her skirt matched, resting on her hips but not covering anything beyond her thighs. More silk fabric lined her arms and left little to the imagination. Her skin was bronze and as she stepped into the sunlight from the window, I saw just how golden tan she was. Her legs, her arms, her stomach. Most of her body was bare but she didn’t seem to mind about the revealing display of flesh. 
 
    I had every reason to think this whole situation was weird. Even just being naked in front of a stranger would’ve been enough to make anybody uncomfortable. But considering the things I remembered, this was probably the most normal thing to happen to me today. It helped she had a kind smile on her face. 
 
    Her eyes were a striking green, almost shimmering like jewels. I couldn’t imagine she was much older than me with how unblemished her face was. There were no freckles or spots or wrinkles. Something about the way she smiled made her seem friendly but I knew better than to trust her immediately. 
 
    The water was blue enough she couldn’t see how naked I was. But after I just went through, being embarrassed was the last thing on my mind. 
 
    “You’ve returned,” she said, her voice as soft and comforting as her smile. 
 
    “Hmmm…” I looked around the room. “I don’t know how you can return to a place you’ve never been to before. And I’m sure I’ve never been here.” 
 
    “Not your physical location but your physical manifestation.” She took another step toward me. “Your essence has been restored after you expired.” 
 
    “I expired. Wait… I died?” I thought about it for a moment. The possibility of coming back from a beating shouldn’t have been unbelievable. But I specifically remembered my Recall Box being destroyed. 
 
    “These waters.” She looked toward the pool next to me. “They are the Revival Pool. The essence of one’s Mana can be reconstituted here, should they arrive in time. You are unique because you are bonded with the Life Rune. Even if you were to expire, your essence is stored within it.” 
 
    “The Rune. I’m guessing that’s this thing.” I tapped the jewel on the center of my chest. 
 
    “My name is Zafina.” 
 
    “Zafina… Virgil.” 
 
    “You have many questions, Virgil. I will attempt to answer as many of them as I can.” 
 
    “Right.” Trying to make sense of a dream was impossible. I was still holding on to the possibility I’d wake up. But I didn’t see any harm in playing along. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Zafina pressed her fingertips together and bowed her head. “Ludo was running, following where the Rune guided him. It led him to the other dimension… to you.” 
 
    “The other dimension… He found me in Pandora. The bald guy in the armor who looked like he got mauled by a bear in a volcano… That’s Ludo. I’m guessing he was running from that asshole in the black armor.” 
 
    “Blackhart has been chasing the Runes for some time now. We stayed hidden but it was inevitable he would find us. Ludo was attacked. The only power that could rival the Life Rune is the Death Rune, which Blackhart possesses. The only way Ludo could get away was to give the Rune to someone else and serve as a distraction.” 
 
    “He gave the Rune to me.” I looked down at the jewel and watched it pulse a faint yellow light. I tapped my fingers on it again to make sure it was still there. 
 
    “Blackhart. Ludo. Who are these people? What’s going on?” 
 
    “You are from Earth.” 
 
    My eyes widened in surprise. The girl in front of me looked human but I knew she wasn’t. Something about her seemed… different. 
 
    “You are fighting the evil,” she said. “From the other dimension.” 
 
    “The Shadows of Pandora. That’s right. They tried to destroy all of us.” 
 
    “That is their only goal. To end life in every dimension and on every world they come across. Earth is not the only world attempting to defend itself.” 
 
    I sighed and looked around the room. “Then I’m not in Pandora… I’m in one of those other worlds now.” 
 
    She nodded, that same polite smile still on her pink lips. “For many years, we have done battle against what you call Shadows. The war with the other dimension, Pandora, has been a constant struggle. Our people have fought in vain. Hope is dwindling. What was once a thriving civilization of millions across the continent of Valen on the planet Iorus… has been whittled down to mere hundreds.” 
 
    Iorus. I didn’t have the entire picture of this world but the thought of this happening to Earth would’ve been enough to make anybody uneasy. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened to you and your world,” I said. “We just recently discovered the ones responsible for the attacks coming from Pandora. They’re called Heralds, I think.” 
 
    “Heralds… A fitting name, since they accompany something truly destructive.” 
 
    “That Blackhart guy you mentioned earlier. He’s a Herald.” 
 
    She shook her head. “He is not a Herald. He is from Iorus, the same as me.” 
 
    “What? I don’t understand why you would be fighting…” The glowing light at the center of my chest answered my question before I could finish asking it. “I’m guessing he tried to rip this thing out of me not because it’s worth a lot of money.” 
 
    Zafina sighed a soft breath to calm herself. “Long ago, when Iorus was nothing more than a rock floating in space, the gods came together to create life. We were born at their whim. And we were given the tools to thrive on our own. Our civilization prospered as any would. 
 
    “But the gods decided to grant us further strength, for a reason I do not know. And so, the Runes were created. We have used these Runes to protect ourselves. Five jewels, including the one on your chest, capable of harnessing the Mana around us like nothing else. 
 
    “They were scattered, protected by the chosen. Over thousands of years, through generation after generation, the duty of protecting the Runes was maintained. 
 
    “But everything changed when the other dimension arrived. They decimated Iorus. Entire regions were swept through and left unrecognizable. Those who were fortunate enough to survive were forced to flee and go into hiding.” 
 
    Everything about Zafina’s story was plausible so far. I stayed silent, watching her eyes look off into the distance as she fell deeper into her story. 
 
    “The legend states that when all of the Runes are brought together, the essence of their Mana can be consolidated into one Rune, an Omnirune.” 
 
    “An Omnirune… And what does this Omnirune do?” 
 
    “No one knows for certain. It’s never been done before. But the power is tremendous. And in the wrong hands, it would be truly terrible.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said with a nod. “So bring the runes together and form the Omnirune. What’s Blackhart trying to do it for?” 
 
    Zafina didn’t answer immediately. She blinked and her smile left her. For a second, I thought I’d said something wrong with how sad she suddenly looked. 
 
    “I don’t know his name before he became Blackhart,” she said. “But I do know what happened. Word spread of an attack. Blackhart wiped out an entire village trying to find the other Runes. A lone survivor spoke of what he was doing before passing. He wants to form the Omnirune. Maybe coerced by some otherworldly force. He attempted to harness the Omnirune in an attempt to use it to serve the other dimension and the Heralds you speak of.” 
 
    “What? Hold on… Are you telling me that guy sided with Pandora? The same Pandora that wiped out your world? And he’s from here?” 
 
    “That is what was told. The witness’s testimony has been corroborated by Blackhart’s actions. Unfortunately, it is not difficult to fathom. 
 
    “Ludo and our village were forced into hiding. We had to make sure Blackhart couldn’t possess the Runes.” 
 
    “And he found you.” 
 
    She nodded. “Blackhart worked more aggressively than we anticipated. We fled but Ludo knew there was only one way to escape. He followed the Rune’s guidance, taking a portal to one worthy. We did not expect it would be a human but there is no denying the Rune’s decision.” 
 
    Zafina looked toward me. Even though her eyes were glazed over with sadness and her smile hadn’t returned, she raised her chin proudly. 
 
    “Ludo sacrificed himself so that we transport you and the Rune to a location he is not aware of.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Zafina’s story had come full-circle. A powerful Rune was lodged into my chest. The threat of Pandora was still real. And I was in another world trying to deal with it. It was strange but believable. 
 
    I scratched the side of my chin and sighed. “Let’s say I believe everything you’re telling me—” 
 
    “I do not expect someone from another world to readily believe an ancient legend. But perhaps if you spend enough time here, you will understand your situation more clearly.” 
 
    “I understand it. Maybe not in the terms you’re thinking, but I get it. There’s one thing that’d probably make this all easier to believe.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Where exactly is here?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4: Welcome To Navica 
 
    A baggy, cotton shirt and some matching pants covered me after drying me off. My tunic made me look like some old beggar from another time with how loose it was. I was just happy to get some clothes back on though. 
 
    I gingerly made my way outside of the room with the Revival Pool and into a connecting hall. The walls were the same dusty stones and mortar but there was only a short pathway leading out into the open. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Zafina asked, eyeballing my right leg. “You are still injured?” 
 
    “Huh? Oh, that. Yeah, I’ve got a bit of a limp. I usually have a cane to hide it. Don’t worry. I’m not gonna fall over or anything. It’s mild.” 
 
    “I see…” There was a slight skepticism in Zafina’s eyes though her kind smile hadn’t left her. 
 
    I didn’t think much of it, my attention instead focused on the exit. I could see more of the green grass just ahead. I kept walking toward the sunlight until finally stepping out from the small structure I was in. 
 
    “Welcome to Navica,” Zafina said. 
 
    In every direction, there was nothing but an open grass field. The sky was blue but dark clouds threatened rain or something worse. Even with the sun peeking through, there was a chill against my skin. I inhaled a deep breath. At least the air was clear. 
 
    To the east, there was a giant lake with dark blue waters. Beyond it, there was a forest of trees. Everywhere else, rocky green mountains too high to scale went all the way up beyond the clouds. 
 
    But outside of the stone structure I emerged from, there didn’t appear to be anything else except for another building just a few meters away. 
 
    “Navica,” I said. “What is this place?” 
 
    “When Blackhart made his intentions known, we had to make contingencies to make sure he could never get near them. We had a village north from here, across the sea. Blackhart arrived and attacked. That was our time to escape.” 
 
    “So, Ludo sacrificed himself so I could get to this spot.” 
 
    “By seeking the next one worthy of the Rune, he gave us the time needed to safely transport you to Navica. We should remain undetected by Blackhart and his minions for the time being. We are all safe.” 
 
    I looked around at all of the people sitting around on the grass. They wore the same plain tunics and robes as me, gathered around bonfires. Some of them poked skewers of meat into the flames, filling the air with the unmistakable scent of smoke and roasted meat. “Everybody seems to be relaxing, so I guess we are pretty safe…” 
 
    “This way.” Zafina led me over to the side. I walked along with her a few paces then saw something just above the grass she pointed toward. A small, blue ball of vibrant energy. It spun around the same as the entrance to a Junction Gate would. The only difference was it was only the size of my hand. If Zafina hadn’t mentioned it, I would’ve walked by without noticing it. 
 
    “This is a Mana Crux,” she explained. “The buildings of our old location. Our belongings. They are in stasis right now. Safe in another dimension. You’re familiar with Mana?” 
 
    I nodded. “The LOD uses Mana for a bunch of different things. Red Mana to level up. Blue Mana for equipment. Green Mana to learn new abilities.” 
 
    “All Mana, regardless of color, share the same essence. When enough Mana is added to a Crux, everything the Crux holds can safely be removed from stasis.” 
 
    “A village in a bottle… Hmm… Now I’ve seen everything.” 
 
    “If our old village were not put into stasis, it would take considerable time to reconstruct everything. Ludo did the best he could to activate the Cruxes and distract Blackhart long enough to transport everything here.” 
 
    Zafina spoke so calmly about everything. Even when talking about someone who died and having to put a whole town in another dimension. 
 
    “This all… It sounds so extreme.” 
 
    “We were not anxious to go through with this. But Ludo knew it was inevitable Blackhart would come after him. It is better to be prepared for a difficult challenge than to turn your back and hope you never have to deal with it.” 
 
    “Sound reasoning.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and looked around the grassy flatland. Every few meters, I could make out the blue Cruxes hovering over the grass. I couldn’t count how many there were but I already knew it wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    “Zafina… How much Mana is it going to take to bring everything back?” 
 
    “It will take a considerable amount. I cannot give you an estimate.” She moved close and put a hand on my shoulder. Her touch was delicate and warm through the fabric. “I sense hesitation from you.” 
 
    “Ha!” I laughed, my belly shaking. “I came to Pandora to enjoy the view. Now I’m in another world entirely. I… I never planned on being an Omega but it looks like I might have to do the same job…” 
 
    “I see…” She lowered her hand and bowed her head. “The Rune you possess is powerful. You have the means to accomplish this. But do not think you are in this alone. We will be by your side.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment. “The woman with the purple eyes. I remember her having something to do with all of this.” 
 
    “Rhiannon. She is waiting for you now.” 
 
    Zafina began walking toward the only other stone structure without waiting for me. I followed just behind her. 
 
    The building wasn’t any bigger than a split-level you’d find in any suburb. The walls were made of stone along with the roof. Its foundation sank into the grass, so I at least knew a heavy storm or wind wouldn’t move it. But outside of a few holes to let some sunlight in, it looked like nothing more than a stone house built by some ancient civilization. 
 
    I walked with Zafina down a short hall and through an open doorway. Sunlight came down from the open ceiling, shining bright on the woman standing there. 
 
    She wore a similar outfit to Zafina’s, though it was a darker shade of red. A closer look and I saw the material was more than just cloth. Some kind of metal to make it look like thin armor-plating. The red plates held her breasts but didn’t cover much else of her torso. The definition of her abs drew just as much attention as her chest. Her boots, shorts, and gloves appeared to be made of the same material as her top. Her outfit was something comparable to a Strider’s, who wore the least amount of armor out of all the Omega Classes. With how slim and athletic her frame was, it was clear she had some kind of combat experience. I’d been to enough fashion shows and watched enough models on runways to know with lean legs like hers, she’d fit right in. 
 
    Zafina took a step forward. “Rhiannon… He has returned.” 
 
    The woman raised her head. She looked just as I remembered. A violet-eyed stare. Eyes narrowed and foxy though she had on no makeup. Skin pale like she’d never gotten any sun. Hair as black as midnight, cascading down the sides of her face like silk. Her face was young. Somewhere in her early twenties, I figured. The same as Zafina. 
 
    She took a step toward me, the heels of her armored boots clicking loudly against the stone. The way her boots led up her knees made her legs look even longer. The porcelain skin of her slim, muscular thighs would’ve made her perfect for a fashion show we were always recruiting for. She seemed tall enough for it, too. A few inches shorter than me but still able to look me in the eye. 
 
    Her stare moved toward my chest. Some smarmy comment about her checking me out crossed my mind but it was obvious she was only looking at the Rune lodged into me underneath my tunic. 
 
    “I am Rhiannon.” She bowed her head, a smile slowly growing on her lips, a shade of purple that matched her eyes. Her voice was sterner than Zafina’s but not anywhere nearly intimidating. 
 
    “Virgil.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure and honor to meet you, Virgil.” 
 
    “Uh…” I put my hands up and shook my head. “There’s no need for that kind of formality.” 
 
    “It is not often you meet one worthy of bearing the Rune. I mean what I say.” 
 
    “Even though I’m not from Iorus? Even though I’m not one of your kind?” 
 
    “I have seen the power of the Rune for myself. It has done things beyond the comprehension of ordinary Mana. Seeing it in you, a human, is not surprising. Something so remarkable from the Rune is… expected.” 
 
    “Right…” I looked over at Zafina and she seemed to be in agreement. 
 
    She moved over by Rhiannon’s side. “I have explained to Virgil how he arrived here. He’s aware of Blackhart’s mission. He knows of the Cruxes and how we are trying to establish this location as the new home for Navica.” 
 
    I shook my head and couldn’t help a chuckle. “I’ve gotta be honest with you. I’m standing here in some cotton pants and a shirt, with a yellow diamond stuck in my chest. It’s weird as hell. But you talk about Pandora like we do on Earth. The Shadows and now the Heralds are a threat. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to protect Earth. And I’ll do what I can for Iorus as well.” 
 
    Rhiannon crossed her arms and nodded. “There was no doubt you would. Ludo would not have been able to transfer the Rune to you otherwise. You are worthy.” 
 
    “That means a lot of things. The best thing for me to do though, wouldn’t be to use the power of this Rune. If you can teleport me back to where you found me, I’m sure Dexter is sending a team for me. Nobody’s ever been lost in Pandora before. The LOD doesn’t want that on their record. They’ll do whatever it takes to find me.” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon looked at one another. The longer they stayed silent, the more uneasy I felt in my stomach. 
 
    Zafina sighed softly through her nose. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I said. “The LOD has power. Have you ever seen a Prime fight?” 
 
    “That is irrelevant,” Rhiannon said without hesitation. 
 
    “Huh? There are fighters back on Earth. Omegas. Not just one. Imagine a whole army of them. I promise they’ll join you in your fight against Blackhart. We’ll all work together to push back against Pandora. We’re on the same team here.” 
 
    Both of them still seem unconvinced. 
 
    “That is not it,” Rhiannon said. “Transporting you and the Rune to Navica drew a considerable amount of Mana from us. And to seal the pathway so Blackhart could not follow took even more energy.” 
 
    Zafina took a step toward me. “In order for you to return to Earth, you would have to travel through Iorus, into what you know as Pandora, then back to Earth.” 
 
    “I don’t see the problem with that. Unless…” I narrowed my eyes at them. “Just how far from Earth am I?” 
 
    They both turned to each other again. 
 
    “And please stop looking at each other,” I said. “It makes me think you’re coming up with some answer I don’t want to hear.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I do not have the answer you do wish to hear.” Zafina frowned slightly. “You would need to gather a considerable amount of Mana to build a gateway to Pandora close enough to be in range of Earth.” 
 
    “Then I’ll gather the Mana. I’ll build up as much as I can and…” Again it hit me. The Mana I needed to get back to Earth was the same Mana they would need to fight Blackhart. 
 
    “Blackhart is coming for you,” Rhiannon said. “There is no mistaking he wants to possess your Rune. A confrontation is inevitable.” 
 
    Rhiannon raised her chin. Her face was youthful, unblemished. But there was a maturity in her eyes that came from years of experience. She was as proud as any woman I’d ever seen. 
 
    Zafina’s kind smile returned to her. The way she looked at me made me realize what I needed to do. 
 
    “A one-way ticket to Navica,” I said. “Maybe I’m here because of the Rune. Destiny. Fate. Whatever you want to call it. But I’m here. I’ll rebuild Navica. I’ll stop Blackhart. And then I’ll find my path back to Earth.” 
 
    Rhiannon nodded confidently. “There is no doubt in my mind you are strong enough. I will follow your lead.” 
 
    “As will I,” Zafina added. 
 
    “You know my right leg is messed up though, right? Back on Earth, I worked for the Legion against the threat of Pandora but I wasn’t a fighter. I’m not ashamed to admit that. But this Rune…” I looked down at the glowing jewel pulsing in my chest. “…I’m not sure it’s powerful enough to compensate.” 
 
    Rhiannon and Zafina looked at one another once again. 
 
    “Uh, guys. What did I say about that?” 
 
    They ignored me, smirks growing on their faces to make the uncertainty swell in my chest. 
 
    “You will be able to harness the power of the Rune because you are chosen,” Zafina said. 
 
    “And how will I do that?” 
 
    “With this.” Zafina moved aside and I saw what Rhiannon was standing next to. 
 
    At the center of the room was a small stone column. It was about four-feet high. The column itself was ordinary but on top of it there was an orb. A crystal ball the size of a bowling ball. Inside of it, different colors swirled like what you’d find in illustrations of deep space. Like a nebulous galaxy of blues and purples contained in a small sphere. 
 
    “This orb,” Zafina explained. “It is the pathway to Zion.” 
 
    “Zion?” 
 
    “Just place your hand and you will be transported there.” 
 
    “First Pandora. Then Navica. I’ve been doing an awful lot of traveling lately…” 
 
    “I assure you Zion is not as far as you might be imagining.” 
 
    I took a step closer. As strange as the orb was, there was something peaceful about the blue and purple colors twisting inside. It was like some kind of strange snow globe or a really fancy lava lamp. 
 
    “All right,” I said with a nod. “Zion. It’s not dangerous, is it?” 
 
    “Just place your palm and the Rune will take you there,” Zafina said. 
 
    “And what do I do when I’m there?” 
 
    “You will know what to do.” 
 
    “I’m going to be honest with you, Zafina. I’m not a big fan of these vague answers.” 
 
    “I cannot put into words what you will see. I have not seen it. You must witness it for yourself.” 
 
    This was all getting stranger by the second. A small part of me thought about giving up. But no… I knew I couldn’t do that. 
 
    Rhiannon placed a hand on my shoulder. “You are worthy of the Rune. Just place your palm on the orb and you will understand.” 
 
    I shrugged and took one last breath. “Zion…” I did what I was told and pressed my hand down. 
 
    The colors in the orb began to shine even brighter. The Rune in my chest pulsed harder than I’d ever seen it. The room began to fill with a white light, so blinding I had to close my eyes. But in the blink of an eye, the blinding light faded. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see my surroundings had changed. 
 
    “Zion.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5: Zion 
 
    Everything was white. No matter where I looked, it was all the same. There weren’t even any shadows. The floor was invisible underneath me. The ceiling was the same plain white as everything else. Light inexplicably came from somewhere so I could see everything. Everything was so colorless and pale, I couldn’t tell if I was in a room or if everything just went on forever. I was in some white void like a room that hadn’t been finished being made. 
 
    It wasn’t empty though. In front of me, there was a display the size of a giant flat-screen TV, about half as big as the display in the Junction Room. It seemed to be floating in mid-air. It was black and I could see my reflection in it, so I knew it was there. 
 
    I walked around the orb that transported me here and walked toward the display. I was a few meters away when the screen began to change. A green line oscillated across it like a distorted sound wave or a vital sign. 
 
    “Hello, Virgil.” 
 
    A voice came from the screen. Something feminine with a blank tone. Siri. Alexa. Cortana. I’d heard voices from digital devices before and this was no different. But the giant display in front of me wasn’t exactly a digital device. 
 
    I took a step closer, my eyes locked on the pulsing green line. 
 
    “It is all right, Virgil.” 
 
    The line moved in unison with the voice. 
 
    “How do you know my name?” 
 
    “I am connected to the Rune. I know who you are.” 
 
    The Rune pulsed the same soft yellow I’d quickly gotten used to seeing. 
 
    “And who are you?” I said. 
 
    “I am Cybil. I will be the one responsible for guiding you through the use of the Rune that is now a part of you.” 
 
    “Cybil… And where are you hiding?” 
 
    “I am not hiding anywhere. I am all around you, here in Zion. This display is a manifestation of the Rune’s abilities.” 
 
    “Right…” I raised an eyebrow skeptically. 
 
    “I can sense your reservations.” 
 
    “I know you can. I’m making it pretty obvious.” 
 
    “I will attempt to explain. Long ago, when the ancient gods created the runes, they knew the ones who possessed them would not be able to comprehend their power. Zion was created as a place between the worlds where gods and mortals meet. I was created as a liaison between the gods and the one who possessed the Life Rune. I am nothing more and nothing less.” 
 
    “A disembodied voice.” 
 
    “There is no need for anything else.” 
 
    “I guess you’ve got a point…” 
 
    Cybil’s answer made enough sense but there were even more questions running around in my head. I crossed my arms and stared at the softly pulsing line. 
 
    “Why did the Rune choose me?” 
 
    “The Rune only chooses those who are worthy of wielding it. You possess the power of the gods themselves. That power was not meant for anybody.” 
 
    “And now that power is being used by some asshole named Blackhart to help destroy this world.” 
 
    “The gods could not foresee the intentions of everybody who possesses them. The Runes were created so the people of Iorus could be left to their own devices and defend themselves.” 
 
    “Like a fight against Pandora… They don’t sound like gods if they couldn’t see someone like Blackhart using it for evil. It was only a matter of time until someone tried to take advantage of them.” 
 
    Cybil didn’t respond. I guess it was obvious enough, so she didn’t have to say anything. 
 
    “All right,” I sighed. “I’m in Zion. Some place between the mortals and the gods. It’s very… sterile here. Quiet, too.” 
 
    “I can change that if you like.” 
 
    The soft plucking of a string instrument flowed from every direction. Something like a harp played an unrecognizable, gentle tune. The music alone was enough to make my white surroundings peaceful. I wasn’t completely comfortable but I was getting there. 
 
    “I’m here in Zion. Now what?” 
 
    “As you know, I was designed to explain the capabilities of the Rune you possess. Every individual who came before you learned just as you are now. The first thing you must understand is the strength it can harness. 
 
    “I can sense it in you. You wish to use the Rune against those from the other world.” 
 
    “That’s right. Shadows of Pandora.” 
 
    “What you refer to as Shadows are made of Mana. The Rune can harness the power of Mana to become stronger. The Rune is attached to you. As such, you will become stronger in addition to it.” 
 
    Before I could ask any more questions, data appeared on the screen. It looked like a stat sheet. 
 
      
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 1 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 5 
 
    Fire (Speed) 5 
 
    Water (Durability) 5 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 5 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t much different from an Omega’s, though the names were different. 
 
    “Every statistic is tied to an element,” Cybil continued. “As you gather Mana, the essence inside of you will increase and your strength will grow.” 
 
    “We have the measurements back in the Legion. Anything I should know?” 
 
    “Your stats are self-explanatory. Strength is tied to your physical capabilities. How hard you can swing your fists. How much you are able to lift.” 
 
    “Speed is my movement and agility. Reflexes, too.” 
 
    “That is correct. Your durability is the strength of your body. How much damage you are able to take before falling unconscious. Whether a blow will knock you down or feel like nothing more than a stiff breeze.” 
 
    “That’s always nice to have.” 
 
    “Your control is your ability to manipulate Mana around you. Everything is made of Mana, including the elements. Increasing your control will allow you to wield the elements as if they are an extension of your limbs. As a Battlemancer, it may be your most important stat in dealing with your adversaries.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. “So the gods were aware of something like Pandora happening. I guess I didn’t give them enough credit for being omnipotent.” 
 
    “Defeating the Shadows emerging from Pandora will grant you the Mana you need to increase your strength as a Battlemancer.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on fighting anything I don’t have to. But if I’m gonna do everything I need to, it wouldn’t hurt to get as much Mana as I can.” 
 
    I tapped the jewel on my chest and shrugged. “I think I got it figured out. This screen is just a fancy Omega communicator. Back on Earth, we have devices that can gather Mana.” 
 
    “That is not all your Rune is capable of.” 
 
    The stats on the screen disappeared and were quickly replaced with different data indicating it was new. 
 
      
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
      
 
    Light Beam (Level 1) NEW 
 
    Fire a straight beam of intense light, dealing holy damage 
 
    Holy Warrior (Level 1) NEW 
 
    Summon a warrior blessed by the heavens 
 
      
 
    “You possess the Life Rune. The abilities tied to the Life Rune are holy, straight from the Creator who had the power of Heaven itself.” 
 
    I arched an eyebrow as I read the description of the ability. “Holy damage? What exactly does that mean?” 
 
    “Perhaps a demonstration is in order. But first, you must activate your Rune and become a Battlemancer.” 
 
    “And how do I do that?” 
 
    “The Rune is a part of you. Not just physically. It is an extension of your psyche. You are the Rune and the Rune is you.” 
 
    “I was with you, Cybil, but you’re starting to lose me with the mystic talk…” 
 
    “Focus on the Rune. Imagine it was an arm or another limb. Another muscle for you to control.” 
 
    A disembodied voice was talking to me in a white room with harps playing in the background. I couldn’t imagine something as wild as this even if I was stoned. So I figured I could follow along with its instructions. 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused on the Rune in my chest. I imagined moving it. It didn’t take much effort when suddenly I felt it. 
 
    Something crawling over my skin. My eyes shot open and I saw it coming from the rune. It extended in every direction, moving over my chest and down over my stomach. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    Thin sheets of white armor moved all over me. Down over my thighs and all the way to my toes. Over my arms and to my fingertips. Up my throat and stopping just under my chin. 
 
    I pressed my hands against my chest. I was wearing something that was like Omega armor. It conformed to my body like a wet suit, flexible silicone or rubber hugging me tight but not squeezing the life out of me. 
 
    I looked at my reflection in the display. I was some cross between an Omega and a medieval knight. The smooth plates of white armor glistened with a dull shine. The bodysuit had ridges at the joints, connecting together like it was welded together perfectly. The only thing that was different was the Rune itself. It shimmered brighter than I’d ever seen it. 
 
    “Is this… real?” I flexed my fingers and rubbed my arms. “What is this?” 
 
    “You are a Battlemancer. The armor encasing your body now is a combination of Mana and inorganic materials. Do not think because your skin is covered it provides you any more defense. Only by increasing your levels will you be able to withstand more than was intended.” 
 
    “For now, it’s just for looks, huh? More incentive to keep going.” 
 
    A red light flashed next to me. I jerked my head and saw something a few meters away. A humanoid figure without any facial features stood there. 
 
    “What’s that?” I said. 
 
    “A chance to harness the power of the Rune.” 
 
    “Training dummy.” 
 
    I walked over toward it. It was only a single step when I noticed the difference. 
 
    “Hey… I don’t feel any pain in my leg.” 
 
    “You are in control of the Rune,” Cybil’s voice reminded me. “It can compensate for any physical shortcomings you might have.” 
 
    “That’s convenient. Now… Light Beam. Do I shoot it from my chest or my hand or…” I shrugged and raised my hand. My palm out, I focused for only a second before a white light began gathering inside of it. It grew hot enough I could feel it underneath my armored hand. The beam charged and shot straight forward as thin as a stream from a garden hose. But even though it didn’t appear very strong, it pierced a hole right through the red figure and made it vanish into mist. 
 
    My hand down, I couldn’t help but sigh a deep breath. 
 
    “The strength of your abilities will increase as you use them. Beware. The Rune is taxing on your body. The longer you stay in the form of the Battlemancer, the more endurance will be drained. Even with the Rune, it would be wise not to push yourself.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, I can feel how tiring it is. My heart’s beating a little faster like I’m jogging… The power of the gods. Makes sense it’s taxing on a mortal’s body.” 
 
    The red training dummy reappeared. 
 
    “Now let’s see this Holy Warrior…” 
 
    I raised my hand again and blue energy began to gather before me like mist. It kept moving until taking the shape of a man who was my size, glowing the same blue mist as the energy it was made from. There were few definable features on it because of its monotone shade, except for the helmet covering its face and what appeared to be a loincloth. It clutched a plain-looking short sword in its hand, standing rigidly like a mannequin. 
 
    “Hmm…” I walked around the figure. “This guy seems pretty cool. How do I use him?” 
 
    “Simply command him.” 
 
    “All right, my man. Attack.” 
 
    The warrior sprinted forward suddenly and slashed at the shadow, splitting it in half and making it disappear. 
 
    “Whoa… Nice.” I nodded in approval and crossed my arms. The blue warrior returned to its position as it waited for my next command. “You and I are gonna make a good team, buddy.” 
 
    He didn’t respond. Not that I expected him to. He was only an avatar for me to command. 
 
    “I think I’ve got a hang of the basics,” I said. 
 
    “Return to Zion when you wish to view your Mana levels, your abilities, or the status of your Rune.” 
 
    “Simple enough. I have another question, Cybil. The other ones who have Runes like this… like Blackhart. They come to Zion, too?” 
 
    “I was designated specifically for the Life Rune. Zion is unique only to you. If Blackhart truly intends on unleashing the power of the Omnirune, he will only be able to do so from here.” 
 
    “Right…” I deactivated the Rune and I was back in the plain outfit Zafina had given me. My limp returned as I made my way back to the orb. “You got any more advice?” 
 
    “I can offer you no more advice other than what I have already told you about the Rune. I will be here should new questions arise.” 
 
    Cybil had answered all of my questions but there was still some doubt lingering inside of me. Maybe I just couldn’t wrap my head around everything I’d seen. Whatever it was, I knew I’d done everything I could. Now it was time to get started. 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll come up with another question eventually. If I’m going to do everything I’m planning on, I’ll be visiting Zion often.” 
 
    “I await your return, Virgil.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6: Mission Parameters 
 
    The villagers of Navica lounged around on the grass, underneath the shade of makeshift awnings made from nothing but stakes in the ground with animal skins and leathers stretched over them. Living in an apartment and having access to amenities of the city, I couldn’t help but think how primitive it was out here. The people had every reason to complain about the cold and their sparse surroundings but most of them seemed content as they sat around fires and busied themselves with sewing textiles. 
 
    Rhiannon placed a wooden table next to the stone structure I just came out of. She rolled a couple of logs right next to it. They looked heavy but she didn’t have any trouble, her biceps flexing as she moved the stumps into place. 
 
    I took a seat at one end of the small square table and Rhiannon and Zafina sat on opposite ends next to me. 
 
    “I recommend we first pour our resources into the Central Keep,” Zafina said. “It can provide temporary shelter for some until enough homes are built. It will also be a more appropriate place for you to delegate from.” 
 
    “Delegate…” I rubbed my chin, holding back a smile as I remembered all of the boring board meetings I had to sit in on. If Zafina and Rhiannon were shareholders I had to listen to, the meetings would have been a lot more enjoyable. “First order for Navica is rebuilding the Central Keep. How much Mana does the Crux need?” 
 
    “More than the others but not considerable enough to be burdensome. We can fight Shadows for a day or two and have enough Mana.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good start.” 
 
    “Rebuilding Navica is only one of your goals.” Rhiannon reached for her side and pulled out a piece of paper tucked into her waistband. Some old weathered parchment rolled into a scroll. She unfurled the brown, flaky paper, and stretched it out over the table. 
 
    “This is a map of the continent of Valen.” 
 
    I didn’t know the scale of the land sketched into the paper. 
 
    She pressed her index finger near the top of the long, rectangular landmass. “Navica is located here, in Northern Valen. The seas and mountains to the north, east, and west are a natural barrier from invasion. The other Runes are spread across Iorus, but Valen is the largest known continent where we will find two of them.” Her finger trailed down to the center of Valen. “This is Chenai. An underground city at the heart of continent. That is the last known location of the Stone Rune.” 
 
    “Chenai… What do you know about the people of Chenai?” 
 
    “They are steadfast. Hard-working. Every city has secluded itself from the rest of the world. I have little doubt they will fight to their last breath to prevent Blackhart from getting his hands on the Stone Rune.” 
 
    “Good news. The question now is, do you think we’ll be able to convince them to give us their Rune to prevent Blackhart from getting his hands on it?” 
 
    “The people of Chenai have suffered the same as all have in Iorus. They know the history of Shadows coming from the other world and the destruction they have caused. It may take some convincing but I’m confident you’ll be able to do it.” 
 
    Rhiannon smiled slyly at me. I’d only just met her and she appeared to be placing a bunch of trust in me. The same went for Zafina, who reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “All of the Runes have incredible power,” she said. “But the Life Rune is the strongest. The more you become acclimated, the more your power will grow. And thus, your ability to convince the others.” 
 
    “Hmm… Let’s hope I don’t have to convince anybody by beating them up.” 
 
    “When all else fails…” Zafina bowed her head, a somewhat mischievous smirk on her lips. 
 
    Rhiannon moved her hand down from Chenai. “Farther south is Malora. That is where the Fire Rune is.” 
 
    “Malora. I’m hoping they’re friendly, too.” 
 
    “Malorans are… intense people, in a manner of speaking. They will welcome us with open arms but again, acquiring their Rune will take more convincing.” 
 
    I sighed softly and shrugged. “I knew this wasn’t gonna be easy. Fire Rune. Stone Rune. What else do you got for me?” 
 
    Rhiannon moved to her hand over to the west, across the water and onto a small set of islands I didn’t notice until now. “The islands of Dragonpine. We will have to sail or gather enough Mana to teleport their directly. In either case, there we will find the Water Rune and the goblins who protect it.” 
 
    “Goblins? You mean those little green things?” 
 
    Zafina put her hand over her mouth as she giggled, looking across at Rhiannon, who was smiling just the same. 
 
    “Did I miss something?” I said. 
 
    “Perhaps some of them are,” Zafina said. “But the goblins of Dragonpine are not green and despite their size, they are no less formidable.” 
 
    Rhiannon nodded. “They are not like you or I. Their structure is… different.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a goblin before. I mean, not in person. They’re in the LOD database. They’re probably the most common Shadow in the bestiary. But I thought goblins were just Shadows from Pandora. Are you telling me they’re in charge of a Rune?” 
 
    “Their lineage can be traced back to ancient times as the rest of us. Rest assured, they will protect the Water Rune against Blackhart with unquestionable might.” 
 
    I stared at the map, going over the details in my head. It was only three locations but that didn’t make me any more comfortable. “They’re on an island though. Seems like so far away.” 
 
    “Blackhart is trying to acquire all of the Runes for himself but his mortal flesh requires rest and recovery,” Rhiannon said. “We have time to prepare for him and what ill intentions he has. The Life Rune bound to you will guide you and all of us will follow. If you are able to acquire the other Runes before Blackhart, you will be able to defeat him and then perhaps destroy the threat of Pandora. I have no doubt you will succeed.” 
 
    Again she made it a point to let me know how much trust she put in me. 
 
    Three Runes. Three different locations. I had my work cut out for me. But if I could pull this off, I’d save Navica, Iorus, and maybe Earth in the process. This was a risk I had to take. 
 
    “It is your decision to decide where we head first,” Zafina said. “If you need more time—” 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “We’ll have to go for all of them eventually. Chenai’s the closest. I say we head there and get the Stone Rune first on the way to Malora.” 
 
    “A wise decision…” Zafina bowed her head again, a polite smile on her lips. 
 
    Rhiannon moved her index finger up near Navica. “We don’t have the Mana reserves to transport there directly. We will have to travel by foot and its location is not exact. It will give us the opportunity to gather Mana for the Navica Cruxes. You’ll also get the chance to strengthen yourself and the Life Rune. 
 
    “Our first stop will be venturing through the Bright Plains. There will be attacks from Pandora. Shadows will make sure our journey is not so simple but it should not be anything we cannot handle. 
 
    “After the Bright Plains, we will travel through the Bee Forest?” 
 
    “The Bee Forest? I’m hoping that’s just a name…” 
 
    Rhiannon moved her finger down and reached Chenai. “Shortly after, we will find the passageways to Chenai. The trip should only take a few days if we make steady progress.” 
 
    “Remember, you do not have to do all of this at once,” Zafina said. “Rhiannon and I both have enough Mana to transport you the short distance back here to Navica and we can continue our progress directly.” 
 
    “Checkpoints,” I said with a nod. “Got it.” 
 
    “It is not simply about acquiring the Runes. You have many tasks ahead of you.” 
 
    I didn’t need the reminder but she gave it to me anyway. 
 
    Find the Runes. Rebuild Navica. Defeat Blackhart. Not to mention trying to find a Junction into Pandora that’ll get me back to Earth. There were so many things to do, I was a little overwhelmed. 
 
    Zafina suddenly raised her hand. A green glow like smoke began floating around her palm and moved toward me. It surrounded me with a cool, refreshing burst of energy that washed over me. It was like being sprinkled with water only I wasn’t getting wet. The feeling subsided quickly. 
 
    I looked at her and shrugged. “What was that?” 
 
    “Mana can be used to heal minor injuries.” 
 
    “I… wasn’t injured.” 
 
    “But you appeared stressed.” 
 
    “Did I?” I chuckled, breaking the tension I didn’t even think was there. “I was just thinking. I’m looking forward to getting all of this done. But first things first, we should build the Central Keep. I say we head out and collect some Mana.” 
 
    Rhiannon got up from her seat and bowed her head. “I agree. We will accompany you to the Bright Plains. It will allow us an opportunity to become more acclimated on the battlefield.” 
 
    “I could use a little practice.” 
 
    “I am looking forward to seeing what you can do as a Battlemancer.” 
 
    I never planned on being an Omega. Heading through that Junction Gate with Dexter was the only time I ever held a Legion weapon. Just an untrained technician who couldn’t walk straight. Now I was jumping right into the fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7: First Attack 
 
    The branch had been ripped straight off a tree. About four-feet long, it was enough for me to dig into the grass without having to hunch over. The soil was hardened from the cold temperatures, giving me a firm path to walk. 
 
    “Are you certain you are comfortable?” Zafina was concerned, her brow furrowed slightly. 
 
    I chuckled in response. “It’s not painful. My right leg just doesn’t work as intended. Baseball bat. Golf club. I’ve tried them all. Everything works as a cane. Let’s get going.” 
 
    The start of our journey from Navica took us south, across a short stretch of open, undeveloped land. A short hill blocked what was beyond. When I reached the top, I saw the wide-open space in front of me. 
 
    Fertile land went for miles in every direction. Growing up in the city, I didn’t think a place like this could exist. The grass was so green it looked painted on. The trees were scattered in spots for the wildlife to enjoy the shade but it was more of an open field than a forest. The clouds were gray but not enough to dampen the morning sunlight. I stayed and admired the scenery for a moment like it was artwork. 
 
    Rhiannon stood by my side and pointed. “These are the Bright Plains. Miles of untouched grasslands. Throughout the history of Valen, it is the one location that hasn’t been soiled by war or conflict. It truly is peaceful here.” 
 
    “I get that kinda vibe,” I sighed. “Don’t have a place as green as this back home. Pandora. Navica. It seems like everywhere I go to is a nice change of pace.” 
 
    She pointed to the right. “The mountains to the west.” Then she turned to the left. “The Royal Sea to the east.” Then she moved back forward. “The forest to the south. We can reach every destination we need to from the Bright Plains. Should you find yourself in trouble without any Mana, simply head north and you will make it back to Navica.” 
 
    “Sounds like you thought of everything.” 
 
    “Ludo prepared appropriately.” A sly smile came across her lips. Rhiannon had a quiet intensity about her but she was friendly, too. If she was faking it, she was doing a good job. 
 
    “Come,” Zafina said. “We have a long road ahead of us. Let us attempt to cover as much ground as we are able.” 
 
    We descended the hillside and onto the plains. I immediately noticed what looked like a herd of bulls or bison roaming around a few miles away from us. 
 
    “Those things aren’t gonna give us trouble, are they? I’m not much of a runner, which you can probably tell…” 
 
    “The bulls are not hostile,” Rhiannon said. “Though they can be if you provoke them.” 
 
    Compared to Zafina, Rhiannon was a few inches taller and her physique was noticeably more muscular. She wasn’t hulking but it was obvious she had a certain amount of strength. Her arms and legs had striations you’d only see from women who spent a lot of time in the gym. The definition of her abs made it even more obvious. 
 
    “Something tells me you’ve had a personal experience with them,” I said. 
 
    Rhiannon smiled softly. “The bulls are good for combat practice. They are swift for their size. A good test of strength and agility as well as your wits.” 
 
    “I see…” I looked her up and down as I walked next to her. “…I don’t see any weapons though. You didn’t fight a bull with your bare hands, did you?” 
 
    Rhiannon shook her head. “I have weapons.” Before I could ask what they were, she raised her hand. Red energy formed around her wrist, flowing softly like smoke toward the rest of her hand. She clenched her fist and the red energy took the shape of a blade at the end of her knuckles. More than a foot long and as thick as any katana I’d seen back at the District, the blade had a warmth coming from it. It snapped and crackled with undeniable energy, burning with a crimson flame. Rhiannon held it up effortlessly, not bothered by the emanating heat. 
 
    “I am a Mana Dancer,” she said. “I channel Mana into weapons. My preference is the Mana Dagger. Quick and efficient. But strong enough to pierce through the thickest hides.” 
 
    “Nice.” 
 
    “There are other means of channeling Mana. I’m certain you do this on Earth as well.” 
 
    I nodded. “Omegas have different abilities. Most of them are used to amplify weapons. Give them elemental stats. A fire sword. A gunshot that stuns with electricity. Things like that. I guess Harbingers would be the Omega Class who use Mana straight…” 
 
    “Mana is powerful regardless of how you wield it. It is simply a matter of choosing what you’re most comfortable with.” 
 
    I turned to Zafina to the left of me. “And what about you? What are you most comfortable with? You did that healing thing back there but I’m sure you’re capable of more.” 
 
    “You are too kind, Virgil.” 
 
    “Don’t be modest now. We’ll need everything if we’re gonna do this.” 
 
    Zafina raised her hand. But unlike Rhiannon, she opened her palm and held it flat like she was presenting something to me. In the blink of an eye, a blue flame appeared. It floated just above her palm, bobbing up and down like something else was holding it up. Zafina rotated her hand until the small flame rolled to the tip of her index finger. And with the flick of her wrist, it shot forward into the grass in a fiery blue explosion like a bomb went off. 
 
    “I am a Mana Seer, here to assist you,” she said. “Both Rhiannon and me.” 
 
    Her smile was subtle, lips slightly crooked and barely enough for me to notice. The tan woman may have seemed more modest compared to Rhiannon but neither of them lacked any confidence, that was for sure. I could appreciate that. 
 
    As we made our way across the plains, I looked at all of the wildlife appearing. Wolfpacks roamed around, searching for their next target. White rabbits burrowed in and out of the grass, some of them popping up to show off the carrots they were nibbling on before dipping behind the boulders around the grasslands. Hawks soared through the skies with an occasional caw to let me know they were there. There was something peaceful about roaming by with so many animals even though I had to keep my guard up. 
 
    A sudden thunder made us stop in our tracks. I looked up at the sky and watched white balls of energy beginning to form. It rotated around until making small portals. They flashed bright and in a split-second, a brown bear had leaped out. 
 
    The thing was as big as a car. If its size wasn’t intimidating enough, it snarled to show off the fangs dripping with saliva. Empty black eyes locked on me. 
 
    “Raaaaaaah!” It straightened onto its hind legs and roared into the air loud enough for it to echo across the grass. 
 
    I wasn’t an Omega. I had no experience fighting. That didn’t matter now. 
 
    “A Shadow,” I said. “After everything I’ve seen, didn’t think something Omegas see every day would surprise me.” 
 
    “It is ferocious,” Rhiannon said. “But it does not have what it takes to defeat you. I’m certain it will cause you no trouble.” 
 
    “Feel free to join in if you want.” 
 
    I focused my energy and the yellow Rune in my chest pulsed. Metal plates began to emerge from the edges, trailing over my chest and stomach then proceeding to cover me from my toes to my neck. The white armor glistened underneath the sunlight with the Rune at the center of it shining as bright and golden as it could get. 
 
    “Let’s see if this works…” I raised my palm and summoned a Holy Warrior. The ethereal blue outline of a man in only a helmet and loincloth appeared in front of me like a ghost, raising his sword and facing the bear as it fell back onto its front limbs. 
 
    “You are a Battlemancer,” Zafina said. “You are capable of fighting but your true power lies in your ability to command the entire battlefield.” 
 
    “Right… Let’s go, my man. Show me what you got.” I took a step forward and the Holy Warrior charged. 
 
    The bear roared and began galloping across the grass. The two engaged quickly, slashing at each other undaunted. 
 
    “I guess I should help him out,” I said. 
 
    “You can assist,” Rhiannon said. “But remember that any time you use the Rune, you drain your stamina—” 
 
    “I think I’ll be fine.” I raised my palm and fired a Light Beam right at the bear. It was too distracted by the warrior, so it took it right against the shoulder. The searing laser scorched its fur and made it smoke. I kept the small beam focused on it, listening to the bear roar in pain. 
 
    It swiped and managed to knock the warrior down but the warrior was resilient. He jumped back to his feet and stabbed at the center of the bear’s chest. Another scream from the bear filled the sky before it suddenly exploded. A shower of red, green, and blue orbs littered the sky and fell on the grass like hail. 
 
    The warrior stayed motionless as I walked right next to it. My attention turned to the small orbs. I reached out to pick one up but my fingers slipped through it like it wasn’t even there. Instead, the orbs began to float into my Rune. A warm, crisp feeling filled my chest and pulsed through my bloodstream. 
 
    “Mana orbs,” I said. “Omegas use communicators to collect these and level up. It looks like the Rune is acting the same way. Just one bear but…” I chuckled at the thought of actually doing battle even if I didn’t even do much. “Never thought I’d fight the Shadows in Pandora.” 
 
    Rhiannon put a hand on my shoulder. “One Shadow. The first of many.” 
 
    Thunder cracked in the sky again. More swirls of light appeared and flashed. Three more brown grizzly bears landed on the grass with a hard thump, each of them roaring a ferocious song. 
 
    “Looks like they’re eager,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I pointed forward and the Holy Warrior moved to engage. Rhiannon activated her Mana Dagger and began running along with him. Zafina stayed by my side as we watched the bears gallop toward us. 
 
    The warrior was undeterred. He fought with ferocity despite two bears swiping and pouncing on him. I aimed a Light Beam at one of the beasts and managed to hit it just enough to make it back off. 
 
    “You are quite proficient already,” Zafina said. “Let me try.” 
 
    She pointed her index finger and cast a blue fireball at the other bear the warrior was engaged with. The flames slammed into the side of the beast and ignited its fur. The bear flailed with its long claws as its brown fur was consumed by the flames. The distraction was enough for the warrior to step forward and pierce it in the chest, turning it into Mana. 
 
    I readied another Light Beam then noticed Rhiannon off to the side. She looked even more agile than I could imagine. A twisted blur of red energy flipping around with the agility of a gymnast, Rhiannon dodged the bear’s swipes and stabbed with her Mana Dagger. The burning blade pierced the Shadow’s fur on its side and made it howl. It responded with a furious swipe but Rhiannon was already twirling out of the way and stabbing it again in the leg before it could respond. Rhiannon was a combination of grace and violence, picking the bear apart until it was stabbed so many times it had no choice but to fall over and explode into Mana orbs. 
 
    My summoned warrior engaged with the final bear. Even though the beast managed to swipe at him, he had all the help he needed from Zafina and me. Another Light Beam and another blue fireball quickly delivered the bear to the same fate as the others. 
 
    I sighed softly as I collected the Mana into my Rune. “I’m learning how to fight. I can feel myself getting stronger. And there’s a sense of satisfaction from beating a Shadow you can’t get from anything else. I’m beginning to see why being an Omega is so appealing.” 
 
    “This is only the start of our journey,” Rhiannon said. “Remember to maintain this level of eagerness.” 
 
    Thunder cracked again and three more bears emerged from the flashes of light. I looked to Zafina and Rhiannon, who were both waiting for my command. 
 
    “We need Mana for the Crux to rebuild the Central Keep,” I said. “Let’s get as much as we can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8: Main Hall Meeting 
 
    The Bright Plains were so sprawling, it didn’t look like we’d made much progress even after walking for several hours. More Shadows were defeated and more Mana was collected. The walking was more of a challenge than the actual fights. I wasn’t complaining though. Easy fights to start with were perfect for the novice I knew I was. 
 
    It wasn’t long before using the Rune had taken its toll on me and we returned to Navica. 
 
    “Are you sure we’ll be able to pick up where we left off?” I asked. 
 
    Zafina nodded, whimsically rotating her hand in the air. “The Mana required was not significant as it was taking you from where we first found you. I’ll be able to create a portal back to where we stopped and resume our journey.” 
 
    “Now I’ve gotta wonder, why don’t you just create portal straight to Chenai?” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with Chenai’s exact location. The maps are only an estimate. Going by foot means there is room for error. In addition, it gives you the opportunity to strengthen yourself. You will need to level as much as possible if you are to face Blackhart.” 
 
    “Blackhart… He has the ability to teleport, too. Any chance he’ll show up here in Navica?” 
 
    “Our old village was a secret but not a well-kept one. The ambush on Ludo was inevitable but it will take Blackhart significant time to discover this location. Though he defeated Ludo, his forces were devastated in his attack. He will need to recoup his losses. We have time. Right now, something else requires your attention.” 
 
    Zafina and I stood just outside of the small stone house where the Revival Pool was located. Just outside of it, a Mana Crux pulsed with blue energy. 
 
    “So… I just put some Mana into this thing and then what happens?” 
 
    “The Central Hall will regain its essence and return to the stasis it currently resides in.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose it’s possible to just build another Central Hall.” 
 
    Zafina’s laugh was lower than her voice, almost as if she didn’t want me to hear it. “That is possible. But the amount of work and resources would be more significant than simply placing the Mana you’ve required. In addition, the Crux provides it with additional stability. Consider it a Mana foundation no other resources can supply.” 
 
    “Just like buying something instead of making it yourself… I can see the appeal. Now how am I supposed to transfer the Mana I have into the Crux?” 
 
    “It is your will that controls the Mana within you.” The blond spoke so matter-of-factly, I didn’t question it. 
 
    My hand up, I opened my palm and reached for the Crux. As soon as my hand neared, I felt something in my chest. The Life Rune pulsed and the energy flowed along my arm like water. It kept moving until lingering on my fingertips. The blue energy continued to resonate inside of the Crux, which began to glow even brighter. More and more of the energy moved from the Rune into the Crux until suddenly there was a flash of light. 
 
    I shut my eyes from the flash then opened them. 
 
    “No way…” 
 
    The Crux was gone. The empty grass field I stood in front of was replaced with an old-looking building that looked like a small castle. The walls were bricks of gray stone and mortar, cobbled together by a workman’s hands. It wasn’t much bigger than the houses I’d see in the North Side but considering how the thing appeared out of nowhere, it was an amazing sight. I could appreciate the stone masonry of something made without an excavator or bulldozer. This was the kind of craftsmanship you forgot about when you spent enough time at an LOD District. 
 
    Zafina pushed the set of large wooden doors open then turned to me. “The Central Keep.” 
 
    “Central Keep indeed.” I walked in behind her and headed into what I assumed was the Main Hall. It was a spacious room, about the size of a school cafeteria. Rectangular holes were carved in the stone walls next to the ceiling to let some of the approaching moonlight in. Outside of that, it was completely empty. My leather shoes and cane clicked against the floors as I walked to the center. 
 
    “Nice building,” I said. “I’ll be honest with you though. I was never very good at picking decor. Don’t let anybody who’s got York Fashion stock know that.” 
 
    “It will not take long to have this furnished,” Zafina said. “We have the resources in the nearby forest. Wood from the trees. Wildlife will provide us skins to make linens.” 
 
    “Hmm… It’s too bad those bears we fought are Shadows. It’d be nice to have a bearskin rug. Just right here in the middle of the hall to let everybody know I killed a bear.” 
 
    “You killed many bears today. I doubt you would need to provide any evidence to convince someone.” 
 
    “It’s not the same though. Having a bearskin means… Never mind.” 
 
    Zafina raised an eyebrow in curiosity. “Perhaps we will encounter a real bear on our trip to Chenai. Though I think it will be a burden for you to skin it and carry it with you.” 
 
    “Maybe there’s one in the forest to the west,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t suppose there’s some time to go hunting…” 
 
    I stopped when I heard some footsteps approaching. I looked toward the entrance and saw the small, female figure emerge from the shadows. 
 
    She wore a short, dark-red linen robe that didn’t quite cover her stomach or the top of her breasts. Her pants were tight, black leather that led down to a pair of high, brown-leather boots. A hood covered her face, so I could only see her thin, rose-colored lips and a hint of her fair skin. She didn’t look very big. Smaller than Zafina and Rhiannon. But the way she walked, sashaying her hips left and right, was as confident as any person I’d seen. 
 
    Zafina didn’t react to her, so I assumed she wasn’t a threat. 
 
    The stranger lowered her hood down to reveal the rest of her face. Her hair was brown and right against her head, the pixie cut shorter than my own hair. It had a bit of a messy but controlled look to it. Her skin appeared even paler than I expected and her eyes were outlined with a dark red eyeliner that matched her lips. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose as she looked me up and down then cocked her lips to the side with a smirk. “You possess the Rune.” Her tone was firm but feminine. 
 
    “What gave it away?” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “Funny, too. Ludo never had much of a sense of humor.” 
 
    “Do not speak ill of the deceased,” Zafina said. 
 
    “I apologize,” the stranger said as she bowed her head. “Ludo died doing his duty. We are all here to protect the Life Rune, as our ancestors have sworn to do since their inception. I will honor his memory as well as those who came before him. My name is Araceli.” 
 
    “Virgil.” 
 
    “Lord Virgil.” She looked down her nose at me like she was trying to size me up though she was shorter and a lot more petite. “Good name. Strong name.” 
 
    “It’s my father’s name. And his father’s, too.” 
 
    “Then you understand what it means to carry the lineage.” She took a step toward me. The way she bit the corner of her lip told me she was up to something. But when I looked at Zafina, she remained patient with her arms at her side. 
 
    “This endeavor of collecting the Runes and challenging Blackhart is unlike anything anybody on Iorus has ever done. To succeed, we must be willing to do whatever it takes. I am an Arcanist. I need to train the people of Navica to do battle. You must make it a priority to construct an Arcane Circle. There, I will be able to perform the proper experiments with Mana so that we can strengthen our forces. We will attack Blackhart with a power he cannot withstand even with the Death Rune.” 
 
    “The Arcane Circle.” I twisted my lips and shrugged. “Sounds useful—” 
 
    “Hold on just a minute!” A man’s voice boomed from the entrance. 
 
    I watched as a figure quickly emerged. A tall man stomped forward, his long black hair swaying with every step. I figured he must’ve been at least seven-feet tall. And he wasn’t just tall. The guy was only wearing a pair of linen pants and some boots, so I could see his hairy, bulging chest as he moved closer. The guy was a combination of a bodybuilder and a basketball player. He was the last person anybody would want to mess with in a bar fight. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” He rubbed his mustache, his eyes shifting back and forth between Araceli and me. The man didn’t just sound pissed but he looked it, too. “The man’s had the Rune for less than a day and you’re already sinking your claws into him.” 
 
    Araceli rolled her eyes and smirked at me. “Pay no attention to Sawyer. He looks big and he talks big but that’s all he is.” She looked up at him. The size difference was funny with how defiant each one of them was. “Lord Virgil doesn’t have time for you, Sawyer.” 
 
    “The hell he doesn’t.” Sawyer took a step toward me. He was nearly a foot taller than me but I wasn’t threatened. Not with Zafina continuing to wait patiently next to me. 
 
    “A battle with Blackhart is inevitable,” Sawyer said. “To combat him, I need my tools. Make the Manaworks and I’ll be able to craft the weapons and amplifiers the people here need to fight.” 
 
    “What good is a weapon without the Mana to make it useful?” Araceli’s smug grin only seemed to make Sawyer even angrier. 
 
    “And what good is Mana without the weapon to project it? Not everybody can wield it as well as Rhiannon and Zafina.” 
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” Araceli moved closer to me, enough to reach out and run her hand along my cheek. “I should mention that constructing the Arcane Circle will have additional… benefits.” Her grin told me enough. The wink she added made it more obvious. I’ve been around enough women to know. 
 
    “Ha!” Sawyer scoffed and crossed his arms, his laugh as hearty and scruffy as his voice. “Doing what you do best. Spreading your legs will do nothing against Blackhart.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t agree with that. You underestimate the power of persuasion.” 
 
    “Ungh…” Sawyer let out a deep sigh. “Do not fall for her deception. Even though she is on your side, she does not speak for the best interests of Navica and the Life Rune. The temptations of a harlot can easily be rectified by some time alone in your chambers, with the added benefit of no guilt or shame or illnesses after.” 
 
    “You oaf!” Araceli slapped him on the arm to no effect. “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” 
 
    “I know exactly what I’m talking about!” 
 
    The two raised their voices enough for Zafina to finally step forward. “The reconstruction of Navica is Virgil’s decision and Virgil’s alone. He will consider your recommendations. That will be all from you.” 
 
    Sawyer shot the short-haired brunette a look before grumbling and stomping his way back out of the hall. Araceli gave me one last look, that devious smile still on her lips. Her hips swayed with every step before disappearing back out of the entrance. 
 
    “…Are they always like that?” I said. 
 
    “Araceli and Sawyer are passionate and not afraid of expressing it.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and shrugged. “Didn’t think I’d have such a difficult decision to make.” 
 
    “Do not let anybody influence you. You were chosen to protect the Life Rune for a reason. That includes leading us.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s my choice… But I wouldn’t mind some council. They didn’t give me much information on the Arcane Circle and the Manaworks.” 
 
    “Both buildings will be useful. Perhaps it would be best to make quarters a priority so that everybody has shelter from the cold.” 
 
    “Houses. That makes sense…” 
 
    Zafina put a hand on my shoulder. I’d gotten used to her doing so. A soft spell sent a pulse of soothing energy through my body and pulled another sigh out of me. 
 
    “You have had a long day,” she said. “I recommend you retire for the rest of the evening.” 
 
    “Good idea. But first, I’m going to Zion.” 
 
      
 
     ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    After a day of slaughtering bears out in the grasslands, the peacefulness of Zion was welcome. The strings played in the background of the endless white room as I stepped forward to the display. 
 
    “Hello, Virgil.” 
 
    “How are you doing, Cybil?” 
 
    “I am functioning.” 
 
    “Functioning… I don’t know why I expected a different answer.” I chuckled then put my hands up. “Let’s see where I’m at now.” 
 
      
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 3 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 5 
 
    Fire (Speed) 6 (+1) 
 
    Water (Durability) 6 (+1) 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 5 
 
      
 
    “You have strengthened yourself. The levels can be applied now.” 
 
    “Wait… It’s not automatic?” 
 
    “Only in the confines of Zion can the Rune increase its power.” 
 
    I didn’t bother asking why and just gave Cybil the thumbs up. A few seconds later, the Rune began to shine a brighter yellow on my chest. A soft hum buzzed as golden smoke began to rise. 
 
    “Feels strange…” A soft burning spread from my chest then through my body like my blood was getting hotter. My muscles tightened and my breath stopped. I shut my eyes, bracing myself from the warm feeling until suddenly it was gone. I gasped a soft sigh in relief and saw the Rune resonating back to the dim light I was used to.  
 
    “Hey. I can feel it.” I poked a finger in my bicep and noticed it was slightly firmer. “Starting to feel like an Omega over here.” 
 
    “As you continue to gather more Mana, you will be able to grow even further.” 
 
    “Cybil… I know Mana makes up everything here in Iorus. But I’m using Mana from Shadows. It’s like the ancients knew about Pandora.” 
 
    It was already lingering in my mind. From what little information I had, Iorus had been dealing with Pandora long before Earth. I hoped Cybil would help me put some of the pieces together. 
 
    “The ancient gods anticipated anything would be possible, including intervention from another dimension. The Runes were designed to absorb Mana from all sources. The Mana orbs the Shadows leave behind are a more concentrated form of what already exists here in Iorus and your world as well. Otherwise, it would not be able to exist outside of this other dimension Iorus and your world are currently in conflict with.” 
 
    Cybil gave me more information than I expected. More questions were bouncing around in my head but at least I was getting somewhere. 
 
    “My stats. You can show everything on the screen because you’re connected to the Life Rune, which is connected to me. What else can you tell me about myself? Can you read my mind?” 
 
    “The Rune can only sense your physical attributes, body composition, and minor details at the forefront of your thoughts, such as your name.” 
 
    “Right… I guess I’m wondering if there’s any other way I can power up. There are my stats. There are my abilities, which haven’t budged.” 
 
    “You can also amplify the Mana within you by the company you keep.” 
 
    “What’s that now?” I raised an eyebrow, staring at the display as if Cybil was right there in front of me. 
 
    “Every being has Mana inside of them. Just like you, they can grow stronger. All Mana is connected. When Mana is in proximity and shares an affinity, the bond can strengthen one another.” 
 
    “Wait… You’re saying I get stronger hanging out with the others?” 
 
    “It is not merely enough to spend time. There must be genuine amiability among one another. Doing so will grant you a bonus from their Mana to yours.” 
 
    “And is there some way to quantify this?” 
 
    The screen blinked to clear my stats and a new set of data appeared. 
 
      
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 1 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 1 
 
    Araceli - Level 1 
 
    Sawyer - Level 1 
 
      
 
    “Zafina, Rhiannon… Those are the people I’ve already met. None of them are giving me any bonuses. I should work on it though.” 
 
    “Be warned, though your Mana Bonds can be quantified, there is no accurate measurement for how to strengthen them. It is not a matter of gathering more Mana or enduring long sessions of combat. I will make note of these bonds based on the changes in the Mana within you when you return to Zion.” 
 
    “These Mana Bonds… I don’t need them. But anything helps. Why didn’t you show me any of this sooner?” 
 
    “You only just arrived in Zion. Too much information at one time can be overwhelming for those who initially come into contact with the Life Rune.” 
 
    “No kidding. Thanks, Cybil. Unless you’ve got something else for me, I’m heading back.” 
 
    “I await your return, Virgil.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9: Little Things 
 
    Just from a glance, it was easy to tell the Navicans were capable folks. Both the men and women were strong and fit, the muscles on their physiques apparent on their legs, arms, and chests. Some of them wore plain, white linen robes to cover themselves, like something you’d find in a monastery. Others wore nothing more than loincloths that did just enough to cover them. There was no shame, only a friendly vibe that made being in my foreign surroundings as comfortable as any new town I could visit on Earth. 
 
    They washed themselves with the waters from the eastern lake, their faces not as dirty as you would expect from being out in the open for so long. Eyes wide with a curious intensity, a group of them had gathered around the fire to stare at me. I didn’t mind. I was a literal alien to all of them. 
 
    But my attention was more focused on the slab of meat in front of me. I held the wooden skewer over the open flames and watched it smoke. Drippings of fat sizzled off the bloody red flesh and dripped down into the fire to make it burn even hotter. The smoke rose and the aroma filled my nostrils to make my stomach growl. A foreign land and foreign food weren’t enough for me to ignore my appetite. 
 
    I pulled the meat closer and the Navicans all leaned in toward me. I shifted my eyes back and forth between them, waiting a moment before taking a bite. My teeth sank into the tough meat. With a little bit of effort, I managed to tear a hunk away and chew on it. 
 
    The Navicans waited patiently, frozen on the spot until I gave them my reaction. I chewed the meat and savored the flavor before swallowing it down. 
 
    “It’s good,” I said plainly. 
 
    “I told you he’d like it!” 
 
    “The Rune chose him for a reason!” 
 
    “He’s just like us!” 
 
    The approval of the villagers made me laugh as I took another bite. 
 
    It was a relaxing night underneath the stars. I sat on a turned-over log on the grass next to a bonfire where others took turns roasting their meat. The smell of charred meat and smoke filled the air, enough to make me forget about how cold it was. I looked up at the dark sky and saw the stars. There was a moon out, peeking through every now and then when the dark clouds would give it a chance. It didn’t look much different from the sky back on Earth but the view gave me a feeling I couldn’t explain. It was like I knew I was somewhere else entirely. 
 
    Zafina sat on the grass next to me, roasting a fish and then holding it out to me. It was long and thin, its skin blackened with char. 
 
    “The venison appears to be tough for you,” she said. “You will adjust. Perhaps you will find the freshwater trout more appealing.” 
 
    “Back home, I had a fortune so I could afford exotic meals. My mom always encouraged me to try new things. When in Rome…” I took the stick from her and chomped on the fish. Just a couple chews of the flaky scales and tender meat and I was giving her a nod of approval. “A lot softer. I think I could get used to this.” 
 
    The villagers quickly lost interest in me and began tending to their own food. While others lounged on the grass to enjoy the view above, others were busy sewing more linens together to brace for the cold. 
 
    Zafina stayed by my side with Rhiannon sitting just across from me. The dark-haired woman squeezed some of her skewered meat between her fingers before taking a hearty bite. 
 
    “The deer and fish will provide us infinite sustenance,” Rhiannon said as she smacked her lips. “But it will not be long until we are able to till the soil and grow our crops.” 
 
    “It’s kinda cold,” I said. “The dirt seems hard. You sure you can grow crops here?” 
 
    Rhiannon smiled softly. “If the soil is fertile regardless of its composition, crops can be grown. It is a simple matter. Do you not farm where you’re from?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    The puzzled look on Rhiannon’s face made me hesitate. Even Zafina was holding back a smile. That’s when I realized they didn’t know anything about me. 
 
    “I don’t farm,” I said. “And those who do have machines do most of the work. Where I’m from, most people just buy what they want from stores.” 
 
    “There are markets in other towns,” Rhiannon said. “When we are able to build Navica, perhaps it will thrive the same as the markets you’re familiar with.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Zafina asked. “When you were on Earth? Were you a warrior as well?” 
 
    The thought of it made me chuckle. “I guess the warriors back on Earth would be Omegas. No, I wasn’t a warrior. I was a businessman.” 
 
    “Business. And what was your trade?” 
 
    “Fashion.” 
 
    “Fashion?” 
 
    She looked at Rhiannon, both of them attempting to hold back their smiles. 
 
    “You were a model?” Rhiannon said. “It is a likely possibility.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t a model,” I said, laughing even harder. 
 
    “Then you were a designer,” Zafina said. 
 
    “No, not a designer either. Honestly, I didn’t do anything. I don’t even know what our clothes look like. It was just a name.” 
 
    “And you were able to earn a living from this?” 
 
    The next fit of laughter was so sudden, I nearly choked on my bite of trout. Zafina rushed a small copper cup of water to me so I could swallow it down and catch my breath. 
 
    I collected myself and shrugged. “My father and his father before him both did a heck of a job with their business. I know how blessed I am to be following in their footsteps. But if you’re planning on saying anything about me making money off of something so frivolous, I’m way ahead of you.” 
 
    “There is nothing to be ashamed of,” Zafina said. “The other bearers of the Life Rune came from all walks of life. Ludo was a simple farmer before he was chosen.” 
 
    “How many bearers were there?” 
 
    “There is no written record of it. If there were, it was destroyed long ago. The Runes have existed since ancient times, so the lineage is undoubtedly considerable.” 
 
    “I’m guessing I’m the first person outside of Iorus to get it.” 
 
    “That would be likely.” 
 
    Rhiannon skewered another piece of fresh venison and stuck it into the fire. “Blackhart is the first to have the gall to try and collect the Runes for himself. And for what? In service to the ones of the other realm.” Rhiannon was noticeably upset, her brow furrowed as she glared at the flames. “I regret not being able to kill him the last time we fought. I will not make that mistake again.” 
 
    I looked over to Zafina. “Remind me not to get on her bad side.” 
 
    The blond smiled softly and put a hand on my shoulder. “We are with you, Virgil. Nothing will change that.” 
 
    I gave her a nod and took another bite of fish. 
 
    Dinner by the bonfire brought back memories of a long time ago back when I went camping in the forest. Of course, things were a little different with mom and dad. We had generators for all the electricity we needed. There was no danger from the bugs and beasts of the night lurking in the woods. And added security standing by made sure nobody would bother us. 
 
    Sitting out here with Rhiannon, Zafina, and the others… I was more vulnerable than I’d ever been. But it was satisfying in a way I’d never experienced before. 
 
    Rhiannon rested with her back against a tree stump while she endlessly skewered chunk of meat after chunk of meat. Zafina sat peacefully, letting the flames dance in the reflection of her pupils as she stared. The other Navicans began to grow quiet as the day took their toll on them. The creatures near the lake and forest to the west hooted and howled but weren’t threatening enough to worry about. 
 
    I sat in my linens on the log, my belly full of meat and water. A full day of battle and a heavy meal had me wanting to do nothing more than put my head down. I could’ve fallen asleep right there on the grass despite how little my linens did to deal with the cold. 
 
    My eyelids began to droop. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    A sudden voice next to me made my eyes shoot open. I turned my head to see someone standing next to me. 
 
    A younger man. Probably barely old enough to drive if they had cars. His head was shaved with some dark fuzz slowly growing back. He was thin, his arms and legs mostly bones. His ribs were showing which made me wonder if he’d gotten anything to eat. His cheeks were gaunt with big eyes slightly sunken in. But he had a youthful exuberance about him, smiling with two big front teeth, so I figured he was okay. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, excitement in his meek voice. “I didn’t mean to bother you. You didn’t look like you’re busy at the moment.” 
 
    “I’m not busy,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re the bearer of the Life Rune. Virgil. My name’s Yuma.” He shook my hand with the same excitement I saw in his wide eyes. 
 
    “Yuma,” I said. “Like Arizona.” 
 
    “Arizona?” 
 
    “It’s a city in… Wait. Why am I talking about Earth?” 
 
    “I was wondering if you had a moment to talk.” 
 
    “Uh, sure… Excuse me.” I looked over at Zafina and she bowed her head politely. 
 
    Yuma and I walked away from the bonfire to a grassy area less occupied. He was a foot shorter than me, walking with a bounce in his step. 
 
    “Didn’t realize how cold it is away from the fire,” I said with a shudder. 
 
    “When you bring everything back with Cruxes, the weather won’t be a problem. Doesn’t matter if there’s a blizzard or a heatwave. Navicans always find a way because we can manipulate Mana around us to our advantage. It’s always been like that.” 
 
    “Hmm… You seem pretty young. You sure about you know about that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m young but I’ve heard the stories. Navica always thrives. Even with that scum Blackhart coming after us.” 
 
    The stars twinkled above me as more gray clouds drifted across the dark blue sky. “I’d be lying if I said I planned all this. But the Life Rune chose me. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure Blackhart doesn’t succeed. This is bigger than Navica. Bigger than Iorus. I’ll beat Blackhart.” 
 
    “I know you will. Everybody here has your back. You can count on us. The thing you need to know about us is we tend to get a little overzealous from time to time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I heard about what happened in the keep. With Araceli and Sawyer… Fighting over which structure to build first.” 
 
    “Word spreads fast. Pretty easy in a place with only fifty people.” 
 
    “I know you’ll make the right decision. And it is your decision. Just thought I’d give you my opinion since everybody else was.” 
 
    Yuma pursed his lips and shifted his eyes like he was hiding something. Even if he was up to something, I had to give him credit for trying. 
 
    I crossed my arms and leaned back slightly. “And I suppose you’ve got a word on what I should construct.” 
 
    “I sure do. I think you should make the tavern.” 
 
    “The tavern. And what weapons can the tavern make?” 
 
    “Weapons? No weapons in there. Unless you’re talking about getting Sawyer drunk enough he starts punching people out because his stew is cold. No, the tavern would just be a place for everybody to eat and drink and listen to music and play games. It’s less formal than sitting around in the Central Keep.” 
 
    “I can see that…” 
 
    Yuma shifted his eyes to the ground. His demeanor had changed suddenly, his body slumping. “I’m the youngest one here. When I was a kid, we’d fish and hunt but it was mostly relaxing. Then the whole incident with Blackhart happened and it’s been a battle ever since, hiding and preparing for an inevitable fight. Sometimes… Sometimes you just wanna forget about it. Do you get what I’m saying?” 
 
    He turned his head back up. There was a disappointment in his eyes. I was on another world but it was a look I’d seen before. I knew it because of the way it twisted my stomach. 
 
    I looked back at all of the people relaxing on the grass. They were all warriors. Fighters looking to do what they were pledged to do before they were even born. But they were ordinary people, too. People with hobbies and dreams and other things they wanted to do. 
 
    I put a hand on Yuma’s shoulder and nodded. “I get what you’re saying.” 
 
    “You don’t have to listen to me. I trust you. I just wanted you to think about it.” 
 
    “Everything we need to do won’t happen overnight. But I’ll work every day to get it done.” 
 
    “Hmmm… You really are worthy of the Rune.” His smile came back to him, making me laugh. 
 
    “It’s still too early to say that. But I’ll be heading back out on the Bright Plains tomorrow to find out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10: Fireworks On The Plains 
 
    The sky was clearer than the day before, illuminating the lush green grasslands in front of me. There was a chill in the air but the scenery around me was enough to distract me from it. I couldn’t ever remember seeing grass so green, not even on some of the fancy golf courses I was forced to endure when I had to meet some of the old shareholders for a game to discuss business. 
 
    A herd of buffalo rumbling in the distance could have been threatening but I’d never felt more at peace. The birds soared through the clouds and the rabbits continued poking holes in the grass in search of vegetation to nibble on. 
 
    “What do you think of your outfit?” Rhiannon asked as she walked by my side. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Your clothes. I assume because you were involved with them in your world you would have an insightful opinion on the dress in our world.” 
 
    The plain cotton linen pants and tunic were modest but comfortable. I chuckled and shrugged. “Being in the fashion industry, I know a lot of it is more style than substance. Clothes are only worth what someone is willing to pay for them. Something like this could be really expensive if they didn’t know any better.” 
 
    “Perhaps when this is over, you can take our outfits and sell them as your own.” 
 
    I laughed even harder. “There’s a thought.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s nonchalant attitude was a change of pace of what I’d seen before. I was already comfortable around her and she seemed the same around me. 
 
    Zafina was quieter. Her demure demeanor wasn’t out of lack of respect though. She stayed by my side as if she were ready to throw a fireball at anything that might pop up. 
 
    “I see the forest over the horizon,” Zafina said. “We’ve covered a great distance already. Are you fatigued?” 
 
    “I appreciate the concern but the limp doesn’t make it harder to walk. Not with a cane. Worst comes to worst, we can always teleport back to Navica, can’t we?” 
 
    “Both Rhiannon and I are both capable of setting a marker and returning to Navica. When we arrive at Chenai, they should have a Mana Point that will allow us to travel there directly without draining ourselves.” 
 
    “That’s kind of a shame. It’s nice being out here in the grasslands.” 
 
    “When this is over, we can return and have a more leisurely excursion.” The blond smiled and bowed her head. She was a bit harder to read compared to Rhiannon but I could trust her all the same. I couldn’t have asked for more pleasant company. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Their pleasant company was quickly interrupted when thunder boomed in the sky. It cracked so loud the grass began to shake. We all stood in place, watching and waiting for any sign of Shadows to pop out. 
 
    I shifted my eyes left and right. I turned around. I waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    But there was nothing more than the rabbits burrowing into the ground, their butts in the air as they tried to squeeze their fat, fluffy bodies beneath the surface. 
 
    “Did you hear that?” I said finally. “I’m pretty sure I heard something.” 
 
    “There are Shadows present.” Zafina stepped forward, her eyes focused on the distance in front of us. “They are waiting to make their presence known.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope they’re not invisible—” 
 
    RUMBLE… 
 
    The ground shook again, enough to make me dig my cane into the dirt to stop from falling over. It grew more violent. A sudden earthquake made all of the creatures on the grasslands scatter. The hawks above began to screech. 
 
    Something was definitely up. 
 
    I took a step forward and saw the grass beginning to shift. Cracks appeared in the soil and the dirt began to rise in clumps. Slowly, a mound of dirt bulged like it was about to burst. It kept rising, going up and up and up… That’s when I realized it was starting to take shape. 
 
    The mound of dirt and grass moved into a figure. Two massive legs as thick as tree trunks. Arms long enough to reach the ground even though it was standing up straight. A torso made out of solid rock, covered in the grass and soil it had uprooted. The two-story-tall figure had no head. But it didn’t need one. 
 
    “What is that?” I said. 
 
    “A Grass Golem,” Rhiannon said. “A giant Shadow made from the dirt. I have faced them only once before.” 
 
    “Seeing as how you’re still here, I’d say it went well.” 
 
    “I am alive.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s words didn’t give me the assurance I was looking for. The Golem took a step forward with its massive foot and made the ground shake. 
 
    “You have command, Virgil.” Zafina raised her hand and wielded a blue fireball in her palm. 
 
    “Right.” I activated the Life Rune and white sheets of armor spread from my chest and covered the rest of my body. I dropped my cane to the side and summoned a Holy Warrior as the Golem took another rumbling step toward us. 
 
    “Rhiannon, pick your spots. Zafina, keep your distance and find a weakpoint.” 
 
    Neither of them questioned me. Rhiannon activated her Mana Dagger and charged forward. “Ahhhh!” she yelled with a feral intensity, the red energy gathering around her. 
 
    The Golem took notice of her and immediately reared back with both of its fists. They came down and crashed into the grass as Rhiannon just managed to tumble out of the way. A quick stab into the Golem’s leg didn’t make it budge one bit. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    I threw my hand out and the Holy Warrior charged forward with its blade. The warrior summon was fearless as it went for the Golem head-on. 
 
    The giant took a fireball from Zafina right on the arm. The grass on its arm ignited, distracting it long enough for the warrior to stab its blade into the same leg Rhiannon hit. 
 
    “We have this,” I said. “Protect Rhiannon!” 
 
    The warrior dived in front of Rhiannon as the Golem swung again. It took the full brunt of the giant’s blow and went tumbling away. But Rhiannon used the opening to stab and slice at the Golem’s legs in an attempt to cut it down. 
 
    “It’s swinging hard,” I said. “That’s where all the danger is. I think we can take it down together. On my mark.” 
 
    Zafina nodded and charged another fireball in her palm. 
 
    The Golem plodded around the grass, swinging recklessly at both Rhiannon and the Holy Warrior. Again the warrior stepped in front to take the blow then got pounded into the grass. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    I fired a Light Beam and caught it right on its left arm. Zafina followed up with a scorching blue fireball that ignited it in flames once again. 
 
    Firing a beam wasn’t as simple as pulling a trigger. I had to concentrate on drawing the energy from the Rune as much as aiming it right. I dug my feet into the grass and held my ground to brace from the pushback, moving the thin beam like a laser toward the giant’s shoulder. 
 
    “RAAAAAAH!” It roared into the sky, despite not having a head. Its scream shook the ground as it stomped forward. It knocked me off my footing but I kept the beam focused. 
 
    Sweat dripped down my brow. My heart was pounding in my chest like it was trying to get out. 
 
    “We’ve almost got it…” I clenched my jaw. “Take its arm off!” 
 
    Zafina fired another burst of flames. The fireball collided with the Golem and turned the left side of its body into an inferno. My beam still on its shoulder, it crumbled the dirt and sent the massive arm thudding to the grass like a tree getting cut down. 
 
    “Rhiannon! You’ve got an opening!” 
 
    Rhiannon gave me a quick nod then rushed over to the Holy Warrior. The way she moved was faster than anything I’d ever seen. She was just a blur of red energy and armored robes as she jumped on the warrior’s shoulders then leaped into the air, high enough to stab her dagger into the Golem’s vulnerable side. 
 
    Even with one arm, the giant wasn’t about to go down so easily. 
 
    “Right arm!” 
 
    I moved my beam and Zafina fired with me, hitting the giant’s limb before it could grab onto Rhiannon. 
 
    The Mana Dancer kept climbing until she was standing on its shoulders. The Holy Warrior sliced at the giant’s legs, crumbling more of the dirt. Zafina and I continued firing. 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” More roars from the creature filled the sky as it took damage from every angle. It was unable to even flail though, not with Zafina and I keeping its arms in check. 
 
    “Finish it off!” 
 
    Rhiannon followed my commands, stabbing relentlessly with her dagger, her arms moving in a blur. Dirt and grass flew in every direction like blood as she opened up a new wound. 
 
    “Almost… Almost…” 
 
    “RAAAAAAAAAAH!” The Golem let out one final cry before exploding into a shower of colorful Mana orbs. 
 
    Rhiannon tumbled through the sky, sailing gracefully back to the grass and landing harmlessly on her feet. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment to catch my breath. “Damn… All I did was stand here and I’m tired…” 
 
    “Over time, your bond with the Life Rune will increase and your body will acclimate itself to what is expected of you.” 
 
    “It better. All of this just reminds me of how out of shape I am. Not exactly what you envisioned for the bearer of the Life Rune, eh?” 
 
    I gave Zafina a smirk. A slight smile on her lips, she bowed her head like she was trying not to laugh. 
 
    “I guess it doesn’t matter for now,” I said. “Let’s get this Mana and keep going—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    More thunder cracked the sky and shook the earth. Zafina fell forward into my arms. Holding her made me realize just how small she was. But my attention was quickly taken by the bulge of grass beginning to rise in front of us. 
 
    The dirt swelled and began piling up on top of each other. Another Grass Golem formed. Then another. 
 
    “Two more,” I sighed. 
 
    “How will you approach this?” Zafina asked. 
 
    “I’m not much for military strategy. But everybody knows the old saying… Divide and conquer.” I looked out toward Rhiannon. “Separate them!” 
 
    Rhiannon nodded and immediately began rushing toward one of the Golems. She danced around its massive swings, slicing at its legs when she found an opening. 
 
    I ordered the Holy Warrior to attack the other giant but he wasn’t nearly as fast as Rhiannon. The Golem had other ideas. It swatted the warrior away and sent him tumbling across the grass. Then it began jogging right for Zafina and me. Despite being the size of a small building, it was surprisingly fast. 
 
    I barely had enough time to react. “Zafina!” 
 
    She shot a fireball as I sent a Light Beam forward. Both of our blasts collided with the giant maul of a fist as it came hurdling toward me. We slowed it down but not enough to stop its momentum. 
 
    The fist cracked me right in the chest and sent me tumbling back. You wouldn’t have thought getting hit by a clump of dirt would hurt but when it was packed into a dense punch, it was like running into a brick wall. 
 
    I skidded through the grass and came to a stop on my stomach. 
 
    “Virgil!” 
 
    I pushed myself up to see Zafina on one knee. Green energy flowed from her palm and reinvigorated me to take away the pain. 
 
    “So much for divide and conquer…” I groaned. 
 
    Zafina helped me back up to my feet. In the distance, Rhiannon was continuing to dance away from the other Golem’s swings though she didn’t appear to be making much progress. 
 
    The warrior had only just recovered to reengage with the other giant. A sudden hard smack knocked him away and again the giant came at us. 
 
    Knowing how fast it was, Zafina and I dived out of the way as it brought both fists down from over its head. The massive thud pounded the dirt and sent it flying in every direction. The ground shook as I struggled to get back to my feet. 
 
    “This guy wants to keep coming after us. Fine. Let’s have him go after us. Everybody on Rhiannon!” 
 
    Zafina didn’t question me, running by my side as we moved to the Mana Dancer. The warrior regained his bearings and moved to join us. 
 
    Zafina and I fired upon the giant as Rhiannon danced around it. The Holy Warrior did just enough to distract it, taking the brunt of its swings while Rhiannon found more openings. 
 
    “Virgil,” Zafina said with some slight concern in her voice. “The other Golem is nearing.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It will be coming for us any second.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” 
 
    I didn’t need to look. The ground was shaking so hard, I knew it was closing in. I stayed next to the Rhiannon’s Golem and continued firing, moving as close to it as I could get but staying out of range of its swings. 
 
    The earth shook even more violently. My footing started to go. I had to stay here for as long as I could. Just a split-second longer. That was all I needed. 
 
    “Virgil—” 
 
    “Move!” I gave Zafina the answer she was looking for. We both ran out of the way as the Golem came barreling toward us. The warrior moved to the side and Rhiannon twirled away. 
 
    The Golem charged right into the other. The sight of two grass giants slamming into each other was like watching a building demolition. The unsuspecting Golem exploded into a shower of dirt and grass that quickly evaporated into a colorful cascade of Mana. 
 
    Despite its size, the other Golem was in a daze after its charge. It fell on all fours, leaving every part of its body vulnerable. 
 
    “Take it down!” 
 
    “Ahhh!” Rhiannon screamed as she leaped into the air. She pounced on the Golem’s back and stabbed relentlessly with her dagger. 
 
    The Holy Warrior chopped away at its arm, hacking through the grass and dirt to make it stumble even more to the ground. 
 
    Zafina blasted it with an endless stream of blue fireballs. The heat was so intense, sweat dripped from my brow just from standing next to her. 
 
    I kept my Light Beam concentrated on the Golem’s side. The giant was big enough I didn’t have trouble finding a spot to it. 
 
    “RAAAAAAH!” Another roar was more harmless as the Golem could do nothing but take all of the damage we dished out. It wasn’t long until it burst and more Mana covered the grasslands. 
 
    Another deep sigh and a wipe of my brow made my heart steady in my chest. 
 
    “That’s three Golems,” I said. “We did it…” I looked down at the Life Rune in my chest and couldn’t help but smile. The Rune drained my stamina but damn if it wasn’t satisfying. “Not bad…” 
 
    “The ones from the other world are capable of sending greater threats to us,” Zafina said. 
 
    I chuckled at her sudden comment. “You’re not trying to scare me, are you? I’ve seen some of the World Bosses in the LOD bestiary.” 
 
    “As our challenges grow, so will you. You have shown the willingness and aptitude to bear the Life Rune.” 
 
    I looked toward the forest in the distance and nodded. “We’ve still got a long way to go. Let’s get to the forest and head back to Navica for a break.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11: What’s Your Pleasure? 
 
    I remembered the first time I went to a bar. Some fancy shindig in the North Side. There was a line out the door but because I was Virgil York, the bouncers didn’t have a problem letting me in. Not that the people were missing out on anything. The electronic music. The flashing lights. The people with their noses in the air, shifting their eyes around to find someone to network with. There was always a new club popping up in downtown, so it wasn’t anything special. The flavor of the month would never last a whole month. 
 
    This though… This wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen. 
 
    Most of the Navicans had gathered into the Tavern that night. There were enough tables to make it look like the lunchroom back at the Sota District. The furnishings were just a little different though. Everything was made out of wood but varnished clean. I knew it was done by hand because no two chairs matched. Some had arms. Others had backs cushioned with animal furs. Others wobbled. 
 
    The villagers sat around the tables, imbibing on the ale they were already able to brew. The sun hadn’t even gone down yet but they were spilling more alcohol on their chests than getting it into their mouths with how wild they were. Those who weren’t interested in passing out from drunkenness enjoyed the fresh-cooked meals. A massive cauldron of stew lingered with the aroma of meat and fish that filled the entire room. 
 
    The sights and smells might not have been the most distracting thing with how loud it was. A lone lute player plucked strings, playing an unrecognizable but lively tune. You had to listen closely to make it out though, since all of the conversations were drowning the poor guy out. 
 
    Underneath the torchlights hanging from the high ceiling of the spacious tavern, the people of Navica enjoyed themselves to the point you wouldn’t have known they were all sworn to protect the Rune lodged in my chest. 
 
    I stared at the bearskin rug on the floor. “That’s what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s face wrinkled with confusion. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I told Zafina about all the bears we killed the other day. Shadows don’t leave anything behind. But a real bear will leave its meat and fur around. Think about how many bearskin rugs we’d have if we collected all of their skins.” 
 
    “The furnishings were already inside of the tavern when you activated the Mana Crux. If you like, I can order a small company into the woods to the east to go hunting for bears.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, no, no. It’s not the same. I need to kill the bears. It’s my…” I noticed how intently she was listening to me. Rhiannon’s cheeks were so smooth and unblemished. After witnessing her in battle, it was surprising how she was so unscathed. It was funny how she went from a violent warrior to listening with such a kind look on her face. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said with a laugh. “It’s not important right now.” 
 
    “What is important right now is to enjoy your respite. You have successfully completed the journey through the Bright Plains and made it to the Bee Forest.” 
 
    “It’s crazy to think how far we’ve gotten already but I’m pretty damn tired. This Rune takes a lot out of me.” 
 
    “All the more reason to celebrate. Here. Try this.” 
 
    The dark-haired woman pushed a thin copper mug in front of me. The thing was filled to the brim with an amber liquid, the foam spilling out onto the wooden table. 
 
    Rhiannon didn’t bother waiting for me, taking her own mug and holding it to her lips. I watched her take a sip. Her sip turned into a gulp. Then another. I could only see her throat bobbing up and down endlessly until she dropped her mug on the table empty. She licked her lips and didn’t let a single drop leak. 
 
    I was almost speechless. “That’s… impressive.” 
 
    “Try it for yourself,” she said as if chugging a mug of ale was a common thing. 
 
    “Not much of a drinker but I don’t see the harm…” I puckered my lips to take a sip. One hard gulp and I set the mug down. I smacked my lips, holding back a cough. 
 
    Rhiannon leaned forward across the table, eyes slowly widening with a growing smirk on her lips. “How is it?” 
 
    “It’s… strong.” I couldn’t hold the cough back. “Kinda… bitter…” 
 
    “Grass ale takes getting used to. During times like this, there is not much else to drink. What did you drink back on Earth?” 
 
    “I enjoy a good craft beer. Champagne’s nice. Mixed drinks, too. But drinking wasn’t my thing. Only did it when there was some company meeting I had to attend.” 
 
    “When the granary is restored and the soil is tilled, there will be other options. Is there a particular reason you decided to construct the tavern first?” 
 
    “Honestly? I just wasn’t sure what to pick between the Arcane Circle and the Manaworks. Didn’t feel like pissing off Sawyer or Araceli.” 
 
    “And in the process, I think you might have upset them both.” She looked to the side. Both Araceli and Sawyer sitting at tables opposite from each other. They were the only two people who didn’t seem to be enjoying themselves. 
 
    “They’re both mad,” I said. “I’d say that’s a fair compromise.” 
 
    Rhiannon and I shared a laugh. 
 
    She took another sip from her next mug and nodded. “You fought well out there. Impressive for someone who has no combat experience.” 
 
    “The Rune does all of the work.” 
 
    “That’s not true. The Rune does not read your thoughts or tell you what to do. I was a Mana Dancer. Young, inexperienced. Only through years of training did I become what you see now. 
 
    “You are different… I sensed and saw the innate experience you possess. You had command over what was happening. That command will serve you well when our opponents become more formidable.” 
 
    She reached out and put her hand on top of mine. I stared at it, half-surprised and half-confused. Her smile hadn’t left her either. Rhiannon had a way of looking at me that wasn’t like the others. Maybe it was just because of how striking her purple eyes were. Or maybe I just wanted to think it was something more. Whatever it was, I didn’t mind her gentle touch despite how strong I knew she was. 
 
    “You fought well,” I said. “If anybody deserves a drink to celebrate, it should be you. Zafina should be here as well.” 
 
    “Zafina is a Mana Seer. Seers have to keep their thoughts clear so they can properly channel their Mana and the spells they use. That is her preference.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have to get drunk. She could enjoy a nice drink.” 
 
    “Do you believe someone can clear their thoughts in a place like this?” 
 
    A second of listening to the rowdy tavern around me was all I needed. “I see your point.” 
 
    We shared another laugh. Rhiannon pulled her hand away and enjoyed the rest of her second mug of ale. 
 
    I was taking another sip when a stone bowl found its way in front of me. The savory aroma hit my nostrils and made my stomach rumble immediately. 
 
    “Made something new.” Yuma plopped onto the chair next to me, his buckteeth on display with his big grin. “Give it a taste.” 
 
    The bowl of stew was filled with meat and a dark broth, bubbling with an undeniable heat. I grabbed a spoon and blew it before putting it into my mouth. It was flavorful and thicker than I expected it to be. Another spoonful and I chewed on a bite of the juicy meat. 
 
    “The stew makes the venison a lot easier to gnaw on,” Yuma said. “Just melts in your mouth, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Compared to roasting it over an open fire, this is like chewing on cotton candy.” 
 
    “Cotton candy?” 
 
    “Cotton candy. It’s, uh…” Yuma and Rhiannon both eyed me curiously. “Now that I think about it, even I don’t know what the hell cotton candy is. But it’s sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet. There’s an idea. Listen, Virgil. I really appreciate you building the tavern first. It means a lot to me to serve everybody and make sure they’re all having a good time. Not much of a fighter but I try to do my part.” 
 
    “You’ve done well so far, Yuma.” 
 
    “I know it’s another favor but I think you should go for the stockade next. More storage for grains means better ale. We can start storing things and fermenting crops. Grape. Strawberry. I can make ale like that ‘cotton candy’ you’re talking about.” 
 
    I spooned more of the stew into my mouth and shook my head. “Cotton candy ale. That doesn’t sound too appetizing.” 
 
    “There are other things. Add some vegetables to that stew of yours. Just another consideration.” 
 
    Yuma bowed his head then excused himself. While I enjoyed my stew, Rhiannon continued polishing off her ale. 
 
    “The Cruxes,” I said. “There aren’t many more left. If we keep up this pace, I should have Navica rebuilt in only a week or two.” 
 
    “Navica was never a large town. But you do not have to limit yourself to only these structures. You see how large the space is. You have more than ten acres available and even that can be expanded through terraforming. I can issue the order to have the men and women begin gathering resources. Wood from the forests. And ore from the caverns. If you do that though, you would need to prioritize the stockade as Yuma requested.” 
 
    “And Sawyer and Araceli are still gonna be waiting for their buildings. Hmm… Didn’t realize I was gonna have to delegate over everything here.” 
 
    “The decision is always yours.” 
 
    “Right now, my decision is to just enjoy this stew and relax.” 
 
    “A reasonable decision. We have only just begun our journey.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Show me.” 
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    The screen flashed and all of the data appeared on the screen. The three levels from the Mana I recovered were noticeable immediately. My Light Beam had leveled up. But the bonus from the Mana Bond stood out. 
 
    I took a step forward with my cane a lot faster than I usually did. 
 
    “Mana… I can see why Omegas can get addicted to this stuff. If I get enough levels, I’ll turn into something… Well, I don’t know what I’ll turn into. Kind of frightening to think there are Omegas who have leveled a lot higher than me.” 
 
    “There are limits to the effects Mana can have. Though, you may be able to exceed those limits because you bear the Life Rune.” 
 
    “Tell me something, Cybil. How many others were there before me?” 
 
    “My records have been purged of the previous bearers.” 
 
    “But you’ve been around for hundreds, thousands of years. You know everything else but not about the others? Not even Ludo?” 
 
    “The previous bearers have been forgotten in order to prevent confusion.” 
 
    I didn’t completely buy Cybil’s explanation but I wasn’t in the position to argue. “For an advanced artificial intelligence, or whatever the heck you are, you’d think you’d have a little more space on your hard drive.” 
 
    Cybil remained silent with the stats flashing in blue text. The familiar strings being plucked in the background of the white room made me forget how serious things were outside of Zion. 
 
    “You’ve been around since the beginning. Maybe you don’t know about the ones before but you know about Iorus. Can you tell me anything about the Bee Forest?” 
 
    “There are many bees that dwell within it.” 
 
    Cybil’s monotone voice made me chuckle. 
 
    I crossed my arms and sighed. “And here I thought you didn’t have a personality… Anything else I should know about the Rune?” 
 
    “You are still in the preliminary stages of your development. There is much more progress for you to make.” 
 
    “I intend on collecting all of the other Runes and making the Omnirune. There won’t be any unforeseen consequences, right?” 
 
    “The gods knew the Runes could be brought together. Whether you are the one they intended to do it remains to be seen.” 
 
    Cybil might have been a powerful AI unlike anything I’d ever seen before but it wasn’t much for predicting things. There was a lot more for me to learn but I figured I’d done enough for now. I needed some rest. The Bee Forest was waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12: Let’s Bee Friends 
 
    At the edge of the Bright Plains, the entrance to the Bee Forest went for miles to the east and west. Tall, leafy redwoods were as high as the buildings in downtown. Their leaves were a bright shade of yellow and green, fluttering from the treetops to cover the mud. Underneath the brush, I heard the skittering of creatures. Animals or insects. Whatever it was, none of it sounded too appealing. At least the branches weren’t so thick they blocked out the sun. 
 
    There was enough space between the trees we could walk through. But even a beaten path through a placed called the Bee Forest wasn’t the most inviting thing in the world. 
 
    “Was this always Ludo’s plan?” I asked. “To pick a spot so north we’d have to walk through places like this forest to get where we needed to go?” 
 
    Rhiannon walked next to me, nonchalantly digging the heels of her red boots into the mud and crunching the insects beneath. “When he learned of Blackhart’s intentions, Ludo knew he had to do everything he could to keep the Life Rune safe. It is not only Blackhart but Pandora itself. Navica’s current location is remote enough nobody can detect for some time. The journey to Chenai won’t be much farther but dire situations require desperate measures.” 
 
    “Talk about dire. I can handle bears and giant Golems but there’s something off about insects. Little bugs nipping and stinging at you. I’d rather deal with something I can punch in the face.” 
 
    “The creatures in this forest may be willing to accommodate your desires.” 
 
    “What are you saying? Are there giant bees in here?” 
 
    Rhiannon walked alongside Zafina and the two of them looked at one another. 
 
    “There it is,” I sighed. “That look.” 
 
    “The forest wasn’t always like this,” Zafina said. “The insects and animals are as harmless as the ones on the plains. It is only the Shadows that are aggressive.” 
 
    I activated the Life Rune and covered myself in my Battlemancer armor just so I didn’t have to deal with my limp. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    The smell of the arbor grew stronger, flooding my nostrils with something reminding me of autumn. The buzz of insects in the distance was only that. Even the animals lurking in the brush minded their own business. 
 
    As we got deeper into the forest and more trees surrounded us, the sun began to reach its apex. I lost track of how much time went by walking when the air started to get thick and musty. There was a yellow tint in the atmosphere. The smell was something flowery but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. 
 
    Zafina suddenly put her hand up and stopped walking. “Hold on. There is something ahead. I sense it.” 
 
    Rhiannon moved next to her and activated her Mana Dagger. “I sense it, too.” 
 
    I looked in the direction they were staring at. I didn’t see anything though no matter how hard I focused. There were so many leafy redwoods it all blended together in a mishmash of green and yellow. 
 
    “You sure about this?” I asked. 
 
    Zafina summoned a small blue fireball in her palm and shot it from her index finger. The flames exploded in a green bush. 
 
    “Yeow!” 
 
    A figure jumped out of the smoke and fire, their clothes ignited by the flames. They quickly fell onto the mud and began rolling back and forth to put out the fire. 
 
    I was so confused by the man’s sudden appearance, I didn’t bother trying to help him. Smoke rose from his scorched linens but he didn’t appear to have any serious injuries. 
 
    Rhiannon stayed with her hand raised, ready to dash forward and stab the guy if he tried anything. But when he got up to his feet, he didn’t look threatening at all. 
 
    He ran his hand over his smooth head, wiping away the long, dark hair growing out of his balding scalp. His face and that big, flat nose of his were dirty. Even if Zafina hadn’t burned his clothing, they were already in tatters hanging off him. Even his shoes were split on their soles. 
 
    But it was the look in his eyes more than anything else. Big and wide-eyed like he couldn’t believe he was looking at us. 
 
    He fell to his knees and clasped his hands together in prayer. “Oh! Thank you! Thank you, thank you, thank you! I’ve been waiting for you!” His voice a little whiny, he babbled like he was running out of time. 
 
    “You’ve been waiting for me?” I said. 
 
    “Yes! I was stuck here. For several days now. I’ve been surviving on the waters from the river and the fish but I do not belong in the forest.” 
 
    Rhiannon furrowed her brow. “What are you doing in the Bee Forest?” 
 
    “I was traveling. Just like you. Are you not traveling?” 
 
    “Where were you coming from?” 
 
    “Where else but the Central Mountains? I come from Chenai.” 
 
    “You come from Chenai?” Zafina raised an eyebrow. The blond looked even more skeptical than Rhiannon. “Why would you leave?” 
 
    “I was searching the forests. The honey from the beehives has many uses. Food. Medicine. Even weapons, though I’m not the fighting type.” 
 
    Underneath his clothes, he was as frail as anybody so at least that was believable. 
 
    He kept his hands clutched together. “I thought I would die out here. But you… You have come to save me. You are heading for Chenai.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” I said. 
 
    “Where else is there to go? Every known city on Valen has been destroyed except for those with Runes. Blackhart has left Navica in ruins…” 
 
    “If you’re from Chenai, why don’t you just walk back?” 
 
    “Something has come. From the other world. A creature. It lurks. Even with as big as the forest is, it dwells and attacks any traveler.” 
 
    “Except for you…” I crossed my arms. Now I was just as suspicious as my companions. 
 
    I know a way back to Chenai. A safe way. Through the underground caverns to avoid detection. There are creatures that trapped me here. But you travel with a Seer and a Dancer. You are formidable enough to make it through. I only ask you to spare this old man and save his life.” 
 
    He was pleading with me, his eyes beginning to glaze over. Tears threatened to wipe away the dirt on his wrinkled cheeks. 
 
    I moved away. Zafina moved by my side as she stared at him. 
 
    “There is something about him,” the blond whispered to me. “I sense a strange aura. Perhaps it is because he has been here so long and he is afraid.” 
 
    “It is odd,” Rhiannon said. “A man can only survive in the woods for so long. But I see nothing more than a helpless old man. He will surely perish if he remains here. The decision is yours, Virgil.” 
 
    I scratched the side of my head, not sure how to answer. I was ready to battle some bees. I was willing to help anybody along the way. This stranger though… I didn’t know what to think. 
 
    “We’ll follow his lead,” I said. “Something’s here. I don’t need a sixth sense to figure that out. We’re already heading to Chenai anyway.” 
 
    I walked back over to the man and nodded. “Take us to the caverns.” 
 
    “Oh, yes! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” He popped up to his feet and threatened me with a hug but I pushed my hand out. 
 
    “Hold on there. Don’t thank me yet. We’re not out of the woods.” 
 
    “With you three, it won’t be much longer. My name is Earnest.” 
 
    “Virgil. That’s Rhiannon and Zafina.” 
 
    “Virgil.” He nodded profusely, his eyes widening. Up close, I could see just how dilated his pupils were. Giant, black circles filled the whites of his eyes. “I will lead you to where you need to be—” 
 
    Bzzzzz… 
 
    An undeniable, loud buzzing came from the left. We all turned our heads at the same time, looking between the trees to see what was there. The rest of the forest suddenly fell silent. 
 
    I held my breath and listened again, searching for where it came from. 
 
    Bzzzzzz… 
 
    It was a little louder this time, like an annoying fly humming right past your ear. Earnest swallowed hard enough for me to hear. I looked to him and saw the growing concern in his eyes. 
 
    A quick glance at Rhiannon and she nodded. Her hand up, she activated her Mana Dagger and the red energy formed around her palm. 
 
    “I sense it,” Zafina said softly under breath. “It has its eyes on us—” 
 
    She spun around and shot a fireball in the opposite direction just as something came zooming toward her. The flames consumed it and it fell to the mud at my feet. 
 
    It was a bee, all right. If a bee was the size of a bulldog. Its yellow scales were striped black. Its limbs long twitched along with its thin, translucent wings. Its entire body scorched, it didn’t look like much of a threat but the giant stinger was big enough to pierce right through me. Giant green eyes stared blankly until its life left it. 
 
    “Careful,” Rhiannon said. “Even though it’s no longer breathing, its stinger is still deadly.” 
 
    A few seconds went by and it faded into orbs of Mana to collect. 
 
    “Shadows,” I said. “Looks like Pandora has a presence in the forest—” 
 
    Bzzzzz… 
 
    Another buzzing came from the opposite end of the forest. I raised my hand as soon as I saw the small swarm coming toward us. 
 
    “Watch out!” I fired a Light Beam right at the swarm. The increased level of my beam made it a little thicker, so I didn’t need to be as accurate. The white-hot laser burned through two bees and sent them skidding across the mud. 
 
    The rest of the swarm kept rushing forward. Zafina moved next to me and cast another fireball, consuming the whole pathway they were coming from. 
 
    Bzzzzz… 
 
    More giant bees swarmed from behind us. 
 
    “Rhiannon!” Zafina snapped her fingers and Rhiannon’s red energy blades ignited with a blue flame. 
 
    “Ahhh!” The Mana Dancer charged with a scream, heading right into the swarm of bees with no fear. They buzzed by her, stabbing at her with their stingers but she managed to twirl around and cut them down. 
 
    “Go!” I summoned a Holy Warrior and he quickly moved by Rhiannon’s side. Even though he wasn’t swift, he took the brunt of the stingers and split them in half with his blue sword. 
 
    Bzzzz… 
 
    “I can’t take this…” Earnest moved next to a bush and cowered as more bees converged on us. 
 
    Bzzzzzzz… 
 
    The buzzing grew loud enough I couldn’t tell what direction it was coming from. 
 
    “Steady…” I let out a slow, deep breath to calm myself. 
 
    She stood behind me, aiming at all of the bees coming in her direction. Together, we took down all of the bees as they swarmed from the darkness of the forest. 
 
    I kept firing my Light Beam. Multiple laser shots burned through one bee after the next. Their corpses littered the mud until they faded into Mana. 
 
    I was sweating like crazy at this point. The Life Rune was draining everything out of me. But I stood my ground. 
 
    Bzzzzz… 
 
    A swarm came rushing at me, too big for me to take down with just my Light Beam. 
 
    “Zafina!” 
 
    She spun around and together we fired at the same time. Her fireball consumed my Light Beam, amplifying it large enough to fill the entire section of the forest. The bees stopped in mid-flight and vaporized on the spot from the combination of our blast. I kept my laser concentrated until the buzzing finally stopped. 
 
    My hand down, I sighed a deep breath. I shot Zafina a look and smirked. “That’s something.” 
 
    “We can combine our abilities,” she said. “Though it will drain your endurance even faster, it is something to be mindful of.” 
 
    “I’ll say it was worth it—” 
 
    “Look out!” Rhiannon yelled out suddenly. 
 
    Bzzz… 
 
    I turned around as a solo bee came flying at me. I fired but the insect swooped away to dodge it. In one swift movement, it pierced its stinger right through my armor and into my left thigh. 
 
    “Damn,” I grunted and grimaced from the sharp pain. 
 
    Rhiannon dashed next to me and stabbed the bee, turning it into Mana. But the damage had already been done and the blood was trickling down my armor. 
 
    “Just a little blood…” I said, managing to smile through the pain. 
 
    Zafina pressed her hand on my shoulder and activated a healing spell. The warm green energy covered my body, floating before my eyes like smoke to soothe the pain. 
 
    “A minor injury,” the blond said. “But perhaps we should not attempt to push ourselves.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you. Let’s walk a little bit farther then find a good point to stop and return to Navica.” 
 
    “And what about him?” Rhiannon looked over to Earnest. He was so still, crouching next to the bush. I would think one of the bees got him if his eyes weren’t shifting around. 
 
    “Hey, buddy! You can come out now!” 
 
    He slowly got back up to his feet and looked around as paranoid as someone could look. “I can lead you to Chenai. All you have to do is protect me.” 
 
    I still wasn’t sure what to make of him. But at this point, there was no reason for me to refuse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13: Home Is Where The Heart Is 
 
    The Main Hall of the Central Keep had been swept free from dust. The stone floor was spotless and even the corners of the high ceiling had been cleaned somehow. But it still remained empty and open. It was about the size of a school cafeteria, with nothing more than a few chairs scattered around. 
 
    As the sun went down, it cast just enough light through the open holes in the walls for me to see the entire room. Running along the center of the hall from the entrance all the way to the other side, a dark red carpet had been placed. A plain wooden chair sat above a few steps at one end, higher than everything else. 
 
    I climbed up the steps and looked down at the chair, leaning close to make sure I wasn’t missing anything. “What’s this? Is this supposed to be a throne?” 
 
    “You are the bearer of the Life Rune,” Zafina said. “Your task is more than just a Battlemancer. There will come a time when you must delegate over the people of Navica.” 
 
    “I already experienced that with Araceli and Sawyer.” I put my hands on my hips. I had to laugh thinking about it. Even getting away from Earth I was right back in charge. But the Navicans were a little more intense than some old men in suits who only cared about their bottom line. 
 
    “I am here to provide you counsel,” she said. “Rhiannon will be your commander to manage the others.” 
 
    “Commander? Are we running an army now?” 
 
    “This is more than just a race to acquire the Runes before Blackhart can get to them. There are greater forces at work. You know the war with Pandora threatens to tear not just Iorus down but Earth as well. As you grow stronger, so will Navica’s potential. You do not carry this burden alone.” 
 
    “Just having this thing lodged in my chest was more work than most people could handle. I think I’m doing okay so far.” 
 
    Zafina smiled and politely bowed her head. “I would agree.” 
 
    “Ludo… What kind of leader was he?” 
 
    The blond looked away from me, her lips twisted as she searched for the words to say. She looked so young. If this was Earth, I’d figure she was still in college or so. But her eyes were filled with a maturity and wisdom I knew she’d gotten from her unique life. 
 
    “Ludo was a simple man. He knew his obligation was to the Life Rune more than anything else. He was selfless. And kind. But he was not afraid to close his fist when he needed to.” 
 
    “I’m sure his job was easier with people like you and Rhiannon by his side.” 
 
    “Rhiannon is a strong woman. A capable fighter anybody would appreciate having.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    She didn’t answer me. She wasn’t even looking at me. Zafina just kept looking off into the distance, her mind somewhere else. 
 
    “Ludo made me a better person than I am today. It was an honor to serve him and be by his side.” 
 
    “Be by his side. You mean you were…” I bit my tongue but it was already too late. My mother did always say I needed to watch what I said. 
 
    But Zafina didn’t seem upset. A smile on her full, pink lips, she bowed her head again. “You don’t offend me. It is not something I’m ashamed of nor do I regret what happened to him. Ludo and I were close at one time… With Blackhart’s deception, we knew risks were inevitable. He will always be a part of me. The memories I have of him are a strength. They will not hinder me from doing what needs to be done.” 
 
    Her eyes back on me, she regained her focus. If she was offended, it was hard to tell with how polite her voice remained. 
 
    “You have spent all of your Mana on the Cruxes to bring back the housing. Every resident will have a place to lay their head without worry about any potential rain. Do you have plans on what you would like to build next?” 
 
    “What options do I have?” 
 
    “There is the Arcane Circle, as Araceli suggested. Sawyer prefers you make the Manaworks a priority.” 
 
    “Rhiannon mentioned the stockade.” 
 
    She nodded. “With the stockade, we can begin storing resources. Lumber from the forest to the east. Ore from the caverns to the northeast. Food as well. A mill can refine the eastern lake water so the food and drink in the tavern can be improved.” 
 
    “Yuma would like that…” 
 
    “The Central Keep can be expanded if you choose to use resources. Your personal quarters. Your council chambers. The Revival Pool can be secured and the orb to Zion can be moved here as well.” 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement.” I scratched the side of my head. I’d collected a lot of Mana from the bees but only enough to finish the Cruxes for all of the homes. There was still plenty of work ahead of me. “I’ll work on building the stockade next. We’ll head out first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “A wise decision.” 
 
    “How’s our guest doing?” 
 
    “Earnest has taken shelter just outside of the tavern. He is enjoying the fresh air and the grass.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. I only spent a few hours in that forest and it feels like my whole body is covered in pollen.” 
 
    “Rhiannon has someone keeping an eye on him, in case he tries anything.” 
 
    I walked down the steps and moved next to her. There was nobody else in the hall but I didn’t want to take the chance someone else could overhear us. “What do you think of him?” 
 
    Zafina’s hesitation told me as much as anything. “I sense something from him. Deception. But whether he is a threat or not, I cannot tell you.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured. He’s pretty harmless but… what’s up with his eyes? Is that some feature they have in Chenai?” 
 
    “It is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. I cannot offer you any insight.” 
 
    “That’s cool. I don’t expect you to know everything.” 
 
    Zafina was so poised but demure. She stood still as if waiting for me to command her. Even though she probably would have listened, now wasn’t the time to try anything. 
 
    “You’re a Mana Seer,” I said. “What’s that like?” 
 
    “I… do not understand your meaning.” 
 
    I chuckled softly and crossed my arms. “I guess that’s a little too casual for people in Iorus. What I meant was… how does someone become a Seer? Are you just born with it or…” 
 
    “It has been many years since the other dimension appeared. Scholars began studying the abilities of the Shadows and the orbs they dropped. They quickly discovered it could be used to strengthen ourselves.” 
 
    “We came to the same conclusion back on Earth.” 
 
    “There were already those who could wield the elements. Controlling Mana through focus and practice was something available to those who were interested, like myself. Abilities of Seers grew exponentially upon the amplification Mana dropped from the Shadows provided. It was appropriate to use our amplified abilities against the hostility of the Shadows. It became a necessity when the safety of the Runes was threatened.” 
 
    “Now Blackhart is using the Runes for himself. What’s he doing it for?” 
 
    “As has been stated before, Blackhart intends to unite the Runes into the Omnirune and unleash their power in Zion. His intentions beyond that, I cannot tell you for certain. Though it seems apparent he is working in conjunction with those from the other world.” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder. Zafina just looked like she needed it. She was shorter than me, so it was easy to look in her eyes. Despite her confidence and the smile she wore, there was some reluctance on her face. 
 
    “We’ll beat him.” 
 
    Her smile grew even wider. “Your continued affirmations are welcome though unnecessary.” 
 
    “I suppose I’m going a little overboard… We’re heading back out to the forest tomorrow. Get some rest.” 
 
    “I will be ready.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Welcome, Virgil.” The green line on the display pulsed with the feminine voice before turning flat again. 
 
    “Just a welcome?” I said. “How about a ‘great to see you, Virgil’? Or maybe a ‘what’s up, man?’ Did the gods program you with anything like that?” 
 
    “You refer to personality traits.” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “The gods only gave me the necessary functions to provide assistance to the bearer of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. There must be something I can do to upgrade you with a personality. Even the OS on my phone greets me with a good morning. And you’re a talking display that controls this entire room… or world… or wherever this is.” 
 
    “Perhaps amplification of the Rune itself will provide you with what you seek.” 
 
    “Then it might be possible. Okay, Cybil.” I started nodding. “I get you.” 
 
    After my conversation with Zafina, I returned to Zion to go over my stats. Moving from Navica was always strange. I went from a small town in the middle of a grassy valley to a white room. It was impossible to tell if I was in another world or another dimension. Maybe this was a simulation. Or maybe it was a dream and I’d wake up. 
 
    There was no point in getting philosophical now. “Show it to me, Cybil.” 
 
    The green line representing her voice disappeared and my stats took its place. 
 
      
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 7 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 6 
 
    Fire (Speed) 10 
 
    Water (Durability) 7 (+1) 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 9 (+3 Mana Bond) 
 
    *** 
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 2) 
 
    Holy Warrior (Level 1) 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Control 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Speed 
 
    Araceli - Level 1 
 
    Sawyer - Level 1 
 
    Yuma - Level 1 
 
      
 
    Because I’d spent all of the Mana I’d collected on rebuilding the homes in Navica, there was only enough left to gain a single level. Along with my one point in durability, my increased bond with Zafina gave me a bonus to my control. When the stats appeared, I felt the slight sensation rushing through my bloodstream. I wasn’t upset about the single level because a single point was enough to make a difference. If I were back at the District, I’d still be a low-level recruit and not even an Omega. But any progress was good progress. 
 
    “I don’t suppose there are any parameters for leveling up my abilities. I know you told me to just keep using them over and over but it’d be nice if I knew exactly how many times I had to perform them. Something tangible, you know.” 
 
    “Mastery of abilities vary from one bearer to the next. Because of this, I cannot provide you specific data on when your level would increase.” 
 
    “Right. I do feel like I’m getting pretty good with the Light Beam. Still tiring though. The Holy Warrior… Maybe I should spar with him more often.” 
 
    “The training grid is available for you. I can provide you with an opportunity to practice without the risk of mortal danger.” 
 
    The training grid appeared next to me. Blue lines formed a large room like a giant cube waiting for me to step inside of. 
 
    “If we weren’t walking through the forest tomorrow, I’d take you up on your offer. I should probably get some rest.” 
 
    The training grid disappeared. “Is there anything else I can assist you with, Virgil?” 
 
    “I got a question. The Life Rune. It’s powered by Mana from Shadows. I was doing some thinking… I talked about how the Gods knew something like Pandora was coming. It’s like they were preparing Iorus for it. That’s what I get when I piece everything together, anyway. I guess my question is… is there anything else I’m missing?” 
 
    “I cannot tell you what the gods foresaw.” Cybil spoke without hesitating, like an AI spitting out a prerecorded line. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” I thought about pushing her for more but decided not to waste what little energy I had left. Using the Life Rune was draining. I needed everything I had to make it through the Bee Forest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14: The Swarm Queen 
 
    My Light Beam shot through the bee’s massive body and sent it fluttering to the mud. A few last flaps of its wings and it turned into orbs of Mana for me to collect. 
 
    “The other dimension.” Rhiannon looked around to make sure there was nothing else lurking. “They have sent creatures here and corrupted what was once a peaceful forest.” 
 
    “How peaceful was the Bee Forest exactly?” I asked. “Are you telling me people strolled through with a fanny pack and a bottle of water?” 
 
    “There are many resources in the forest to gather. Wood. Leave. Herbs. Honey. Even the skins from the wild. Now the bees mimicking the life here have taken over, enough to send all of the wildlife into hiding.” 
 
    “Once we get this done, things will go back to normal. I don’t imagine I’ll ever come back here for fun though. Was never much for the outdoors.” 
 
    “If not for you, at least for those who wish to travel without incident.” 
 
    She looked at Earnest in front of us as he led the way. The man’s linens were so stained, it was hard to imagine how white they used to be. His shoes were splitting open so much, he would’ve moved faster without them. But he didn’t seem as cautious as he was before, leading us through the trees with a renewed confidence. 
 
    The air was musty and thick. There was something giving everything a yellowish tint. Even with the sunlight beaming through the treetops, there was a golden filter in every direction. 
 
    I kept the Life Rune activated to avoid having to limp through the mud. My armored soles squished the soggy ground and crunched the leaves I stepped upon. 
 
    Rhiannon stayed a few paces ahead of me, ready to draw her dagger at any moment. Zafina walked by my side and was on guard just the same. Both of them in their silk garments managed to remain unscathed despite the air, mud, and branches constantly brushing against us as we walked by. 
 
    Nearly an hour of walking and several bee encounters weren’t enough to slow us down. Despite the sweat on my brow from the increasing humidity, I kept my focus. 
 
    “How is your leg?” Zafina asked. 
 
    “It’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “There’s not even any soreness. Your healing did the trick.” 
 
    “I cannot take complete credit. You are bonded to the Life Rune. As a Battlemancer, it will recompose minor injuries over time. More serious wounds can be treated in the Revival Pool as long as you possess the Rune.” 
 
    “Even death, apparently. We have technology like that back at the District. Omegas are recomposed with Recall Boxes. Doctors keep our DNA on file and bring us back as good as new.” 
 
    “Interesting.” The blond had a look in her blue eyes like she was thinking hard. “Your world and Iorus. It appears there are many similarities.” 
 
    “Apparently. A moon. A sun. Animals. We even speak the same language. Funny how things always work out.” 
 
    “I choose to believe it is the Mana that bonds us. Regardless of who we are or what we look like, our essence remains the same.” 
 
    “A philosophical discussion with someone from another world in a forest filled with giant bees. They told me joining the Legion would be strange but I never expected anything like this.” 
 
    I gave her a wink. Zafina responded with that demure smile of hers, making me chuckle and forget what we were doing for a moment. 
 
    “Hold on a second.” 
 
    Of course, Earnest had to throw his hands up and slam the brakes on all of that. He stopped in his tracks and his eyes widened. 
 
    “We have to go around,” he said. 
 
    “Go around?” Rhiannon said. “We are not much farther from the end of the forest. The Central Mountains are within range.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. The shortest path will lead us directly into the lair of the great beast.” 
 
    “And what is this great beast exactly?” I said. 
 
    Earnest gave me that wide-eyed stare of his like he was high. He was a stoner trying to convince me of some conspiracy theory. “It is a great beast. Big enough to tear through this entire forest. You do not want to deal with it. Look…” 
 
    He pointed toward a tree stump. I didn’t notice it at first but I squinted to see it wasn’t cut cleanly. It was like something ripped it off entirely. 
 
    Rhiannon leaned down next to the stump. The Mana Dancer extended two fingers and rubbed something between her fingertips. Something sticky with a yellow tinge. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    Rhiannon smelled it without hesitating then licked it. 
 
    I immediately put my hands up. “Whoa, hey… You sure you should be licking strange things in the middle of the forest?” 
 
    “It’s only honey,” she said. “But there is something off. It is… bitter.” 
 
    “I told you!” Earnest said. “The great beast is near. We must go around if we wish to avoid it.” 
 
    “And how around do we have to go?” I said as I crossed my arms. 
 
    “Several miles. Maybe half-a-day’s journey if we move quickly.” 
 
    “We’ll be out here until the sun goes down…” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon stayed silent, letting me know it was my decision. Earnest looked almost pleadingly at me. The guy was terrified. 
 
    The end of the forest was just in sight. I’d take the risk of some great Shadow waiting for us. Worse comes to worse, we could run away. But with Earnest coming along, it wouldn’t be fair to risk him, even though a part of me wanted to. 
 
    “Fine,” I sighed. “We’ll take the detour. You sure you know where you’re going?” 
 
    “I have lived in Chenai all my life. Only recently has the forest become so hostile. If you wish to face the great beast, you can return at another time.” 
 
    I held my hand out to him. “Lead the way.” 
 
    A smile came across his lips as he turned and headed east through the forest. Rhiannon and Zafina exchanged glances before eventually walking along with me. 
 
    The path through the forest didn’t change. The air had a musty humidity. The mud was soft and wet beneath my soles. An occasional howl and hoot from the treetops reminded me I was out in the wild. But there was no sign of any danger. Unless you counted the random tree stumps we came across. 
 
    The stumps were splintered with the tree trunks knocked over like someone had ripped them apart. Trails of sticky honey lined the ground and covered some of the standing trees as well. There was a darker tinge on the honey, too, more brown than golden. 
 
    “Back on Earth, they sell honey in jars shaped like bears,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “Like bears?” Rhiannon arched an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Bears like to stick their noses in beehives and pots of honey. Was it Winnie the Pooh? Yogi? Three little bears? I don’t know. All I know is bears love honey and that’s how they sell it back home.” 
 
    “Let’s just hope we don’t encounter any ravenous bears who mistake us for honey,” Zafina said. 
 
    “Bears we can handle. Something tells me bears aren’t what we need to worry about…” There was so much honey on the ground, I had trouble raising my foot. It was a good thing I hadn’t brought my cane with me, otherwise I’d have to pull it out with every step. 
 
    “Hey, Earnest… You sure we’re headed in the right direction? Because I’d say there’s plenty of indications we’re near the ‘great beast’ you keep talking about.” 
 
    “This is its territory,” he said without looking back at me. “That is the reason we need to walk around. The sooner we are able to get away from this area, the safer our journey to Chenai will be.” 
 
    “Right…” I looked at the sole of my armored boot. The honey was so sticky it didn’t even drip off the metal. 
 
    Rhiannon and Zafina walked forward in their boots, appearing to have worse trouble than I was having. Even Earnest struggled but he kept walking undeterred. 
 
    We cleared another cluster of trees and moved deeper into the forest. More of the trees had been uprooted, their logs spilled on the ground. Honey drenched the ground no matter where I looked. 
 
    Bzzzz… 
 
    A soft buzz in the distance made me turn my head. Rhiannon immediately drew her dagger but there was nothing to be found. 
 
    Bzzzzz… 
 
    The buzz grew louder. 
 
    “Dammit…” I tugged my foot free from the ground and moved forward. “…It’s getting too hard to move.” 
 
    “We are almost out of the beast’s path,” Earnest said. 
 
    Zafina readied a blue flame in her palm and ignited the ground to free herself from it. 
 
    “This must clear soon,” she said. “I do not know if I have the endurance to wallow through this for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “We’re almost there,” I said. “Just keep going…” 
 
    I watched Earnest continuing to press forward. The honey had gotten so thick he started to sink into it. His shoes drenched, he climbed out of them and continued walking barefoot. 
 
    “Hey, Earnest! What are you doing?” 
 
    He ignored me and wandered through the woods. 
 
    Bzzzzzzzz… 
 
    Another buzz from the darkness between the trees made me turn my head. 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    Everywhere I looked, there was the sticky, dark brown syrup. On the ground. Covering the tree trunks. Some of it even dripped from the branches. 
 
    Rhiannon cut herself free from with her Mana Dagger then worked with Zafina to keep moving forward. I raised my feet out of the honey, while I tried to keep up with Earnest. 
 
    I wandered through the trees, moving into the darkness. Then I finally saw something. A forest clearing ahead of me with Earnest standing on the edge of it and the sun shining bright above. 
 
    I finally managed to get to the clearing and looked around. The open spot in the forest was larger than any I’d seen so far. At least a quarter-mile wide and just as long. But I immediately knew something was off. There was no green grass. There were no bright yellow leaves. There wasn’t even any mud on the ground like the rest of the forest. Only the dark brown honey I’d waded through, high enough to cover my ankles. Its sweet and smoky smell was pungent, filling my nostrils so much I could taste it on my tongue and down my throat. 
 
    “Hey, Earnest… What…” 
 
    My words trailed off when I saw the look on his face. A glossy-eyed stare like he was daydreaming. Mouth half-open. Body so still he wasn’t even breathing. The man just stood there barefoot. 
 
    “Hey!” I grabbed his arm and shook him. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “It is time…” he said, his voice trailing off. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “It is time!” he shouted. “Come! I have brought you a gift!” 
 
    “Hey!” I snatched his other arm and shook him again like that would make any difference. 
 
    Bzzzz… 
 
    I looked around as the buzz shook the ground. 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon rushed up to me as fast as they could, my arms still trying to squeeze some sense out of Earnest. 
 
    “My queen! I have done your bidding!” 
 
    “Who is he talking to?” I said to Zafina. 
 
    The blond stayed calm, breathing hard through her nose as she looked across the empty clearing. 
 
    Rhiannon wasn’t as patient. She drew her Mana Dagger and cut through the honey then stomped forward a few steps. “It is here… It is coming for us…” 
 
    Bzzzz… 
 
    The buzz was louder this time, shaking the ground enough I knew whatever it was had gotten closer. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I raised my hand and summoned the Holy Warrior in front of me. The blue spirit had the same trouble as the rest of us as it tried to get through the honey but it didn’t stop. 
 
    Bzzz… 
 
    “Where the hell is this bastard—” 
 
    BZZZZ… 
 
    I got my answer quickly as something tore through the trees on the other side of the clearing, moving fast enough to knock them over completely. 
 
    A giant bug came flying toward us. At least, I thought it was a bug because it was a yellow blur. 
 
    “Zafina!” 
 
    She ignited a fireball and sent a stream of blue flames right at the bug, slowing it down enough to make it ascend back into the air. The fire scorched its body and wings but it flapped fast enough to put the flames out quickly. 
 
    I stared up to the sky, watching the giant bug circle above. 
 
    It was a massive bee. As big as the Golem I fought on the plains. This thing was different though. All six of its black limbs were big enough to hold me down. Its thick wings flapped and sent the wind at me. Yellow scales lined with black made it hard to see as it blended in with its surroundings. And then there was its stinger. A giant black javelin as long as a sword, with a pointed tip that could skewer all three of us at once. 
 
    Even from so far away, the crosshatches of its massive green eyes were intimidating. 
 
    “Yes… My queen… Come… Feast!” Earnest put his hands in the air, his eyes stuck in some trance. 
 
    I didn’t know what was going through his head but he led us right here. I had to deal with him later though. There was no way to focus when a bee the size of a monster truck was trying to pierce through you with a spear-like stinger. 
 
    “Zafina! Give it all you got!” 
 
    The Seer rotated both arms around then brought her hands together to summon the largest fireball I’d ever seen. A stream of flames shot into the sky, forcing the bee to buzz around and come racing back toward us. 
 
    Rhiannon couldn’t move as fast as she normally could but she managed to stomp through the honey and stop from sinking deeper into it. 
 
    The bee came charging toward her and she leaped in the air to meet it, stabbing her Mana Dagger in its side. 
 
    “BZZZZZ!” A loud buzz came from the bee as Rhiannon kept her blade dug deep into it. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    The Holy Warrior moved next to the bee, hacking at one of its limbs with his sword. He swung hard enough to snap one of its back leg, crunching the bone underneath. Another swing and he cleaved it completely. Green blood sprayed out and spilled onto the honey-soaked ground. 
 
    “BZZZZ!” The bee fluttered wildly and broke free, ascending back into the sky. 
 
    I fired a Light Beam and clipped one of its wings but I wasn’t able to steady my aim on it. 
 
    Even with one of its legs missing, the insect kept flying around at the same speed. 
 
    “I can hurt it,” Rhiannon said, her brow furrowed in anger. “I only need to get it back down.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re not doing enough damage to it. Look how big that thing is. You’ll have to stab it a thousand times to cut through it.” 
 
    “Then I will do just that.” 
 
    “All is lost,” Earnest interrupted suddenly. “Do not struggle. Fall in worship and be grateful you are allowed to serve my queen—” 
 
    “Shut up!” I grumbled and turned to Zafina. “Rhiannon’s dagger. You’re able to ignite it with your flames.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said with a nod. “I do not think that will be enough for this beast.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why we need to hit it even harder. I’ll draw its attention to get it right where we want it. Rhiannon!” I walked across the field to try and move closer to her. “Raise your weapon over your head.” 
 
    She did as she was told. 
 
    “Do it,” I said to Zafina. 
 
    The blond summoned a fireball and engulfed Rhiannon’s dagger in blue flames. 
 
    “A little Mana and some ingenuity…” I fired a Light Beam to try and do the same. A sudden sparkling of energy grew so bright, it filled the entire clearing. I turned my head away and shut my eyes in a moment of blindness. But when I looked back, I saw what I was looking for. 
 
    Blue fire covered Rhiannon’s red dagger with a white aura permeating around it. The glow was so bright it reflected off Rhiannon’s face and made her skin look even paler. 
 
    Her brow stayed furrowed and the anger remained in her eyes. “Bring it close to me and I will finish it.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that. Let ‘em have it, Zafina.” 
 
    Zafina and I both fired up at the bee. The giant insect danced around the flames and beams then quickly began its descent. 
 
    “On me!” 
 
    The Holy Warrior ran by my side. Even though he was just a spirit, I had some trepidation about what I was going to do. 
 
    “You gotta take the brunt of this, buddy. You understand right?” He remained motionless. Not that I could read his expression with the helmet covering his face. 
 
    The bee began its descent and dived toward me. Rhiannon readied her glowing weapon while Zafina tried peppering it with flame shots. 
 
    The bee moved level with the ground, firing forward like a bullet. Its stinger raised like a lance in a joust. 
 
    “Take it!” 
 
    The Holy Warrior dived in front of me at the last moment as I moved through the honey as much as I could. The giant stinger pierced through the warrior completely, turning him into dust. 
 
    “I’ve got you now.” I immediately grabbed two of the bee’s massive limbs and held onto it. 
 
    “Rhiannon! Now!” 
 
    The Mana Dancer began charging forward through the sticky clearing, gathering as much speed as she could. But even as fast as she was, the bee was already on me. 
 
    It spun and turned to face me. Up close, the damn thing was even freakier. A pair of giant, crosshatched green eyes were bigger than a car’s windshield. Its mouth opened, revealing a row of jagged teeth dripping with the blood of its prey. Two mandibles snatched at me but I grabbed them and held on as tight as I could. 
 
    “Ugly bastard…” 
 
    The thing was strong. When you were in a moment like this, it was like everything else disappeared. Nothing else mattered. 
 
    Blue flames bounced off its side but it continued pressing forward, opening its mouth as it tried to press on me. 
 
    It was inching closer to me. I could feel the warmth of its sweet breath as its mouth opened. 
 
    Closer. 
 
    Its black mandibles squeezed tighter, bearing down on me. Barbed tips pierced through my gloves and drew blood on my palms. 
 
    Closer. 
 
    Its mouth was right on my face, ready to consume me whole. 
 
    I gritted my teeth as my feet sunk into the honey. I didn’t have much time left. Maybe seconds. I needed every one of them. 
 
    “Rhiannon!” I shouted out with what could have been my last breath. 
 
    The bee rushed its face to me with one last push then suddenly pulled back. 
 
    “SCREEEE!” A giant squeal from its mouth filled the air as it stumbled away. I raised both hands and fired two Light Beams right down its throat. The energy ripped through its insides like ripe fruit. 
 
    Zafina fired a stream of blue flames, igniting its fluttering wings. 
 
    But it was Rhiannon on top of it who did the most damage. Her blade shimmering with the blue and white aura, she stabbed it repeatedly. She drove her dagger into like she was frantically digging a hole, the sound of flesh and guts ripping apart was unmistakable. Green blood gushed like a geyser in every direction, spraying on her face. But the Mana Dancer had turned into an insatiable executioner, hellbent on making sure the bee couldn’t move. 
 
    All of us kept attacking as the bee flailed until suddenly it exploded in a shower of Mana. Red, green, and blue orbs spilled over the honey-soaked clearing. The buzzing ceased and everything fell silent. 
 
    I closed my eyes to catch my breath, my arms at my side. “Too close…” 
 
    A sudden hand on my shoulder made me open my eyes. Rhiannon stood in front of me, her lips cocked to the side with a satisfied smirk. “Well done.” 
 
    “And what of him?” Zafina called out. 
 
    Rhiannon and I walked over to Earnest, who had fallen unconscious in the middle of the battle. 
 
    “Is he…” 
 
    Zafina shook her head. “He is still breathing.” 
 
    “We can leave him here to die like he intended to do with us… But he should at least get a chance to defend himself… The end of the forest is just ahead. We’ll set a checkpoint then head back to Navica.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15: Judgment 
 
    I peered over my stats on the display in Zion. 
 
      
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 9 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 8 (+2) 
 
    Fire (Speed) 10 
 
    Water (Durability) 7 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 9 
 
    *** 
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 2) 
 
    Holy Warrior (Level 1) 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Control 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Speed 
 
    Araceli - Level 1 
 
    Sawyer - Level 1 
 
    Yuma - Level 1 
 
      
 
    Other than a couple of points in strength, there were no other changes. Cybil allowed me to preserve some of the Mana I’d collected from the battle with the queen bee to make sure I had enough to build the stockade. 
 
    “You don’t think it’s a bad idea, do you? Hindering progress with the Rune to make sure Navica is brought back.” 
 
    “Navica represents the home of those bred to protect the Life Rune. If that is your decision, the reasoning is sound.” 
 
    “That’s what I figured… There’s one other thing. I was able to use the Light Beam to power-up one of my companion’s weapons. You never told me I could do that.” 
 
    “Your abilities have many properties. Your discovery was one you must make on your own. Just as fire can be used for warmth, it can also be used as a weapon or to cook one’s food.” 
 
    “Cooking some stew with a Light Beam. There’s an idea.” 
 
    “I can gather readings from the Life Rune and add it to your stat sheet.” 
 
    I nodded as if Cybil was looking at me. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    The screen flashed and blue letters were typed out in addition to what was already there. 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
      
 
    Divine Blade NEW 
 
    (Fireball + Light Beam + Mana Dagger) 
 
    Imbue a weapon with the power of holy flames 
 
      
 
    “Divine Blade. Maybe I will figure out something else to do with my abilities.” 
 
    “I will await your return to record them, Virgil.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    My hands had recovered from holding down the giant mandibles clawing at me. Zafina’s healing spells along with a brief stay in the Revival Pool erased any trace of the bleeding. I could still remember how it felt having to hold everything back though. 
 
    I flexed my hands and sighed. “Never going to forget something like that…” 
 
    I sat alone at the end of the Main Hall of the Central Keep, my small wooden chair comfortable after a long day of walking through the sticky forest. I glanced at Rhiannon as she stood next to me. There were still remnants of mud, grass, and honey stuck to her red heels. The same went for Zafina, who stood to my left. If it wasn’t for the armor of the Life Rune, I’d probably still be sticking to everything I walked on. 
 
    And the guy responsible for it was right in front of me. Earnest sat on the ground. His shoes gone, he only had his tattered shirt and pants. The stench of the bitter honey covered him. I didn’t bother restraining him. There was no way he could escape. Sawyer standing behind him with his arms crossed made sure of that. 
 
    Araceli was the only other person in the hall. Her hood was up, covering her eyes so only her red lips could be seen. 
 
    Everybody remained silent. We were all staring at Earnest. He’d give us what he wanted eventually. All we had to do was wait for him to get his regret out of his system. 
 
    “I’m a merchant,” he started. “I’m not much different from many of those in Chenai. My wares are nothing unique. Skins. Herbs. Ore. Whatever I can scrape together. Everybody in Chenai is provided accommodations as well as adequate sustenance but nothing more. 
 
    “I decided to head north into the Bee Forest. There was a warning from Ekko, the one in charge. Reports came that there was a dangerous presence. Likely from the other dimension.” 
 
    “Hold on a second.” I put my hands, my face scrunched in confusion. “There was a report something dangerous was in the forest then you decided to go there?” 
 
    “There were rumors about what the ‘great beast’ was. Sightings of a queen bee big enough to topple trees. One day, I’m in the tavern and a fellow merchant shows me what he was able to gather. A jar of the honey from the bee.” 
 
    “The place was littered with it… You went to the forest for honey. You don’t have any other sweets in Chenai?” 
 
    “The honey is more than just food. This honey has medicinal properties. I figured if I could collect enough of it, I would be able to sell it to the would-be shamans and make a nice profit.” 
 
    “And things didn’t go as planned.” 
 
    Earnest raised his head. His face was cleaned up a bit from when I first met him. Now I could see the wrinkles on his cheeks more clearly. His face sagged and his frown made it even more pronounced. His eyes were no longer dilated, all of his regret was clear without him speaking a word. 
 
    “I was collecting the honey. I tasted it and knew how potent it was. The next thing I know I hear the buzzing. The grass was so sticky I couldn’t get away. Got me right here.” He turned his head and to show the small red mark on the side of his neck. “Something strange happened. It was like there was a voice in my head. It was commanding me. Compelling me to do something. I tried to resist but doing so made me sick.” 
 
    “So you were infected by the queen bee,” Rhiannon said. “Ordered to do its bidding. How many travelers did you lead to their deaths?” 
 
    “None! I swear it! I was in the brush, surviving on honey. Then you came along. A part of me wished you would save me but if I sacrificed you, maybe it would be satisfied and I could escape. You have to believe me. I did not mean to do it.” 
 
    “But you said you weren’t thinking straight,” Zafina said. “Even if it made you sick, you attempted to kill us.” 
 
    “I don’t deny what I did… But I beg you mercy. I am only a merchant. I… I’m sorry.” 
 
    Earnest dropped his head, his sobs echoing off the stone walls of the hall. 
 
    I leaned back in my seat and contemplated what to do. The decision was mine. Even after walking through the forest and thinking about it, the answer wasn’t clear. 
 
    “He tried to kill us,” Rhiannon said. “We have every right to grant him justice. A lesson for those who oppose the bearer of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “That is one possibility,” Zafina said. “But he is a harmless, frail old man. We can send him back to Chenai. It may build some good will with their people as we attempt to acquire the Stone Rune.” 
 
    Kill him. Let him go. Both options were reasonable, so I didn’t push anything off the table. 
 
    “The man risked his life because it means nothing to him.” Sawyer stepped forward. “I say we let him continue to risk it. Build the Manaworks and I will equip him. Should Blackhart attack, Earnest will be on the frontlines and be the first to fall. He will die serving a greater purpose.” 
 
    “He is so frail,” Araceli scoffed. “You cannot make a warrior out of a weakling.” 
 
    “You underestimate my abilities.” 
 
    Araceli stepped closer, her face still hidden underneath her hood. “I have another suggestion, Lord Virgil. Give him to me.” 
 
    Araceli certainly had a way with words that made everything sound intriguing. I raised an eyebrow, eager to hear what she’d come up with. “And what will you do with him?” 
 
    “He said he was gathering the honey because of its medicinal purposes. Even if his attempt was to profit, he would be doing a service to the people of Chenai. The man is not fit to serve as a warrior. If his life is forfeit, he must forfeit to a greater cause. When the Arcane Circle is constructed, Earnest can assist me. He will help Navica in creation of the potions needed to win this fight against Blackhart and the other dimension.” 
 
    As odd as she was, Araceli’s reasoning was sound. 
 
    I nodded then looked at Earnest. “You would be serving Araceli. You have no choice but to cooperate. But it would be easier if you were willing.” 
 
    Earnest raised his head up. His crooked smile told me enough. “If I must serve Navica and the Life Rune, then I will. I had already accepted a worse fate when I stepped into the forest.” 
 
    Araceli snapped her fingers. “Let’s go and get you cleaned up. We have a lot of work to prepare for when the Circle is available.” Earnest popped up to his feet and followed after her as she headed for the exit. 
 
    “Arcanists,” Sawyer grumbled. “So strange.” 
 
    Rhiannon had a satisfied smile on her face. “You delegated well.” 
 
    “That was an easy decision,” I said. “Earnest is harmless. Might as well use him for help.” 
 
    “With the stockade constructed, I’ve sent a contingency to begin preliminary collection of resources. Ore and lumber will be added to the stockpile. You can choose to expand on existing buildings or build new ones in place of using the Cruxes.” 
 
    “I would recommend building the Circle or the Manaworks,” Zafina said. “Sawyer and Araceli both seem eager.” 
 
    “I’m getting to it,” I said with a laugh. “Everybody wants something different. Trying to please them all… In another world and I’m still getting pulled in every direction…” 
 
    Rhiannon moved in front of me. “I will speak to some of the villagers and have them begin construction on the furnishings for your council chambers. We are at the doorstep to Chenai. If we are to convince them to give us access to the Stone Rune, we will need to plan proper diplomacy.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment, Rhiannon.” 
 
    The pale-skinned woman bowed her head, a subtle smile on her lips as she turned around and left the hall. 
 
    “We are close,” Zafina said. “We have traveled a great distance over only a few days. I recommend a respite.” 
 
    “I was planning on getting some rest. It’s nice having a bed instead of sleeping on the grass. Not that I have a problem with the grass, since it’s so peaceful outside.” 
 
    “I meant tomorrow as well. A day without travel.” 
 
    “Wait. You want me to take a day off?” 
 
    “You are the bearer of the Life Rune but your flesh is mortal.” 
 
    She had a point. I was tired. And it’d be nice to wake up and not have to worry about getting attacked by Shadows for once. Even Omegas had days off. 
 
    It didn’t hurt Zafina was smiling at me, her blue-eyed stare as kind as it always was. I couldn’t refuse even if I tried. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll take a day off to recover. I don’t plan on laying around the whole day though. Is there anything to do around Navica?” 
 
    “I’m certain you will learn our people can keep you occupied, with both work and recreation.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16: Over The Horizon 
 
    All of the Mana I had was spent to satisfy the Cruxes of every villager’s home. Navica had a small population with only about fifty people. Families had a home to themselves, completely furnished with a place to lay their heads and a lavatory to do their business. The small makeshift shacks were made of wood, like log cabins you’d find in the forest on a camping trip, most of them no bigger than two rooms. They stood on a foundation consisting of the same stone and mortar that made up the Central Keep. 
 
    The modest homes were so mall and few, there was still plenty of open grassland for the villagers to enjoy out in the open. 
 
    It was early in the morning with the sun just coming over the eastern mountains way in the distance. A chill in the morning air left dew on the tall, green grass I waded through. I dug my cane into the dirt as I enjoyed a casual stroll with Rhiannon by my side. 
 
    All around me the villagers were already awake. Some of them were lounging around on the acres of open grass and enjoying the peace of the day. Others were busy sewing together more linens just outside of their homes. It was a calming sight, enough to make me forget about all of the fighting still to come. 
 
    “Are you comfortable?” Rhiannon asked. “I imagine your garments are a far cry from what you are used to wearing.” 
 
    The long-sleeved, white tunic shirt I had on was something only someone with real confidence would wear in the city. The matching linen pants made me stand out even more. “If I was walking through the streets in something like this, someone would definitely try to rob me.” 
 
    “Where you are from, are there violent people?” 
 
    I laughed at her bluntness. “There are violent people. There are good people, too. Millions of people live in that city, so it’s hard to lump ‘em all into one group. I like to think most of them have good hearts.” 
 
    Compared to my linens, Rhiannon’s red silk robes and armor were more intricate. They didn’t cover much of her body and the material didn’t have any fancy designs. She could’ve walked down a runway exactly how she was now and nobody would’ve thought it was strange. 
 
    “What is it like?” I asked. “Living in Navica. Was the last location like this?” 
 
    “It was not as remote but the conditions were not much different. The air was cold but fresh. There was plenty of land to live off and water to swim in. We had all of the resources we needed.” 
 
    “Then Blackhart decided to go rogue…” 
 
    “We have been engaged in battle long before his decision. When the portals to the other world opened up, our ancestors channeled all of our energy into the fight. I suppose it was good in a way. It made us realize what is truly important and we are stronger because of it.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it.” I stopped in my tracks when one of the villagers rushed up to me. 
 
    He was a shorter man. His dark hair was long and shaggy. The same for his beard. Even though he was short, he was still wide in stature. His wrinkled cheeks and brow were smudged with dirt and sweat like he’d just finished running through the forest. Underneath his beard, there was a toothy grin that made me smile right back at him. 
 
    “Lord Virgil.” He had a deep voice, indicating he was as old as he looked. He bowed his head and opened both hands out to me. 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know what Araceli told you, but don’t call me that. I’m just Virgil.” 
 
    “You bear the Life Rune. It is only fitting.” 
 
    “I might have the Rune but I don’t think that’s a requirement. No need for formalities around here.” 
 
    “I see.” His grin didn’t go away as he bowed his head again. “You truly are from another world. My name is Tai. If you’ll grant me an opportunity to speak with you.” 
 
    “Is there something you need? Another Crux you want me to make a priority?” 
 
    He shook his head and chuckled heartily. “No, no, no. I have everything I need. I only wish to thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me?” 
 
    “You carry a heavy burden. Not of this world yet chosen. Ludo was a great leader. A kind man. I only want to let you know I will serve you the same as him.” 
 
    “Right…” I put a hand on his shoulder and nodded. “You don’t have to serve me. We all want our lives to be as normal as possible. We won’t get that without a fight though.” 
 
    “I will be ready. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Tai skipped by and headed into the village among the other makeshift shacks. 
 
    Rhiannon had a sly smile on her lips, eyes narrowed at me. “You have a positive influence on our people.” 
 
    “It’s the Rune,” I said as I started walking forward. 
 
    “It is more than just the Rune. There was a sense of dread shortly before Blackhart attacked our old village. Even Ludo’s best efforts were enough to be rid of it completely.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now there as an eagerness among everybody. Just as you’ve seen. You have made great progress. Soon there will be no more Cruxes to satisfy. Navica will thrive and we will be as prepared for Blackhart as we have ever been.” 
 
    I looked toward the building in the distance along the shore of the lake and saw some villagers moving in and out. They worked together to push iron carts filled to the brim with stones. Others transported logs on small wagons that looked barely sturdy enough to hold them. 
 
    Rhiannon put her hands behind her back and raised her head. “Collection has begun. We are gathering the resources as requested. Ore from the cavern to the northeast. Lumber from the eastern forest. A watermill will help us refine the lake water.” 
 
    “And these resources… What are they for again?” 
 
    “Navica has been reestablished. But though we are secluded, we cannot assume Blackhart will be looking for us. We must fortify our defenses if we are not able to mount an attack against him first.” 
 
    “Then we’d better get to him first.” 
 
    We kept walking toward the lake. As the sun continued to rise, the surface of the water began to sparkle from the sunlight. The lake was nearly as large as the acres of grassland. I could see from one side to the other though it’d probably take me more than a minute to swim to the other side. 
 
    Yuma stood on the edge of the water with a fishing rod in his hand. The lanky kid bobbed his line up and down. “C’mon, fishies… Come and get it…” 
 
    I walked next to him. “How are they biting?” I looked at the bucket next to him and saw nothing inside. 
 
    “Fish are still waking up. They’ll start getting hungry… Maybe you’d like to give it a try.” He held the rod out to me. 
 
    “I’m not much of a fisherman,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “You don’t need to be a fisherman. The fish do all the work. Just gotta get ‘em to bite.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s smile hadn’t left her. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she was trying not to laugh at me. 
 
    “This is your day off,” she said. “I will supervise the collection in the mine and speak to Zafina about preparing for our travels. Please enjoy yourself, Virgil.” 
 
    She bowed her head and turned around to head for the cavern to the northeast. 
 
    “Since I’ve got nothing better to do…” I took the rod from Yuma and he pumped his fist. 
 
    “That’s the spirit! Now, the trick is to just wiggle it around every now and then. Have to let ‘em know the worm is alive, even though it’s not. Don’t do it too much though. Start going crazy and the fish’ll know something is up. And nobody wants to eat anything when it’s wriggling around.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth…” 
 
    The water was a dark shade of blue but so clear. There was no trash floating in it. There was no pollution. All of the fish swimming beneath the surface made it seem like I was looking at an aquarium. 
 
    “This is nice,” I said. “Just enjoying the view of the water.” 
 
    “They got a lake where you’re from?” 
 
    “There’s a lake. Not anything nice like this though. I was never the outdoors type, anyway.” 
 
    “My father used to take me out for fishing like this. Most of us Navicans will never admit it, but we prefer hunting over everything else. Thing is, fish is a lot more tender than some charred venison. Variety is the spice of life.” 
 
    Yuma took a seat on the grass, picking at the blades and twirling them around in his fingers. 
 
    “How’s your father?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s gone. Same for my mom. Lost ‘em in the attack when Blackhart ransacked our village.” 
 
    “Oh… I’m sorry, Yuma.” 
 
    He had a forced smile on his lips but his eyes told another story. “It’s okay. Just comes with the territory. We’re all sworn to protect the Life Rune. I knew it was a possibility.” 
 
    I bobbed the fishing rod. Some of the fish eyed the worm on the hook before eventually losing interest and turning around. 
 
    “I lost my father, too,” I said. “I was seventeen when it happened. Not in battle though. He just got sick.” 
 
    “Sick… People get sick here, too.” 
 
    “Can’t complain about it. Just gotta be grateful for what we have while we’re still here.” 
 
    The surface of the water rocked gently. The crisp morning breeze against my cheeks whistled by. It was so quiet I could hear the sound of my breathing. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the peace of the moment, bathing in the quiet of the outdoors. 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    Yuma said it so suddenly, I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly. I looked down at him and his expression hadn’t changed. 
 
    “I’ve trained a little with the others. Rhiannon and Zafina are the best with Mana. Just a bit of wisdom from them is enough to take care of yourself… Dealing with some creatures that show up from the other dimension isn’t pleasant but it never caused us any trouble. 
 
    “When Blackhart came… Everybody started dying so fast we couldn’t get ‘em to the Revival Pool fast enough. Can’t transport our essence to it like you can with the Life Rune… So many explosions… All the screaming and shouting… The buildings were saved in the Cruxes but not all of them…” 
 
    Yuma was completely motionless as he spoke, his eyes locked on the distance. “Ludo knew what he was doing. To sacrifice himself so we could all transport here. Didn’t even flinch when he followed the Life Rune to you.” 
 
    He sighed a deep breath through his nose but still didn’t move. “We’re Navicans. Ever since we’re kids, they tell us the Life Rune is more important than anything. Can’t really argue with ‘em. I mean, I’ve seen the monsters from the other world. They’re so vicious… All they wanna do is kill you. You get used to it though. Now with Blackhart trying to get the Runes, it seems like everything’s gotten worse. Now we’ve gotta fight even harder.” 
 
    Yuma was a Navican, sworn to protect the Life Rune along with everybody else here. But when I looked down at him now, all I saw was some kid who was lost. I’d seen that too many times before. Not even fresh recruits to the Legion had to carry the kind of burden he did. 
 
    “I know I should be grateful,” he said. “I’ve got everything I could ask for. Sometimes though… I just wanna sit around and fish.” 
 
    “…When this is all over, you’ll get the chance to do just that. I promise.” 
 
    Yuma nodded, his eyes still focused on the distance. 
 
    The water suddenly splashed in front of me. The line tugged on the rod hard enough to bend it. 
 
    “You got something!” Yuma popped up to his feet. “Reel it in! Reel it in!” 
 
    I didn’t have the first clue about fishing but did as I was told. I kept spinning the reel and the line got shorter. 
 
    “Keep going! It’s a big one!” 
 
    Yuma kept egging me on. The fish splashed up over the surface of the water until I was able to tug it up. 
 
    “Let’s see what we got.” Yuma reached out for the line and held the shining gray fish up as it flopped around. “Pretty big. I say about six or seven pounds. This trout will make a nice stew. You make sure you stop by the tavern tonight.” 
 
    Just Yuma’s big smile was enough to make me chuckle. “Can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Council Chamber Room was just off to the side of the Main Hall of the Central Keep. It was the size of a high school classroom, without all of the desks and the whiteboard hanging on the wall. Instead, there was a large rectangular wooden table at the center. A few high window holes next to the ceiling let some moonlight in. The quiet, unassuming room was quiet except for the sound of a few torches and my slurping. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself really. The broth I spooned into my mouth was more flavorful than anything I’d had since arriving in Navica. 
 
    Rhiannon eyed me curiously as I held the bowl near my face. 
 
    “You seem to be enjoying yourself,” she said. 
 
    “This soup is tasty. Yuma got the seasoning just right. Didn’t think you could make something so good with simple ingredients. I think it has to do with the fish being so fresh.” 
 
    “Then you did manage to procure something.” She grinned at me, her purple eyes shimmering from the moonlight. 
 
    I smirked. “It’s funny. I’m the bearer of the Life Rune. A Battlemancer. The chosen one. Yet you think I’m not capable of catching a fish.” 
 
    “I said nothing of the sort. Fishing is a more… menial task compared to what you have to accomplish.” 
 
    “We get this done, fishing will be the most important thing we have to do.” 
 
    Zafina stood on the other side of the table. She ignited a candle with a flame from her index finger. The blue fire danced on the wick before slowly turning into a more common orange flame. 
 
    “I trust you are well,” the blond said. 
 
    “Couldn’t be better.” I spooned more of the fish broth into my mouth. 
 
    “Hmm…” Now she was staring at me with the same curiosity as Rhiannon, both of them with eyes wide and lips pursed in an attempt to hold back their laughs. 
 
    “Am I not supposed to eat in the Council Chambers?” I said. 
 
    “There are only rules unless you make them,” Zafina said. 
 
    “Good. I’ve had a long day of fishing and relaxing in the grass. This meeting seems important, so I figured I’d get all the energy I need.” 
 
    Rhiannon unfurled a piece of old parchment across the wooden table. 
 
    “I have taken note of Navica’s current construction,” she said. “Here you will be able to see what has been built and the Cruxes still remaining.” 
 
    I read over the calligraphy in fresh, black ink. 
 
      
 
    COMPLETED 
 
    Central Hall 
 
    Tavern 
 
    Housing Units 
 
    Stockade 
 
      
 
    AVAILABLE 
 
    Arcane Circle 
 
    Barnyard 
 
    Manaworks 
 
    Watermill 
 
      
 
    “As you know, the Arcane Circle and Manaworks will both provide us resources in our battle. The mill will be built on the lake and help us process the material we’re gathering. The barnyard will be the foundation for domesticating beasts from the forest. You will have to build additional units after. It is not a priority though, since its main purpose at this point will be for both textiles and sustenance.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with having more meat to eat and clothes to wear… Let’s see now… You mentioned we could build some of these things without Cruxes.” 
 
    “That is correct. However, restoring a building from its Crux will give it some additional support.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “The Mana you invest adds fortifications to its foundation. Should we come under attack, the Mana will act as a barrier when it would otherwise be destroyed. If Blackhart intends on forming the Omnirune, he will need to get to Zion where you power the Life Rune.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt the power of Mana… So you’re talking about literal support then. If that’s the case, we’ll build everything with a Crux. I think they’ve been waiting long enough. Tell Sawyer and Araceli the Manaworks and Arcane Circle are our next priority.” 
 
    “It will be done.” Rhiannon rolled the parchment back up and Zafina quickly replaced it with the map she spread across the table. 
 
    “We teleported from the edge of the Bee Forest here.” She trailed her slim finger south. “This is the path we must travel into the Central Mountains.” 
 
    “I saw the mountains from a distance. It looks like they’re blocking the entire path to the southern end of the continent.” 
 
    “They are. The mountains stretch to the east and west but they are narrow, so traversing them is possible. Are you certain you’ll have no trouble scaling them?” 
 
    “I’ll keep the Life Rune activated so I don’t have to deal with my limp.” 
 
    “In the heart of the mountains, Chenai rests. Rhiannon and I have not been to Chenai and its location is vague, so Blackhart would have trouble reaching there. Even if he did manage to get there, we at least know they are fully capable of defending themselves.” 
 
    “Sound like some tough SOBs.” 
 
    “SOBs?” Rhiannon’s confusion reminded me I wasn’t on Earth. 
 
    “Uh… What do you know about them?” 
 
    “They are hard-working, honest people. They are worthy of possessing and protecting the Stone Rune. I have little doubt they would do everything they can to prevent Blackhart from getting it.” 
 
    “Now the question is will they let us have it.” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon looked at one another. 
 
    “Hey.” I snapped my fingers. “What did I say about those ominous looks?” 
 
    Zafina smiled softly and bowed her head. “I apologize. It was not meant to be ominous. I anticipate Ekko, the one who leads Chenai, will not be so eager to give you the Rune. He will have to be convinced.” 
 
    Rhiannon straightened up. “You have proven yourself worthy of the Life Rune. I see no reason why Ekko would deny you. He knows Iorus is at stake. He is not foolish.” 
 
    “Let’s hope so. First thing tomorrow, we’ll head for the mountains and find Chenai.” I raised the bowl to my lips and gulped it down. The fish broth poured down my throat. I kept swallowing, not realizing how big the bowl was. A few seconds went by and I finally managed to get it all. I smacked my lips. “Man, that’s good. You want some?” 
 
    Zafina sealed her lips tight and laughed softly. 
 
    Rhiannon put a hand on my shoulder and nodded. “Make sure you gather as much energy as you can. The Central Mountains await.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17: What Beasts Roam The Mountains 
 
    I had the opportunity to travel the world and scale mountains for myself. Never did because I didn’t get the point. A part of me was regretting not having some of that experience now. 
 
    You never realized how big a mountain was until you were standing right in front of it. From a distance, they were painted backdrops. Up close, it was a reminder how small and insignificant you were to everything else. 
 
    The Central Mountains stretched up through the clouds and blocked out the sun. To the east and west, snowy peaks created a wall to the southern end of Valen. A cold wind blew through the air, freezing my nose and warning of a potential snowstorm. With as much snow was on the mountainsides, I figured avalanches were a common occurrence. 
 
    And that was only the mountains themselves. Shadows from Pandora were lurking. If some giant bee was threatening to sting us in the forest, there was no telling what kind of mutated Bigfoot was waiting here to tear our limbs off. 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and sighed softly through my nose. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Rhiannon was dressed in the same bare red armor she always wore. Even staring up a seemingly endless mountainside, the confidence on her face hadn’t wavered a single bit. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to scale a mountain.” I activated the Life Rune. White sheets covered me in a thin layer of body armor. “But I’m ready to get to Chenai.” 
 
    I turned to Zafina. The Seer rested her arms at her sides as she stared up the mountainside. “There is a greater cold coming. A snowstorm, perhaps. I know how strong you are but do not let your pride get the best of you. We can return to Navica on a whim. And if not that, there are caverns for respites when you need them.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on wandering these mountains any longer than I have to. Let’s go.” 
 
    I began my ascent up the rocky trail snaking its way between the mountains. The uphill climb wasn’t as bad as it could have been, with the Life Rune eliminating my need for a cane. I took the chance to enjoy the peaceful scenery even though I knew it wouldn’t last for very long. 
 
    The snowy mountainside was barren. There were no signs of any feral animals or even friendly creatures. The trees were untouched, covered in the powder of the last snow that blew through. 
 
    “You two aren’t cold, huh?” I said. 
 
    “I have lived in Navica my entire life,” Rhiannon said. “Its previous location shared a similar chill in the air.” 
 
    “Something tells me you wouldn’t complain even if you were cold. Ain’t that right, Zafina?” 
 
    The blond laughed softly and nodded. “Navicans can be proud. But rest assured there is no reason for us to deceive you. A brisk walk will make our blood flow and keep us warm.” 
 
    “And you, Virgil,” Rhiannon said. “Are you acclimated to the cold?” 
 
    “More than acclimated.” I laughed thinking about back home and how it was comparable to this weather. “They called it the polar vortex. The entire Midwest had to deal with the cold. I’m talking damn cold. Snow everywhere. Rivers freezing solid. It might’ve been the only time I was glad I was rich because I could just stay in my place and turn the heat up.” 
 
    “It appears you are more prepared than you realize.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s why the Life Rune led Ludo to me. It sensed how cold it was back in Chicago and said ‘hey, this guy knows how to deal with it. Give it to him.’” 
 
    Zafina found some mild amusement, laughing softly. 
 
    Rhiannon smiled and shrugged. “That may be a possibility. Your experiences shaped you into the person you are today and that is why the Life Rune chose you.” 
 
    “So it’s who I am then? It’s not some divine blessing that picked me before I was born?” 
 
    “We do not know the exact intentions of the gods. We can only assume every reason is plausible, even the most outlandish.” 
 
    “A shining yellow jewel lodged itself into my chest and gives me body armor and abilities. I’d say that’s a good enough reason to believe the most outlandish things.” 
 
    The walk up the mountainside was peaceful. The sweat began to drip down my brow but my fatigue wasn’t anywhere close to getting to me. We moved through the rocky trail before it slowly began to level off. 
 
    We reached a small plateau. Most of the snow had melted, sinking into the dirt and freezing again to make it as hard as a rock. The path continued up ahead with more mountains surrounding us in every direction. 
 
    “Just when I thought we wouldn’t have to keep climbing, they tricked me,” I sighed. “Let’s keep going—” 
 
    A sudden rumble made the ground shake. I didn’t have time to react as the red energy filled the air like smoke. It kept swirling around until flashing in a bright light. In the blink of an eye, something leaped out from the light and landed on the ground just a few meters away from me. 
 
    “Snow leopards.” Rhiannon drew her Mana Dagger. 
 
    The big cat was as big as any at the zoo, its white fur covered in black spots. I would’ve thought the thing was dangerous even if it was in a cage behind bars. Empty white eyes locked on me to show it meant business. 
 
    It opened its mouth and revealed its chipped, yellow fangs. “Grrrr…” A low snarl underneath its breath was a prelude to something more. An inevitable attack. I didn’t know how fast leopards were but I wasn’t planning on testing this one. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I summoned the Holy Warrior. The spirit appeared in his loincloth and boots, brandishing his short sword. I pointed my finger and the warrior charged. 
 
    The leopard galloped forward immediately and the two clashed with one another. The leopard swiped as the warrior swung. They both landed and sent one another stumbling back. 
 
    I raised my palm and fired a Light Beam, burning through the leopard’s side with glowing white energy before it could get a chance to recover. The added level meant my beam was thick enough to penetrate its fur and the thick hide underneath. 
 
    “Grrrr…” The leopard snarled as it flailed before exploding into a pile of Mana orbs. 
 
    There was no time to celebrate as another rumble was followed by more flashes of red energy in the sky. Three more leopards leaped out and charged without hesitation. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Rhiannon dashed with her dagger up, catching one of the leopards with a deep stab into its throat. 
 
    Zafina sent a stream of blue flames at another leopard. The weight of the fireball was enough to knock it back but the Seer continued until the fire engulfed the leopard entirely. 
 
    I didn’t let them have all the fun though. 
 
    “Take it down!” The warrior dashed on my command, stabbing the leopard in its rear leg. 
 
    The beast howled in pain and swiped to break free from the spirit’s blade digging into it. That made it quick work for another Light Beam. 
 
    The battle was over quickly. A few more beads of sweat dripped down my cheeks and Mana covered the frozen ground to collect. As I looked up at the mountainside, I knew this battle was the easiest part. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Another hour up the mountainside didn’t seem to make much of a dent in how far we’d climbed. We were walking up an escalator moving in the opposite direction. Then again, all it took was a glance behind me to see how far the base of the mountain was. 
 
    A few more battles with invading snow leopards didn’t prove to be anything more than a light workout. The Shadows were dangerous but nothing the three of us couldn’t handle. 
 
    The sun was out and the sky was clear. The chill in the air didn’t go away though. The sweat drenched my hair and dripped down the sides of my face. I wasn’t fatigued, even as I continued to stay in my Battlemancer form. 
 
    I saw the end of the path over the next peak and climbed onto the plateau. I looked forward but there was nothing but a descent. A few more steps to look over the edge confirmed it. “Looks like we hit the summit.” I looked around for another path but there was nothing. “Only way we’re moving up is if we start scaling these other mountains… You sure Chenai is here?” 
 
    “Chenai is hidden,” Rhiannon said. “There is a reason Blackhart has not been able to get here with his army so easily.” 
 
    “It’s a little too hidden for my taste.” I put my hands on my hips while I kept searching for another way to keep going. “We’ve been traveling for a bit now. Maybe it’s time we take a break for a few minutes.” 
 
    I deactivated the Life Rune. The white armor rescinded back into my chest and my plain linens returned. 
 
    The plateau on the summit went about twenty meters in every direction. Even with the cold and the threat of harsher winds, I couldn’t deny how peaceful it was. 
 
    “This would be a nice place to camp,” I said. “Build a fire. Cook some smores. Tell ghost stories. You guys have ghost stories, don’t you?” 
 
    Zafina leaned against a large boulder, her eyes closed as she caught her breath. “We have many fables.” A smile grew on her lips. “When I was young, they frightened me quite terribly.” 
 
    “Oh.” I rubbed my hands together. “That’s what I’m talking about. Let me hear it.” 
 
    “Is it wise to be telling such tales at this time?” Rhiannon raised an eyebrow, her eyes full of skepticism. 
 
    “Why not? It’s just a story.” 
 
    “Most of our fables involve dangerous creatures. And these creatures are not entirely myths.” 
 
    “So… There’s some truth to these horror stories. They’re always more entertaining when they’ve got a little bit of facts thrown in.” 
 
    “If you must,” Rhiannon sighed, chuckling softly as she leaned against the boulder next to Zafina. 
 
    I took a seat on the snow-covered grass in front of them. Zafina looked up to the sky as if searching her thoughts. “I do not recall the specific details of the story that frightened me the most. But if you want to be indulged…” 
 
    “I do,” I replied. 
 
    “Then I will tell you the story of the—” 
 
    A sudden rumble made the ground shake. I quickly popped back up to my feet and nearly fell over with how much the mountain was quaking. I immediately activated the Life Rune to regain my balance. 
 
    The shaking didn’t stop. The snow on the mountains around us began to cascade down. The boulder behind Zafina and Rhiannon shifted. I’d gotten too used to the mountain to know it wasn’t something as simple as an earthquake. 
 
    And just as I thought about it, my suspicions were answered. A white light flashed in the sky, brighter than the sun itself. I put my hands up to block the light and shut my eyes. 
 
    “SCREEEEE!” 
 
    A loud screech echoed through the air, piercing my ears and forcing me to clench my jaw in pain. I turned my head up as soon as the light as gone to see what was up there. 
 
    A white hawk flapping its wings, soaring majestically in the air and circling above us. It soared so high, it looked like it was out of the atmosphere. But even still, I could tell how massive it was. 
 
    “A snow hawk,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    “Snow hawk… Where are the snow leopards when you need them?” 
 
    “It appears we have no choice but to fight,” Zafina said. 
 
    “That’s cool. I wasn’t planning on running away.” I summoned the Holy Warrior. The blue spirit stood rigidly in front of me, his sword raised to strike at any moment. 
 
    The hawk continued to circle above us. Its white wings flapped hard enough to send a gust of wind toward us along with some of the snow from the mountainside next to us. 
 
    “All right, Zafina. What do you say to a little target practice?” 
 
    The blond brushed away the robes on her arms and readied fire in both palms. The blue flames gathered as she aimed at the hawk circling. Her eyes narrowed with concentration before she fired. 
 
    A stream of flames shot out from her fingertips and clipped one of the Shadow’s wings. 
 
    “CAAAAAW!” Its screech filled the air, echoing through the sky and hitting the ground hard enough to make it rumble. 
 
    “Not bad.” I raised my palm and fired a Light Beam. The stream of white energy missed initially but I turned it into the hawk’s path and managed to hit it on the side of the head. 
 
    “CAAAAAW!” Another angry squawk and the bird flapped harder. It turned right toward me and began its descent. The thing was big but it dive-bombed like a missile. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled and grabbed Zafina to fall to the ground. 
 
    Rhiannon tumbled to the other side, narrowly avoiding getting skewered by the hawk’s razor-sharp white beak. But the Holy Warrior wasn’t fast enough, taking the brunt of the beast and vanishing into mist. 
 
    The hawk rose up then landed on the summit, taking up the entire space. Up close, the creature was the size of a bus. Its plume was as clean and white as the snow around us. Even its beak was the same color. The only thing that stood out was its feet. Black claws so long and pointed they could’ve been used for swords despite how thin they were. And then there were its eyes. Large white pupils with a faint shade of blue, shifting around in search of its prey. 
 
    I’d gotten used to the stare of a Shadow. I imagined it was the one thing Omegas had to deal with on a regular basis. I had to ignore the absurdity of a giant hawk threatening to kill me in so many different ways. I couldn’t lose my focus. 
 
    It looked right at me, spreading its wings to make it look even more massive. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon charged forward and leaped onto one of the creature’s wings, taking advantage of its moment to try and intimidate me. 
 
    “Let ‘em have it!” I yelled. 
 
    Zafina and I both raised and fired, catching the hawk in the center of its chest to make it stumble back. 
 
    “SCREEEEE!” It screeched as it flailed to break free. But the Mana Dancer was determined, stabbing her dagger into its wing despite how hard it was flapping. Black blood sprayed out and its potent scent filled my nostrils. 
 
    I clenched and kept firing, concentrating my beam right on the beast’s puffed-out chest. 
 
    “Aim for its legs!” 
 
    Zafina sent a fireball right at the hawk’s legs. As big as the Shadow was, its limbs were small and the blue flames quickly engulfed them. 
 
    I moved my beam down and managed to cut through one of the legs entirely, making it stumble to the ground in a growing pool of its own blood. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon shouted out as she leaped in the air, narrowly avoiding getting whacked by the violent flap of its wings. She landed on the hawk’s back and with another stab, she climbed up near its head. 
 
    “Ca-CAAAAW!” The bird let out a squeal as it raised up enough off the ground to fly right toward me. 
 
    “Watch out!” I grabbed Zafina and moved out of the way. I wasn’t fast enough. Its beak clipped me on the leg, piercing through my armor and drawing blood. I ignored the stinging pain and got back up to my feet. 
 
    The hawk rammed itself recklessly into the next mountainside as Rhiannon stayed on top of it. 
 
    “She needs help…” I resummoned the Holy Warrior and ordered him to charge. The spirit hustled up the mountainside quickly and joined Rhiannon. The two of them began stabbing at the hawk’s back. Black blood sprayed out like poking holes into a garden hose. 
 
    “Zafina.” I helped her back up to her feet. A quick nod to let me know she was all right was followed by her readying another fireball. 
 
    The hawk sailed into the sky and began another descent. It was coming right for us. Even with one of its limbs missing and dark blood staining its once white sheen, the bird showed no signs of slowing down. 
 
    We had to end this now. 
 
    “Divine Blade,” I said to Zafina. “Divine Blade!” I shouted it loud, hoping it was enough to get through to Rhiannon. 
 
    The bird circled, waiting for the right moment to begin its approach. In the blink of an eye, it banked left and began its descent back toward the summit. Its wings by its side, it was a missile ready to kamikaze itself if it had to. 
 
    “Now! Go!” I shouted it out and Rhiannon raised her dagger. 
 
    Zafina and I both fired at the same time. Blasts of energy slammed into Rhiannon’s blade, igniting it with burning blue and white flames. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon let out a primal scream as she stabbed the massive hawk in the back of its head. 
 
    “Ca-CAAAW!” A thunderous squawk filled the mountaintops as the hawk spiraled out of control. It flew just over our heads and slammed into the side of the mountain before exploding into a shower of Mana orbs. Rhiannon tumbled out of the sky and landed back onto the plateau next to us. The Holy Warrior vanished, his job complete. 
 
    I let out a sigh of relief as I looked at my two companions. But my relief only lasted for a second. Neither was smiling. We were all too focused on the ground as it shook. The shaking didn’t stop. There was a rumble loud enough for me to hear. 
 
    I turned around to see the side of the mountain the hawk had crashed into. Snow began trickling down in chunks. The chunks grew bigger, piling on top of one another. 
 
    “Avalanche—” 
 
    I was quieted by the wave of snow crashing into me. It was like a solid rock slammed into my entire body, moving me from the position I stood without much effort. 
 
    I was in a wave. I couldn’t tell which direction I was going in. There was nothing but cold darkness consuming me. I was underneath it so long, I started to lose my breath. 
 
    By the time it all cleared, I raised my head and gasped to fill my lungs. 
 
    “Whoa!” I reached out at the last second, gripping the edge of the summit. 
 
    There was no sign of Rhiannon. Zafina was gone, too. I looked around as the avalanche continued to rain down snow over the edge of the plateau I was clinging to. I tried pulling myself up but it was no use. I would only get hit by another wave of snow. 
 
    I looked beneath me. More of the mountainside was at my feet. I didn’t know how far it was. If I fell, it’d be like jumping from a building. I wasn’t afraid of heights but it was times like this, I understood why some people were. 
 
    I couldn’t survive this. But maybe a Battlemancer could. Not that I had a choice in the matter. Either I’d survive or I’d wake up in the Revival Pool. Hopefully. 
 
    Four fingers stuck to the edge of the summit. Three fingers. My grip let go for me. I plummeted through the sky with the avalanche all around me before darkness consumed me completely. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    A voice came from the darkness. Along with it, a stinging pain all over my body. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    The voice filled my head again. I was talking to myself. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    The voice grew louder. Along with it, the soreness in my body was more noticeable. 
 
    I wasn’t talking to myself. I wasn’t dreaming either. This all felt too real. 
 
    When I realized that, I slowly pushed my eyes open. It was dark but some of the sunlight was shining into wherever I was. 
 
    “You still there, Battlemancer?” 
 
    “Battlemancer…” 
 
    I turned my head slightly and saw where the voice was coming from. A face with a big smile. Some bald man with a thin mustache. 
 
    “You know who I am?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” His voice seemed friendly enough. “But I don’t run into strangers very often. And none of them have one of these.” He tapped the Rune on my chest. 
 
    I looked down to see it pulsing softly with a yellow light. “I’m still in the Central Mountains,” I said. 
 
    “That’s right. You must be looking for Chenai.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you—” 
 
    “My name’s Deng. Ekko’s been expecting you. I’ll take you there now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18: The Mountain Village Of Chenai 
 
    Deng was a thin man but not so frail. His long, wiry arms held up a torch with an orange flame bright enough to light the cavern path. Holes in the stone ceiling provided some sunlight with some snow trickling in occasionally. The cavern floors were smooth and wet from the melted snow. The walls were spacious, jagged rocks carved by what looked like years of natural erosion. 
 
    Despite our confining surroundings, the air was surprisingly clear. There was no smell of dust or dirt I’d expect. Instead, there was something coppery and metal-like. Probably from all of the ore around me. 
 
    With a fallen branch from the avalanche as a cane, I limped forward behind Deng as he led me through the twisting paths of the cavern. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I asked. 
 
    “It was inevitable. Everybody coming from the north reaches one of the summits. When the avalanche comes after the snow gathers, those caught in it eventually come tumbling down into these distinct paths in the cavern pathways.” 
 
    “It happens often enough you’re able to predict it?” 
 
    Deng turned around and smirked. “We’ve been around for a long time.” 
 
    “Apparently…” 
 
    Even though I was okay, I couldn’t help but sigh thinking about Zafina and Rhiannon. 
 
    “I wasn’t alone. I had two companions. You didn’t see them, did you?” 
 
    “I was monitoring the pathways at Ekko’s request. There was no sign of them. Perhaps one of the others found them.” 
 
    “Is it possible they’re still in the snow?” 
 
    “Not likely. The snow melts as soon as it comes into the cavern. If they perished, we would have found their bodies.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it, it is kinda hot down here…” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon were both capable of returning to Navica on their own. I had to hope they decided to leave me behind and look out for themselves. 
 
    For now, my only company was the skinny man in front of me. His white tunic was loose on his body. Same for his pants. Both of them were smudged with black soot, making it apparent he spent a lot of time in these caverns. His torchlight reflected off his tan skin, a tinge of sweat dripping over the wrinkles on his brow. 
 
    “You seem awfully trusting of a stranger,” I said. 
 
    “Ekko is the wisest man in all of Chenai. He would not lead me astray. He knew you were coming. And you have come, just as he said.” 
 
    “This Ekko… Can I trust him?” 
 
    “Ekko is many things. Old. Wise. Kind. Loyal. More than anything, he is trustworthy. He has built that trust over decades. You carry the Life Rune. He protects the Stone Rune. You two have business to discuss, as he also told me.” 
 
    We moved through the cavern path. We weren’t only descending deeper. Deng took so many turns, it’d take me a million years to try and figure out which direction I came from. An uneasiness began to fill my stomach. But just when it got to the point to ask Deng how much farther, I heard something in the distance down the path. Something moving around along with conversation. 
 
    I kept going and the path began to open up. I stepped forward to the growing torchlight. Then I saw it. 
 
    An entire sprawling village right in front of me. A spot inside the caves had been hollowed out, big enough to house stone buildings more than five-stories high. There were people roaming around. Some of them were in the same tunics and pants as the people of Navica. Others wore only loincloths, displaying their bare bodies without a care in the world. They looked as plain and ordinary as the Navicans and went about their business like living in a giant cavern under the mountains was normal. 
 
    Everything had an orange tint because of the giant torches hanging from the walls. Chenai wasn’t a town as much as it was a small city. 
 
    All of the people were going about their business. Some put hammers to metal as they smithed weapons and tools. Others stewed cauldrons with a potent aroma wafting through the air. They didn’t wear fancy clothes but I looked closer at the buildings and saw the colorful, artistic tapestries hanging from the sides of the houses. 
 
    “Welcome to Chenai.” Deng motioned for me to follow with his hand. “Ekko is in his home. I’ll take you there now.” 
 
    I followed Deng down one of the pathways between a row of buildings. It was like walking down the middle of the street, if the street was made of the cavern floor and the sky was covered in rocky stalactites. 
 
    “A city under the mountains… Crazy. Are you sure it’s safe for so many people to be living here?” 
 
    “Chenai has existed for centuries. That was a concern for our founders. Everything around you is fortified. Not just through engineering but through Mana itself. Quakes and avalanches do not affect the structure of our city. We are capable of expanding should our numbers grow. Even if the gods themselves were to grab all of Iorus in their hands with the intent of destroying our town, Chenai would remain standing.” 
 
    I wouldn’t trust the best engineers on Earth with something like this. I looked in amazement at the orange and gray stone that had been carved into large houses. But the people went about their business like nothing was wrong. They didn’t even pay any attention to me as I limped forward behind Deng. 
 
    We moved the pathway and came upon a small gray stone building in the center of the city. It was small and unassuming. Something you’d find on an episode of the Flintstones. Just outside of it, there was a statue carved from stone like everything else was. 
 
    “God of the Stone Rune. Ky the Juggernaut.” Deng crossed his arms and admiringly looked up at the statue that stood more than ten-feet tall. “The legends say the god who created the Stone Rune had an affinity for the mountains. They intended on created something so a civilization could thrive in the caverns, away from everywhere else.” 
 
    “Looks like that god succeeded.” 
 
    “I would say so, too.” He pointed at the open doorway of the small building. “He is waiting for you inside. Beware of Renald. He is harmless but if you provoke him, I cannot promise anything. Even with the Life Rune you possess.” 
 
    “I’ll, uh, take that under advisement. Thanks, Deng.” 
 
    He bowed his head and stood there, waiting for me to step inside. I walked across the stone steps and through the open doorway. I didn’t know what I was expecting but all I found was a small room. There was a bookshelf to one side filled completely with old, weathered textbooks. On the other, there was a small table where glasses and vases which likely contained questionable concoctions. 
 
    But right in front of me, there was someone standing there. An old man with his back turned, standing underneath a torch hanging from the wall. I knew he was old because of how hunched over he was. 
 
    The torchlight lit the room only enough for me to just notice the burly man in nothing but a loincloth suddenly appearing next to the door. The guy was a foot taller than me. He reminded me of Sawyer, except this guy had a little meaner disposition, if that was even possible. His arms crossed to flex his swollen biceps, the man with the long beard and matching dark, shaggy hair gave me a blank stare. 
 
    “You must be Renald,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t mind him. He’s only doing his job.” The old man slowly turned around to reveal his wrinkled face. Long gray hair went down the side of his face toward his chin. He didn’t have a mustache but his beard made up for it. Gray hairs fell from his chin just as long as his hair. 
 
    He was in a brown tunic that covered him all the way down to his knees, though he still wore pants underneath. His leather shoes were slip-ons that had seen better days. They were dusty and creased from who knows how long he’d been wearing them. 
 
    He didn’t seem to mind about how plain his dwelling was or how old his clothes looked. He smiled big, his wrinkled cheeks scrunching his eyes almost closed. 
 
    “Ekko,” I said. 
 
    “That is me. And you are the bearer of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “Virgil.” 
 
    “Virgil…” He took a step closer and looked down his nose at me even though he more than a foot shorter. “You are different.” 
 
    “I get that a lot. But if you mean I’m not from Iorus, that’s the truth.” 
 
    “Yet the Life Rune has chosen you. Might I ask how it came into your possession?” 
 
    “The same way it did for everybody else. Ludo found me in Pandora. He was attacked by Blackhart. He was on the verge of death before he granted me the Life Rune and it bonded with me.” 
 
    “I see…” Ekko turned around and moved back to the table where he first was. “Would you like something to eat? These pastries are sweet.” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “I insist.” He came back to me, hunched over while holding a plate of sugar cookies. Their aroma was strong. After a long hike through the mountains, I couldn’t deny my stomach rumbling. 
 
    “Please. Sit.” 
 
    He moved the plate into my hands and directed me to a nearby wooden chair. 
 
    The cookies were soft and sweet but they had a flavor I couldn’t quite place. 
 
    “We make them from the roots in the caverns,” he said. “We refine and ferment them to give it the sweetness you’re tasting.” 
 
    “Not bad.” 
 
    He moved back to the table he was at, his hands busy as he began to form more of the dough. 
 
    “Where are you from, Virgil?” 
 
    “I come from a place called Earth.” 
 
    “You are not from the other dimension?” 
 
    I finished a cookie and smacked my lips. “I’m from another dimension but not the one you’re thinking of. On Earth, we call it Pandora. The creatures that come from Pandora, we call Shadows.” 
 
    “And these Shadows from Pandora. Do they cause you problems?” 
 
    “They did initially. It was about forty years ago. We called it the First Event. Then the Legion Omega Defense was formed. Now we send Omegas, Earth’s soldiers, into Pandora to stop them before they can invade.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Ekko worked his wrinkled, weathered hands over some dough and rolled them into circles. He warmed them on a stone with the same fire that lit the torches. 
 
    “It was long ago when they invaded Iorus. The Shadows of Pandora came at a time when we were ill-prepared to protect ourselves. Those living on the surface met an assured demise. Only those in proximity of a Rune were able to survive. And it has been like that since. Shadows continuing to invade across the land, forcing those across Valen and all over Iorus to live a life of constant threat. The wildlife was never so feral. Journeys into the wilderness were never so dangerous.” 
 
    There was some resignation in his voice. An old man who’d seen it all spoke like he was too tired to even think about it. 
 
    “The one who came before you… Ludo. He was one of the few who ventured into the other dimension. He did it to find you. It appears fate had plans for the Rune nobody could anticipate.” 
 
    “And that’s why I’m here. I need the Stone Rune. I need the Fire Rune. I need the Water Rune. I have to get them before Blackhart does.” 
 
    Ekko had a laugh that sounded like a cough. He turned toward me, the corner of his lips twisted into a grin to reveal a hint of his yellowed teeth. 
 
    “Do you know the story of the Runes?” he asked. 
 
    “Only from what I learned in Navica. The gods created them to give the people of Iorus autonomy.” 
 
    “The Runes possess a power greater than any technology we could create or any Mana we could harness. The people of Iorus have come a long way. But when the other dimension invaded, nearly everything was lost along with the millions who died.” 
 
    I set the plate of cookies down and walked over to him. “I can stop this. I can combine the Runes. The Omnirune can help against Pandora. This isn’t just for me or you. Not just Iorus. But Earth, too. I’m sorry about what happened to Iorus… But there are billions of lives at stake if Blackhart succeeds. And that’s not even counting the other worlds in danger besides ours.” 
 
    Ekko didn’t respond immediately. A smile on his lips, he took a cookie into his mouth and chewed on it slowly. 
 
    “What?” I said with a shrug. “What is it?” 
 
    “I sense the focus inside of you. It is genuine.” 
 
    “It’s not just that. Blackhart has the Death Rune. He’s trying to combine the same but his intentions are different.” 
 
    He nodded softly, his smile leaving his face. He sighed softly through his nose and plopped onto a nearby chair. 
 
    “Chenai has thrived for many centuries. You may not believe this, but I was a child once. And even then, this city was already something to marvel. I am no leader but I was still chosen to protect the Stone Rune.” He finished the rest of his cookie as he pondered whatever was on his mind. “Never did I imagine it would come to this.” 
 
    “Then you understand there’s no time to waste. Where is the Stone Rune?” 
 
    He shook his head. “You are not strong enough.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about? How can you—” 
 
    “I can feel it. I can see it in your eyes. You do not realize the power you wield. You are a novice controlling the Mana surrounding you. You do not even know how to teleport and control your own essence.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I know you did not travel alone. Nobody would venture into the mountains so foolishly. Even with the Life Rune. Your companions are nowhere to be found. They had the sense to return to where they came from, it appears.” 
 
    Ekko had an answer for everything. The guy had a crystal ball hidden somewhere. 
 
    “Okay, so I can’t teleport. That doesn’t change anything. I need the Stone Rune to stop Blackhart—” 
 
    “Look around you. Do you truly believe Blackhart is capable of coming to Chenai with his armies? He would be fighting a battle on foreign land. We are not ill-equipped to defend ourselves against even the power of the Death Rune.” 
 
    It was like talking to a brick wall. Ekko was old enough to have seen it all. And he was wise enough to pick his words. 
 
    There had to be a way though. Even the oldest shareholders could be negotiated with. I just to get what appealed to him, even if it meant taking a risk. 
 
    “I met a traveler in the forest. His name was Earnest. He said he was from Chenai.” 
 
    “Earnest… The name is familiar but at my age, I am forgetful, even with only a hundred Chenains to know.” 
 
    “Earnest left Chenai to gather honey from the forest, which could be used for medicine.” 
 
    “And for what reason are you telling me this?” 
 
    “Earnest left Chenai. Think about it. Everybody on Iorus was forced into hiding because of the invasion of Pandora. When Earth was invaded, people were scared. The Legion was founded and Omegas put themselves on the line to make sure we didn’t have to live in fear.” 
 
    I leaned closer to make sure I could look him in the eye. 
 
    “Give me the Stone Rune. I can stop Blackhart. I can give the people of Chenai the freedom to see what’s out there. To look over the horizon.” 
 
    “The people of Chenai are safe—” 
 
    “They’re safe. But what about their curiosity? Don’t you owe it to them to at least give them the opportunity to see what’s beyond? To know for sure there’s not something outside of the city they have to worry about?” 
 
    Renald shuffled his feet and moved closer to me like he was about to throw me out of the building. But Ekko put his hand up and stopped him in his tracks. 
 
    “It’s all right. Please excuse us, Renald.” 
 
    The big man stared at me the entire time before he left me alone with Ekko. 
 
    Ekko stayed silent as he sat in his chair. His eyes stared off into the distance but he still had the wherewithal to help himself to another cookie. He chewed slowly, his grinding teeth the only noise filling the small room. 
 
    “Blackhart is coming,” he said. “He will attempt to acquire the Stone Rune and create the Omnirune, the fool. But you propose an interesting proposition. A chance for you to possess the Omnirune in his place and use its power for a different purpose.” 
 
    “The gods knew what kind of power the Runes had. They had to have known their intentions when they gave them this ability.” 
 
    “That reasoning would be sound. I would not give Blackhart the Rune even if I was forced to…” He slowly shifted his eyes toward me. “But I will not give you the Rune out of fear. You appear sincere in your cause. But you are not of this world. With the Omnirune, you have the same potential for tyrannical power as Blackhart.” 
 
    “I’m not Blackhart. I have a home to protect as well—” 
 
    “Then you will have no issue proving it.” 
 
    Ekko got up from his seat and walked over to the table to shape together another set of doughy cookies. “Deep in the caverns, the Shadows have invaded. They have taken control of the mines where we gather minerals for food and supplies for our medicine. Over time, the beasts have gotten strong enough even sending fighters is a risk. We know how to control Mana and use it for our benefits but even that has its limits.” 
 
    “What are you asking of me?” 
 
    “Head down to the lower caverns. Push back the threat. Clear the threat and do your best to make sure they don’t return. Prove to me you’re willing to do what’s right.” 
 
    It was an easy decision to make. There was no telling what was waiting for me but if he wanted me to help, I would. “You know, if you needed help, I would’ve given it to you regardless of what you promised me.” 
 
    “I promise you nothing except an opportunity to show me if you are the man you say you are.” He turned back around and faced me, a familiar grin growing across his lips. 
 
    “Okay,” I said with a nod. “I’ll head to the lower caverns. I don’t suppose you’re willing to share some advice with me about what I’m heading into.” 
 
    He turned his head slightly, thinking for a moment before answering. “Bring some light.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19: The Deep Dark 
 
    Renald was as muscular as he was tall. His biceps bulged the size of bowling balls. His barrel chest puffed out to make him seem proud and confident without even trying. I guess when you were as big as he was, you had no problem walking around without a shirt on. If Thor was a coal miner, I imagined he’d have some resemblance to the man drilling a hole through me with a focused stare. 
 
    “The depths are not far from here,” he said, his voice deep and clear. “The other dimension has opened a portal. Beasts are coming in, blocking the path for our citizens to gather resources. I will accompany you while you clear what is down there.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you can tell me what we’re facing. Spiders? Bears? Goblins?” 
 
    “Reports from the depths only indicated there is something there. We have suffered one injury. We will make certain there are no more.” 
 
    Hearing it from Renald was reassuring even though he hadn’t given me all the details. He lit a second torch then held it out to me. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    We headed to the outskirts of Chenai and exited through a southern entrance. The industrious city disappeared behind me quickly and the dank quiet of the cavern returned. 
 
    The path began to descend. The smooth stones beneath my feet were damp. In the distance, it sounded like there was water dripping. Insects skittered in the cracks on the walls but there was no indication we were in any immediate danger. 
 
    “You seem like you know how to handle yourself,” I said. “But you didn’t bring a weapon.” 
 
    He didn’t look at me as he held his arm up to me. “I have my bracers. They are able to channel Mana. I assure you I have the means to defend myself.” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    “Your power comes from the Life Rune. It uses Mana the same. The only difference is the Rune is able to amplify Mana even further.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan on doing my part.” 
 
    “I never worry.” 
 
    I chuckled softly to myself. “I bet…” 
 
    Our descent into the cavern continued without much incident. The smell of dust and dirt filled my nostrils but not enough to bother me. There was still no sign of any danger, though I couldn’t see much past the area where our torches illuminated. 
 
    The ground began to level off and Renald slowed. The pathway opened up and we found ourselves in a cavern basin. There were multiple pathways to walk down. 
 
    “How deep do these things go?” I asked. “Feels like we’re heading for the center of Iorus.” 
 
    “Nobody has ever ventured beyond what was necessary. The creatures who give us trouble are closer than they’ve been before. That is why Ekko finally felt it necessary to intervene.” 
 
    “I’ll bet—” 
 
    The ground rumbled and I was forced to keep my balance. Dust fell from the ceiling and lingered in the air. 
 
    A sudden burst of red light flashed bright. 
 
    “Screee!” The squeal of a creature bounced off the cave walls but I couldn’t see anything in the darkness. 
 
    Renald raised his bracer and a large, jagged rock rose from the ground then soared up into the sky. It crashed against the stalactites on the ceiling. The stones shattered above and suddenly black bats with a meter-long wing span descended toward us. 
 
    “Watch out!” I fired a Light Beam and tore through one of the bats before it could claw at me with its sharp talons. 
 
    Another bat aimed for Renald but he dispatched it with another rock summoned from the ground. 
 
    “Scree!” The low screech of a bat in the air behind me pierced my ears. With how much it echoed, it was hard to pinpoint where they were coming from exactly. But I managed to spin around just in time and fire another Light Beam down the bat’s throat before it got to me. 
 
    It flopped on the ground in front of me, its wings wrapped around its body. Even though it wasn’t moving, the sight of its sharp fangs was menacing enough to keep me on my toes. 
 
    “Scree!” 
 
    Renald channeled his bracers and sent a stream of rocks to stop the bat mid-flight. The stones overwhelmed it completely until it burst into a helping of Mana orbs. 
 
    The burly man and I stood back to back, our torches up as we fired at the bats coming from every angle. The noise from their squeals and flaps began to slow until the cavern basin was empty again. 
 
    “There were no threats in this area before,” he said. “The bats were harmless. It is obvious the other dimension is sending more violent beasts. We must destroy what lurks deeper in the caverns.” 
 
    A few bats weren’t going to stop me from doing what I needed to do. I gave him a nod and he continued down one of the paths next to me. 
 
    The cavern fell silent again except for my armored boots clinking against the stone floors. 
 
    “Chenai,” I said. “What’s it like living there?” 
 
    “It is comfortable. There is always work to be done. There is always leisure to be had. We are safe from the dangers of the other dimension. We have lived here for centuries without interruption. Generations of us have grown strong and lived to an old age and found all the fulfillment we’ve needed.” 
 
    “You’re pretty strong. Is everybody in Chenai like you?” 
 
    “We learned long ago of the existence of Mana. How to properly use it has been studied for centuries, information given from one generation to the next. When the ones from the other world came and dropped the colorful orbs, we learned how to use it to our advantage. We live simple lives but we can defend ourselves.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to need it. Chenai is so deep in the mountains, I don’t see how an army can get down here.” 
 
    “Hubris is a common downfall in the strongest civilizations.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “The world where you are from. Is it not the same?” 
 
    “We level up with Mana from Shadows just like you. Only certain people though. Soldiers called Omegas who are designated. ‘Choose your class. Level up. Save the world.’ That’s how they convince people to do it.” 
 
    Renald paused and turned around. His eyebrow raised, it was the first time I’d ever seen any kind of expression on his face. “Why does one need to be convinced to defend their world?” 
 
    A man like him, I could see why he would question it. From what I’d seen in Chenai, they were all hard-working and willing to put themselves on the line. But even he could understand why not everybody fought. 
 
    “Some people are not fit to be Omegas. Children. The elderly. Earth is peaceful. Pandora hasn’t invaded since the First Event. At least, that I know of. It is considered an honor to defend our home because not everybody chooses it. There are others who just want to… relax.” 
 
    “I see…” He paused for a moment. I had no idea what was going through his mind. The man was as hard to read as anybody. But he nodded and eventually began walking down toward the path. “Perhaps that is why you were chosen to bear the Life Rune.” 
 
    “Just realized that now, huh?” I chuckled to myself and followed. 
 
    As the pathway began to narrow, it started to descend again. The movement became so steep, we had to slow down. Beneath my feet, I could see the iron tracks driven into the stone. 
 
    “We mine ore from these caverns,” he said. “It is fertile with every mineral. Whatever we need to construct, we are able to.” 
 
    “We’ll take care of whatever’s down there. Just as soon as we—” 
 
    Renald stopped suddenly and put a hand to my chest. The guy’s palm was more like a paw, clutching me tight to make sure I didn’t move forward. 
 
    “Something wrong?” I asked. 
 
    “Shh…” he moved his index finger to his lips. His expression didn’t change but I knew it was serious just from the way he held his breath. 
 
    I quieted as much as I could, listening closely. There was no sound of insects crawling through the cracks. There were no rocks shifting. There was no water dripping in the distance. It was so quiet, I swore I could hear my heart thumping. 
 
    The big man raised his torch to light the pathway and took a single step forward. He took another one slowly then paused. 
 
    I followed behind him, peering down the path his torch lit. 
 
    The pathway began to open up but it was hard to tell how big the next room was with how dark it was. It was pitch black, like staring into the night sky if there were no stars or moon. 
 
    Renald cautiously walked forward before stopping in his tracks. He looked back toward me, his eyes widening. But he didn’t say anything. He just kept staring at me. And with every passing moment, my heart began to sink in my chest. 
 
    “What is it?” I whispered, unable to hold back my confusion. “What’s going on—” 
 
    Whoosh. A sudden gust blew at us, so strong it put out both of our torches. 
 
    “That’s not good,” I muttered. 
 
    “Quickly! Reignite them!” 
 
    I raised my palm and shot a small Light Beam to light my torch. I moved my torch to his then—whoosh—he was gone along with my torchlight, like someone had snatched him and pulled him into the darkness. 
 
    “Ahhh!” he yelled out. I looked at the darkness and heard the sounds from both of his bracers bouncing around. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I summoned a Holy Warrior and sent the blue spirit charging into the darkness. At the same time, I fired a Light Beam at my torch to light it again. I tossed the torch forward on the floor to try and get a better look at what was in front of me. 
 
    Renald lay on the ground, both of his bracers up as he struggled to break free. Something was wrapped around his ankles. Black. Scaly. Coiled tight and making him unable to get to his feet. 
 
    “Is that…” I fired a Light Beam right above Renald. The beam of energy collided with something and illuminated it briefly for a moment. But a moment was all I needed to see it. 
 
    A snake as big as the entire room slithered its thick, scaly body around Renald. 
 
    Another Light Beam shined on it again. This time it was looking right at me, white fangs darting at me like a bullet. 
 
    The Holy Warrior appeared in front of me at the last moment and was snatched up by the beast’s mouth. It slithered closer into the torchlight and I was able to see it all. 
 
    The creature was black, its scales glistening with a shine. Fangs as long as daggers, dripping with a green fluid. A giant snake lurked in the darkness and Renald and I just invaded its territory. 
 
    “Hssss…” The sound of its low hiss echoed through the room. There was no point in staying quiet now. 
 
    “Renald! You all right?” 
 
    “Ahhh!” Renald roared as he slammed together both bracers and sent a pile of rocks up toward the snake. 
 
    The beast recoiled enough to free Renald. As the Holy Warrior stabbed the snake in its thick body, he gave me enough of a distraction to rush up and help Renald back to his feet. He found his torch on the ground and I sparked it before he tossed it to the other side of the room, giving us enough light to see how massive the thing was. 
 
    It was probably a hundred times the size of a regular snake. Just its head was the size of my entire body, so there wasn’t much room for error to move with how fast it was. 
 
    Renald and I watched as the Holy Warrior continued to try and fight it off. The snake snatched with its mouth but the spirit was defiant. 
 
    “This what’s been causing all of the problems,” I said. 
 
    “It is using the darkness to its advantage.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Getting rid of the darkness is my specialty.” I raised my palms and brought them together to summon a Light Beam. It slammed into the side of the snake’s head and knocked it back. The Holy Warrior took the opening and stabbed at the creature’s body. He cut through and managed to draw blood. The black fluid sprayed out like oil and its toxic scent quickly filled the room. 
 
    Renald fired another stream of small boulders from the ground to knock the snake back again before it could dart its face forward. It hissed wildly, its body flailing as it retreated back into the darkness. 
 
    “Keep on it!” I ran forward but the snake was only setting a trap. 
 
    It darted back toward me, its mouth open and its fangs pointed. Instincts took over as I raised my hands and sent a Light Beam down its throat. 
 
    “Follow up!” 
 
    Renald pounded the snake again with another volley of rocks. The stones tore through the snake’s scales. The Holy Warrior continued piercing its side, forcing it to coil around itself in pain. 
 
    The giant snake ignored them, focusing its attention on me. It dived at me again. A Light Beam wasn’t fast or strong enough. 
 
    My hands shot up and grabbed two of its fangs, one on top of its mouth and the other on its lower jaw to stop from getting swallowed whole. I squeezed my grip and pushed it away. 
 
    “Another Shadow trying to eat me…” I muttered. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and kept pushing. But the thing was so damn strong, even the levels I gained made little difference. 
 
    It moved its face closer. Its black, forked tongue rolled out and threatened to strangle my neck. My feet started slipping against the stone floors. 
 
    “Finish it!” I yelled. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Renald yelled louder than I’d ever heard as he pounded the side of the creature’s head with a giant boulder. The Holy Warrior continued stabbing at the beast, spraying its dark blood everywhere, but he wasn’t close to finishing it. 
 
    The snake wasn’t slowing. I only had seconds left. There was only one thing I could do in the position I was in. 
 
    My palms began to warm as two light beams charged. I held back for as long as I could. 
 
    The snake’s giant, empty yellow eyes locked on me as its jaw unhinged to swallow me. There was no danger from getting skewered by its fangs because the damn thing was just going to eat me whole. This was it. 
 
    “C’mon!” 
 
    Two light beams fired out. The fangs in my palms cracked then crumbled from the pressure as the energy shot forward. It kept going down into the snake’s throat. The snake moved its head back but I kept my beam focused on its insides. 
 
    “Can’t… stop… now…” 
 
    I brought the beams together and made a larger one. It pounded the roof of its mouth until breaking through. The light ruptured the top of its head and sent a stream of blood and tissue spraying all over the cavern walls. 
 
    The snake’s body recoiled in pain as it flailed in every direction. It moved so violently it knocked into the warrior and sent him flying into the wall. 
 
    Renald fired more rocks to tame the snake. Even with its head exploded, it showed no signs of slowing down. 
 
    I couldn’t stop now. Holding the beam up increased my fatigue. My heart was racing and my lungs were burning. My knees started to buckle. 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    A sudden burst of blue flames shot out from behind me and slammed into the snake. I turned around to see Zafina standing there. The Mana Seer looked just as I remembered her, her green robes untouched. She gritted her teeth and sent the flames into the snake. Together with Renald, Zafina and I engulfed the snake with damage until it burst into Mana orbs. 
 
    My exhaustion made me collapse to a knee immediately. But the coolness of a spell being cast and washing over me was enough to make me turn my head up. 
 
    Zafina stood there with Rhiannon next to her. 
 
    “I apologize for our delay,” Zafina said. 
 
    “It appears I missed everything,” Rhiannon added. 
 
    I shook my head and sighed. “Fashionably late means you’re right on time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20: Bulwark 
 
    The stone structures of Chenai were like nothing I’d ever seen before. Some of them consisted of gray stones stacked on top of each other and stuck together with mortar between them. Others had been carved out of larger stones like they were a part of the ground itself. From what I could tell, the Chenains didn’t have any advanced technology you’d find with the LOD, so they must have used their Mana abilities to sculpt everything. It was an impressive achievement no ordinary masonry could accomplish. 
 
    I sat outside of one of the smaller buildings. Some of the townsfolk had gathered to enjoy their food, their long days apparent from the sweat on their weary faces. 
 
    The metal bowl of mush in my hands had a mealy texture. I shifted it around with my spoon, watching the steam rise slowly from it. The aroma was hard to place. Sweet and savory at the same time. I was hungry enough for the smell to make my stomach rumble. 
 
    I looked up at Renald. The man had his usual stern face, motioning for me to eat it with a nod. Some of the other people from Chenai watched me curiously. 
 
    Rhiannon and Zafina had a similar curiosity, though they were both holding back smiles. 
 
    “All right…” I scooped up a spoonful of the mush into my mouth. It was tender. Salty but not unpleasant. Like chewing on dry beef. I savored the taste for a moment and shrugged. “Not bad. What is it?” 
 
    “Dirt beetles marinated in mushroom sauce.” Renald said it bluntly enough for me to know he was telling the truth. 
 
    I looked back at the mush and tried to make out the shape. “At least you took off the shells.” I shrugged and ate another bite. 
 
    The Chenains laughed in unison and returned to their duties. 
 
    Renald put a hand on my shoulder. “Enjoy your meal. Well-earned. Ekko will wait for you when you are finished.” 
 
    The big man excused himself, leaving me alone with Rhiannon and Zafina. 
 
    The three of us sat at a table just outside of a market in the middle of Chenai. Even though the torches lining the walls gave everything a dark-orange tint, my surroundings weren’t very strange. The villagers lined up outside of the restaurant to get their share of dirt beetles or whatever was being served. Others walked along the pathways, busy with their errands. 
 
    “This is pretty amazing,” I said as I looked toward the cavern ceiling several hundred feet above. “An entire city hidden inside the mountains.” 
 
    “A Mana barrier protects them,” Zafina said. “It holds the walls and prevents a cave-in. Chenai has stood for centuries, so it is no surprise they are thriving. These buildings, though they may appear crude to you, are capable of withstanding significant force.” 
 
    “Maybe we should reinforce everything back at Navica with Mana… I guess that’s why you want everything to be fortified by Cruxes.” 
 
    She bowed her head and helped herself to her own bowl of strange offerings. 
 
    I turned to Rhiannon. “You survived the avalanche.” 
 
    “It appears I did.” The Mana Dancer raised her head proudly, her pale face unblemished. She didn’t have any injuries. There weren’t even any smudges of cave dust. “Chenai was designed to brace for the avalanches. Those unfortunate enough to get caught are funneled into the caverns leading to the city. Zafina and I were separated but it wasn’t long before both of us ran into someone from Chenai.” 
 
    “There are nearly a hundred stone buildings here,” Zafina said. “It is not a difficult task for them to locate wanderers. Even an invasion from Blackhart is something they are prepared for.” 
 
    “I’m just glad you two are safe.” I chewed on another bite, thinking about everything I just went through. “Now there’s just the matter of the Stone Rune.” 
 
    “I spoke to Ekko. He is a reasonable man. I’m certain he understands the gravity of the circumstances. It is time to bring the Runes together.” 
 
    Zafina was as confident as I’d ever seen her. Having her by my side filled me with an optimism I didn’t know I needed at the moment. 
 
    “If we don’t get the Rune, at least Blackhart won’t get it,” I said. 
 
    “Ekko will not make a mistake,” Rhiannon said, her eyes filled with more confidence than even Zafina had. “I’m certain of it.” 
 
    I took another bite and enjoyed my company in the middle of the underground city. “I guess I’ll find out soon.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Ekko stood next to his table where he was shaping dough. A snap of his fingers and a flame appeared, immediately warming the soft dough and crisping it into a pastry. He snapped it between his yellow teeth, chewing with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “That’s good… Have one?” 
 
    I took the cookie from a tray and chewed on it. “I don’t suppose you put beetles in these things, too.” 
 
    “No beetles. Roots and honey are all we need.” 
 
    “Honey. You know, there’s a lot of it in the forest up north.” 
 
    “So I’ve heard.” The old man winked and took another cookie before heading for the exit. “Come with me, Virgil.” 
 
    I stepped outside of his house and next to the statue carved out of brownstone. It was a proud figure of a man with his arms at his sides and his chest puffed out. Ekko looked upon it with admiration, his head tilted slightly in contemplation. 
 
    “There are many stories of the gods,” he said. “Whether here in Chenai or Navica or to the west in Dragonpine, everybody knows the lore of the ancients. None of it is exact. The fables are told by mouth and details inevitably change over the centuries. But two things are certain. They were powerful. And they were knowing. 
 
    “There are legends on why the Runes were created. Too many that even this old man doesn’t know them all. But there is one I know. One I accept regarding the Stone Rune. An old god knew the greatest strength was the ground itself. After all, nothing could exist without a foundation. The Stone Rune itself is powerful but the story behind it was what motivated our people to thrive for so many years.” 
 
    He held his arms out. “Look around. We have created a vast city. A hundred live here in peace and harmony. No threats. No stress. Only peace.” 
 
    “What about that giant snake lurking deep in the caverns?” 
 
    “The snake was not a problem. We could have defeated it easily.” 
 
    “What? But why did you—” 
 
    He widened his eyes at me. “Why did I send you? To see if you were willing to risk yourself for a stranger. It appears you are.” 
 
    “Then you’re willing to give me the Stone Rune?” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He didn’t even move. He just kept staring at me like he was trying to look at something directly behind my head. Then he turned back toward the statue in front of him. “Ky the Juggernaut. An ordinary-looking person like you or me. This god in particular created the Stone Rune to help found Chenai. But Chenai no longer needs the strength of the Rune. 
 
    “Change is inevitable. Perhaps now is the time for that change. The Omnirune will come into existence to drive back the forces of the other dimension. That is what I choose to believe. But first, there is something you must understand.” 
 
    I nodded and stayed silent. 
 
    “You know of Mana. It exists all around us. It is inside us. It is what makes us stronger. It is what you use to defeat our foes. The Mana from the other dimension… It is much stronger than anything I’ve ever sensed before. In order for you to fulfill the destiny you believe you have in front of you, you must learn to properly harness that Mana. Only then will you reach your true potential. Do you understand what I’m saying, Virgil?” 
 
    Ekko had a look in his eyes I’d seen before. Not from him but somewhere I couldn’t place. It was the kind of look someone older with a lot of wisdom gave. Like a teacher who was sincere about teaching a student a lesson. 
 
    “The Legion knows how powerful Mana is. They’ve done some amazing things with it even though they don’t fully understand it. I can feel it in my blood. I can see the changes in my body.” 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Close your eyes,” he repeated. 
 
    I did as I was told and listened to his voice wafting into my ear. 
 
    “Focus your energy. You are not standing in Chenai. You are not miles deep within the Central Mountains. You are not on Valen or Iorus. Your essence is on another plane of existence. You are Mana, joined to all of the Mana surrounding you. Use that connection to your advantage.” 
 
    I focused on Ekko’s words. I didn’t know what to expect but then I felt something. A warm glow, like standing next to a bonfire. I opened my eyes to find a circle of white energy just a few feet away from me. 
 
    “Is that…” 
 
    “I think it is strange one who possesses the Life Rune doesn’t have the means to transport his essence to another location… Now you do. This portal will lead you back home.” 
 
    “Navica… It’ll be nice not having to rely on Zafina or Rhiannon.” 
 
    “You can only move yourself to places you are familiar with. Be warned, doing so will drain your endurance considerably.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can feel it.” 
 
    “Should you wish to return to Chenai, you can transport directly without drawing upon yourself.” Ekko walked over to the side of the statue and pulled a lever. The statue began to recede into the ground. It disappeared beneath the stones and was replaced with a podium with an orb resting upon it similar to the one I used to go to Zion. 
 
    “This is a Mana Point. Sync yourself with it.” 
 
    I put my hand on top of it and the blue orb began to glow green. “Quick travel,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Now…” Ekko held his cookie up into the air. He stood motionless like the statue that just disappeared. 
 
    My brow twisted in confusion as my eyes shifted around. “Are you okay—” 
 
    A brown hawk suddenly swooped down from the cavern ceiling hundreds of feet above and snatched the cookie from Ekko’s hand. It hovered in the air, flapping its wings as it stared back at the old man. 
 
    “It is time,” Ekko said. 
 
    The hawk continued flapping its wings until a burst of light suddenly consumed it. It was bright to make me turn my head away. When I looked back, the hawk was gone. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, a Rune the same size as the one lodged in the center of my chest appeared in Ekko’s right hand. It glowed orange like a warm flame, its energy resonating with a steady pulse. 
 
    “That hawk… Was it holding the Rune the whole time?” 
 
    “An eternal hawk, watching over Chenai as its protector. But if there are no more threats, we no longer need protection. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Ekko held the Stone Rune out to me. It was a small jewel but the moment wasn’t lost on me. I’d come a long way to get it. Now I was here. It didn’t seem real. I was in a dream, struggling to get my arm out and grasp it. Even when I got it, I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    Ekko’s soft laugh snapped me out of my momentary daze. 
 
    “I’ll stop him,” I said. 
 
    “Better in your hands than his. Don’t think you’re in this alone. Should the threat grow, I pledge the support of my people to your cause.” He grabbed my arm and squeezed me tight in his grip. “I believe this was meant to be, Virgil.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and nodded. “I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Go. Do what you were meant to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21: Arcane Appetites 
 
    “It’s been a long time, Cybil. Did you miss me?” 
 
    “Your absence was noted.” The disembodied female voice was as cold and matter of fact as I remembered. 
 
    “Good to see you haven’t changed. I’ve had a long journey. Let’s see what’s changed.” 
 
    The blank screen flashed and my stats appeared in blue digital text. 
 
      
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 14 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 9 (+1) 
 
    Fire (Speed) 10 
 
    Water (Durability) 8 (+1) 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 12 (+3) 
 
      
 
    The first thing I noticed was the amount of levels I’d gained. Even with the Cruxes I’d filled just now in Navica, there was enough Mana to level me up five times. It was the biggest increase I’d ever had. There was no noticeable difference, since most of my points were in control. I wouldn’t have to wait long to see just how much stronger I was. 
 
    I scrolled through the numbers and saw my abilities had leveled as well. 
 
      
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 3) 
 
    Holy Knight (Level 2) 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
    Divine Blade 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Control 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Speed 
 
    Araceli - Level 1 
 
    Sawyer - Level 1 
 
    Yuma - Level 2: 5% Damage Resistance Increase 
 
      
 
    My Light Beam had increased but I was more curious to see how much stronger my new summon was just because of the name change. 
 
    “Let’s see…” I cast the spell off to the side of the endless white space. Blue mist took shape and the warrior I was more familiar with stood there. This time, the spirit donned a set of armor like the knight the display indicated. Pauldrons and faulds. An armored chestplate. Leggings and boots. And a helmet to complete the ensemble. The knight was decked out completely like a medieval soldier, standing rigidly and awaiting my command. 
 
    “Nice. Along with the bonus from Yuma, I’d say I’m doing all right. But all of that is just the appetizer.” 
 
    I’d been clutching the Rune this entire time. I transported back from Chenai to Navica and headed straight to Zion, gripping the Stone Rune like it was my own child. Now I stood in front of the display, holding it up as if it helped Cybil see it better. 
 
    “I got the Stone Rune. Now what?” 
 
    “The power of the Stone Rune can be consolidated into the Life Rune. I know of your desire to do so. But I must reiterate what will be done. Though the Rune is merely a conduit for the power lying within, there is no other way to harness that same power. The Stone Rune will become an empty receptacle. I must confirm this is the decision you wish to make.” 
 
    There was no turning back now. Cybil’s words made me wait a moment though. I held the small diamond-shaped jewel in my hand and examined it. It shined a bright orange, like fire encapsulated. 
 
    “How long has this Rune existed?” I said. “Since the beginning, I’m guessing. The magnitude of this isn’t lost on me, Cybil. But it has to be done if we’re going to stop Blackhart and save the world. Both worlds.” 
 
    A small white podium suddenly began to rise in front of the display screen. It wasn’t very big, about the same size as the podium that held the orb to Zion. 
 
    “If your decision is final, place the Stone Rune and I will begin the process.” 
 
    I exhaled a deep breath before putting the Rune down. The podium slowly receded back into the ground, disappearing into a hole that sealed itself up completely. 
 
    “The process will take time,” Cybil explained. “Return to Zion when it is complete and the transfer of power can begin.” 
 
    “Any idea how long?” 
 
    “I cannot estimate exactly the time needed.” 
 
    “Take a guess?” 
 
    “At least a full day.” 
 
    “Hmm… I guess I could use a break. All right. Get it done.” 
 
    “I will start the process now.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Rhiannon unfurled the parchment and laid it across the table in the center of the Council Chambers. I was too distracted by the tapestries hanging on the wall to read it. Outlines of dragons and knights were stamped with gold leaf on sheets of colorful purple and red canvas. They were pinned to the wall as massive banners, giving the place something more interesting to look at besides the torches burning next to them. 
 
    “They have been busy while we were away,” Zafina said. “What is your opinion?” 
 
    I chuckled. “You know… Working in the fashion industry, I always got invited to art shows. The two things went hand-in-hand. You ever been to a vernissage? You’ll never meet weirder people in your life. I guess that’s why I’m not so weirded out by anybody on Iorus.” 
 
    Zafina smiled softly. “These banners bear the sigils of powerful creatures. As the bearer of the Life Rune, I think it is only appropriate you are surrounded by them.” 
 
    “Hmm… It does give the room a more impressive feel. Thank you, Zafina.” 
 
    She bowed her head and looked toward Rhiannon. The Mana Dancer showed no signs of fatigue even after our latest journey through the mountains. 
 
    “It is finished,” Rhiannon said. “We shall continue gathering materials and place them in the stockade. The next Crux is up to you.” 
 
      
 
    COMPLETED 
 
    Central Hall 
 
    Tavern 
 
    Housing Units 
 
    Stockade 
 
    Arcane Circle 
 
    Manaworks 
 
      
 
    AVAILABLE 
 
    Barnyard 
 
    Watermill 
 
      
 
    Shortly after returning from Chenai, I had the Arcane Circle and Manaworks built to avoid any more bickering between Sawyer and Araceli. 
 
    “Just a barnyard and watermill, huh?” 
 
    “More projects will become available later on,” Rhiannon said. “I prioritized these in particular based on our most pressing needs.” 
 
    “I trust your judgment. But I don’t have any more Mana. I don’t want any buildings made without the Crux to support it. If Blackhart was able to come after Navica before, we have to be prepared for him to do it again.” 
 
    “Pragmatic. I will continue to monitor the collection of resources… The Stone Rune?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Cybil said it will take a few days to extract its power.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you use that time to recover. We have had a long journey. Your body needs rest.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that. Right now, I just wanna put my head down and pass out.” 
 
    “Your quarters at the other end of the keep are ready for you. Though before you sleep, I should mention Araceli wished to speak with you.” 
 
    “What’s this about now?” 
 
    “She did not mention anything specific. Though she said it was important.” 
 
    Too tired to argue, I figured I might as well get my answers straight from the source. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Arcane Circle was a small wooden hut about twice the size of the homes spread across the grasslands. Two torches burning outside the entrance made it seem more ominous. From what little I knew about Araceli, maybe there was good reason to have some reservations about stepping inside. 
 
    With the moon and stars out and everybody already enjoying the peaceful night in Navica, I pushed away the leather sheet at the entrance and stepped into the hut. 
 
    Only one foot inside and it hit me. A whiff of something in the air. Flowery perfume. Sweet as a bakery. It lingered in my nose for so long I could taste it on my tongue. And the longer it stayed, the more unpleasant it became. I swallowed down the bad aftertaste of the strange smell and stepped forward into the light. 
 
    More torches burned around me, illuminating a small space the size of my old apartment flat. But instead of plush leather furniture and polished wood flooring, there were bearskins and tables that had been crudely cobbled together with differently shaped twigs and branches. On top of the tables, different copper and brass containers of different sizes made it look like a Saturday night at a bar. Judging from the smell, there was a good chance something like that happened. 
 
    Araceli stood at the other end of the spacious room, her back turned to me. Her hood was up but I could still see the dainty outline of her figure underneath. She was barefoot, toes curling as her hands held up two brass cups. 
 
    “Indulge me, Lord Virgil. Do you have a preference for savory or sweet?” 
 
    I pondered it for a moment to think of the best answer. “It depends on what kind of mood I’m in.” 
 
    She slowly turned around. Her eyes hidden underneath her hood, Araceli’s red lips curling into a smirk told me everything about what kind of mood she was in. 
 
    “I thought you would say that. The diplomatic answer.” 
 
    “The diplomatic answer can be the correct one, too.” 
 
    “I agree.” She sauntered toward me, both of her cups in hand. “This life is too fleeting to enjoy one or the other. It’s best to have it all.” 
 
    “There’s a saying back on Earth. Why not both?” 
 
    “Indeed… How are they treating you?” 
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
    Her mouth opened and it took a few seconds for her haughty laugh to come out. “Who else? Your two escorts. The Mana Dancer and the Mana Seer.” 
 
    “Oh… I couldn’t ask for better companions.” 
 
    “Are they only your companions?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. Araceli’s strange behavior wasn’t anything new. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “My, my… I didn’t expect you to be so coy about it. Though I do suppose there is something enjoyable when dancing around it. The tease can be just as satisfying as the act itself.” 
 
    “Zafina said you had something important to say. I don’t intend on missing my beauty sleep over gossip.” 
 
    “This is important. Your state of mind is as important as the strength you’ve gained from the Life Rune.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And… I know you’re a man. From another world, but still a man. You have needs.” 
 
    Araceli wasn’t trying to be coy at all. She said what was on her mind without hesitating. You had to admire someone who could be so honest. 
 
    “Rhiannon and Zafina are beautiful women. But we’ve got more important things to deal with.” 
 
    “And again, I tell you your state of mind is as important as anything.” 
 
    “And I’ll take that into consideration. Telling me this still isn’t important enough to keep me up.” 
 
    The smile left her lips and she nodded. “You’re tired.” Her tone became more serious. “I have just the thing for that.” She poured one of the cups into the other then tossed the empty one behind her. Whatever was in the copper cup began to bubble and steam like a fresh cup of boiling coffee. The smoke filled the air, blue and red mixed together in a strange combination. 
 
    “Drink this.” She poked the cup out to me and the odd smell filled my nose. 
 
    “It smells like…” I sniffed it again. “It smells like a burned animal.” 
 
    “It’s only the smell. I can assure you the taste is more pleasant.” 
 
    “And why am I drinking this again? This looks exactly like something Blackhart would force down my throat.” 
 
    “Oh! You wound me, Lord Virgil. I have served Navica for all of my life. For more than twenty years, even when I was just a little girl. My allegiance is to the Life Rune and the people who protect it. I assure you I have nothing but the best of intentions.” 
 
    I peered down into the cup. The torchlight was dim, so I could barely make it out. Red. Purple. Blue. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear it was changing colors. “It kinda looks like Kool-Aid… or cough medicine…” 
 
    Araceli raised her head enough just for me to see the rest of her face. A narrowed, brown-eyed stare and a pixie smirk made me hesitate for a second. But only a second. 
 
    “Bottoms up.” I shrugged and gulped the liquid down. Its consistency was the same as water despite its appearance. It was warm but didn’t burn. The taste was sweet enough I didn’t have trouble with it. But it was strange and not the Kool-Aid I was hoping for. 
 
    I smacked my lips and let out a sigh. “Okay. Now what?” Another shrug and another glance at Araceli was followed by a sudden feeling in my body. “What the…” 
 
    I raised my hand and looked at it. There was an aura glowing around me. A red energy emitted from my fingers and all the way up my arm. 
 
    “How do you feel?” she asked. 
 
    “I feel…” 
 
    “Quite invigorating, isn’t it? In my studies, there were some ancients who used Mana to give themselves energy. Do you know why they did that?” 
 
    “No…” 
 
    Araceli moved closer. Standing on her toes, her face drifted to mine. Her breath was on my lips, so close I could smell its sweet scent. 
 
    “They needed their energy for what energy is best used for.” She whispered into my mouth before moving forward even more. Her tongue danced between my teeth in search of mine. 
 
    I enjoyed the taste of her, pushing forward to match her. The desire moved through me, filling me with a renewed vigor just like she said the strange liquid would. 
 
    As satisfying as the taste of her aggressive, wet kiss was, I regained my senses and slowly pulled away from her. She moved back, smacking her lips as she stared up at me through focused eyes. 
 
    “The effect is only temporary,” she said. “But with more time, I’ll be able to perfect it to make the effects more permanent.” 
 
    “Wait… That’s what this is about. You can increase my endurance… permanently.” 
 
    “How can you fight the endless threat of beasts from the other world if you can’t keep up with them?” 
 
    “And I’m sure that’s exactly what you intended.” 
 
    She took the cup from me. “I will need to do further testing. Earnest is a willing guinea pig. He will be the one to endure the potential side effects and complications.” 
 
    “I didn’t keep Earnest alive just for you to kill him.” 
 
    “Oh, I won’t kill him, Lord Virgil. Dead flesh is quite useless to an Arcanist like me.” 
 
    Araceli turned around and headed back to the table where more of her concoctions were waiting. 
 
    Just like she said, the effects of the strange potion left me quickly. I was grateful my journey was on hold, at least for one day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22: A Mostly Honest Conversation 
 
    After adding more Mana to its Crux, the Central Keep expanded to house the Revival Pool. Conveniently next to it, I’d been given my own quarters. 
 
    There wasn’t much of a view outside of the stone walls and floors, since there wasn’t even a window to look at. What few clothes I had rested on a plain wooden dresser off to the side. My bed was just as ordinary. The headboard had the same makeshift quality as everything else in Navica. But I didn’t have much time to reminisce about my old apartment, since I usually passed out quickly after everything I had to go through. It served its purpose and nothing more. 
 
    The next morning came fast and I was up at the crack of dawn. After a quick trip to the lavatory to wash myself, I slipped back into my linens then stepped out of the keep to find Navica already alive. Men and women made their way to the mines and forest to the east to gather resources, covered in sweat though the sun was only just rising. 
 
    I walked up next to the Manaworks that was only recently brought back. The stone building wasn’t large but stood out from everything else. 
 
    “Virgil.” I turned around and saw Tai walking up from the tavern next door. A big grin on his face, there was a bounce in his step. But I was more focused on what was in his hands. “I have something for you.” He held it up to me to give me a closer look. 
 
    “Is that… a sandwich?” 
 
    “That’s right! Yuma wanted me to deliver it to you. A hearty breakfast for the bearer of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “Thanks…” I opened two slices of brown bread and saw the meat. The steam rose with an aroma that made my stomach rumble. “Um…” 
 
    “It’s deer meat. Don’t worry. Yuma boiled it to make sure it’s nice and tender. Perfect for breakfast.” 
 
    I took a bite and nodded in agreement. The meat was soft and juicy. Along with the bread, it was the ideal breakfast sandwich Tai said it was.“Thanks again. Make sure you tell Yuma to keep up the good work.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry now! Once you have everything else up, like I know you will, the tavern will keep your belly stuffed and your energy full!” 
 
    The stout man spun around, his hair whipping around in a circle before he headed off to the tavern just across from me. 
 
    “Are you truly enjoying it?” Zafina suddenly appeared next to me. 
 
    I nodded and took another bite. “I’ll be honest. I don’t usually have fresh meat hunted from the forest. Believe me, I could afford it. But yeah, this is something I could get used to on a regular basis. Deer. It’s what’s for breakfast.” 
 
    I gave her a wink and she bowed her head softly, a demure smile on her lips. 
 
    “I have a request of you,” she said. 
 
    “Sure. What’s up?” 
 
    “Not anything I need you to do for me. But rather, what you can do for yourself. I only wanted to implore you to take this time for leisure.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to convince me to take more time off, believe me, it’s not a problem.” 
 
    Zafina and I walked through the grassy pathways of Navica and headed east toward the lake. On the farther end of the shore, some Navicans were relaxing with their fishing rods. I moved next to the water and enjoyed my sandwich. 
 
    “I noticed something,” I said. “I don’t see many kids around here. I think Yuma might be the youngest person here and he’s not that young.” 
 
    “We are a small group, as you can see for yourself. Only fifty at last count. Most of the children have grown up and have yet to start families of their own. Perhaps when the threat of Blackhart and the other world is behind us, the mood in Navica will change.” 
 
    “You’ve gotta put everything on hold when there’s work to be done… I wonder… What was your childhood like?” 
 
    “Me?” Zafina looked more surprised than I’d ever seen her, her brow twisted and her eyes wide. 
 
    Her reaction was strange but I laughed anyway. “Yeah. I mean… What’s it like growing up in Navica?” 
 
    She contemplated it for a moment. “I suppose it is little different from the rest of the people here. I had an unremarkable upbringing.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second. Not everybody here is a Mana Seer.” 
 
    “That is true. Every Navican is taught the importance of the Life Rune and how we are sworn to protect it because of what it represents. We learn how to yield the power of Mana. I had an affinity for it. Ludo had an even greater affinity.” 
 
    “That explains why you were so close.” I looked out to the water and took another bite. 
 
    “Ludo was a great teacher. Full of wisdom beyond his years. The Life Rune was always his priority and he did everything to make sure of that. That included training me. I remember the late nights we would spend out in the fields. We’d wait for the beasts of the other world to arrive and we’d fight them off. I grew stronger slowly. All of my struggles disappeared and I did not have to think about what I needed to do… Like a tub filling by the drop, you let it go and one moment, realize it is full…” 
 
    Zafina’s words trailed off and silence came between us. I stared out at the clear blue water of the lake bobbing back and forth. Another bite of my sandwich didn’t nearly do enough to satisfy my appetite. 
 
    “You know, I—” I turned to her and stopped, realizing she was staring blankly out into the water. It wasn’t just an empty stare though. It was the kind of look someone had when their mind was somewhere else. 
 
    “I want to apologize,” she said. 
 
    “Uh… I think I’m missing something here…” 
 
    “Ekko was correct. You have traveled a great distance yet you do not truly know how to wield the power you have. I expected you to be capable simply because you possess the Rune. It is my responsibility as a Seer to make sure you fulfill your true capabilities.” 
 
    I didn’t think anything of it but Zafina looked truly upset about it. All of the blonds I had to deal with in the city had such petty problems like having to wait a few extra minutes in line at Starbucks. Her lips were full and the dimples on her cheeks were faint. Zafina was young and pretty enough to get away with something like that. But it was clear she wasn’t like everybody else I knew. She was so bothered she couldn’t even look me in the eye. 
 
    “That’s not your fault,” I said. “This whole thing with Blackhart. Rebuilding Navica. Seeing the Life Rune land with some alien from another dimension. It’s all coming at us so fast.” 
 
    “That is no excuse. I must do everything I can to make sure you succeed.” 
 
    “You’re already doing that, Zafina.” 
 
    “I can do more.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, curious at her sudden determination. “And what would that be?” 
 
    “I wish to train you. To help you truly harness your power. Not just the Life Rune but the innate strength inside of you. It must be unleashed if we are to win this war.” 
 
    She finally turned to me. Zafina’s usually shy demeanor was gone. Her green eyes filled with determination, making it even easier to go along with whatever she was suggesting. 
 
    “My goals haven’t changed,” I said. “Rebuild Navica. Defeat Blackhart. Get back home. Whatever it takes to do all of that, I’ll do it.” 
 
    The blond sighed softly through her nose. As her smile came back, I laughed at the sudden relief I felt. 
 
    “I did mean what I said about truly enjoying this moment of leisure,” she said. “When time permits, then you will learn how to harness the power of Mana.” 
 
    I took the last bite of my sandwich and dusted my hands off. “I’m looking forward to the training. But what do you think about having breakfast with me at the tavern?” 
 
    Zafina nodded politely. “Being in your company is always a pleasure, Virgil.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Rhiannon straightened up in her seat, accentuating her lean, muscular physique. Her armor situated in just the right spots to cover here, there was still more than enough of her stomach and legs on display to make any warm-blooded man want to take a look. I watched her poke her fingers into a bowl of berries and roll them between her lips. 
 
    “Breakfast,” she said as she glanced at me. “Are your meals different from where you’re from?” 
 
    Zafina sat across from her at the table, her eyes widening with the same curiosity. 
 
    “Breakfast…” I took a bite of some toast and shrugged. “I suppose it’s not much different. Oatmeal. Fruit. Eggs. Juice. Whatever has a lot of carbs and sugar to give you energy for the rest of the day.” 
 
    “You come from a different place but we are not so unalike.” 
 
    “I’m a lot more comfortable than I would’ve expected.” 
 
    With everybody gathering resources, the tavern wasn’t as busy as it was during the evening. If gave me the perfect opportunity to enjoy the company of Rhiannon and Zafina without having to worry about the things we had to get accomplished. 
 
    “Tell me about Earth,” Rhiannon said. “Is it like Valen?” 
 
    “Hmm… I guess there are some wide-open spaces where nature is untouched. Mountains. Grass. The ocean is mostly unexplored. But if you’re talking about where people live, it’s not anything like this. We’ve evolved with our technology. Skyscrapers and buildings as high as mountains. Streets to drive cars on. Planes to fly around. We don’t harness Mana, so we have to use technology.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Zafina said. “What about the people?” 
 
    “The people? There are billions of them, so it’s hard to put them all into one category.” 
 
    “But where you are from. What are they like?” 
 
    I hid my laugh between another bite of toast. Trying to explain what people in the North Side were like wasn’t easy. 
 
    “Are they funny?” Zafina asked. 
 
    “No, no. Not funny. I guess the people I spend my time around are serious. Old businessmen whose only objective is collecting capital and money… resources, you know? Come to think of it, it’s kind of like what I’m doing now.” 
 
    “I see…” Zafina leaned back with a stare like the gears were turning in her head. “And did you have anybody important back home?” 
 
    “Important? My father passed away but my mother is still around.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I did not mean to—” 
 
    “It’s all right. We’ve all lost somebody. If I spent all day being emotional, I’d never get anything done. My father would’ve scolded me if he ever saw me moping.” 
 
    Rhiannon chewed on another red berry, her eyes locked on me. “And is there anybody else important to you back home?” 
 
    “Never had many friends. Not any real ones, anyway. Most of them just wanted a piece of me because I’m Virgil York…” I wouldn’t have thought much about the question. But with her full, purple lips beginning to purse, it was clear she was getting at something else. Never would have expected it from her. 
 
    “Nobody too important though,” I added. 
 
    “You are alone,” Zafina said. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa. Wait a second. I’m not alone. Just the opposite—” 
 
    “Then you are a harlot,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    I put my hands up at the sudden attack from both sides of the table I sat at the end of. “Hold on now… It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Then what is it like?” The Mana Dancer raised an eyebrow at me. Despite her smile, Rhiannon’s violet eyes were locked right on me. For some reason, I knew I couldn’t be as flippant with my answer. The problem was, there was no tactful answer that wouldn’t result in them forming their opinions of me. 
 
    “How do I put this? I’ll say that a man has needs. As does a woman. When a man and woman get together, they reciprocate those needs. And that’s all it is.” 
 
    “I see…” Rhiannon stayed rigid in her seat. “You treat your relationships quite casually in the North Side.” 
 
    “What about Navicans? I mean, I know Zafina has but… Rhiannon…” 
 
    I shot the question back at her. She kept her eyes locked on me, her fingers rolling another red berry between her lips. “I do not know how the women on Earth conduct themselves. But a true lady never tells.” She popped the berry between her lips, her smile as smug as I’d ever seen it. 
 
    Her head down, Zafina subtly covered her mouth with her hand, not nearly doing enough to hide the dimples from her smile. 
 
    “What a ripoff.” I nearly fell back in my seat and rolled my eyes. “And just when I thought I was getting to know the both of you.” 
 
    “We still have much time to learn about one another,” Zafina said. 
 
    With at least another day until Cybil finished processing the Stone Rune, I had to sit around Navica for the time being. Hanging out with Rhiannon and Zafina made it a lot more tolerable. 
 
    “Tell us a story,” Zafina said. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t… have any stories.” 
 
    “You have a life. Tell us. I imagine even a normal day is fascinating.” 
 
    Avoiding board meetings and hookups would probably be interesting for the average person. I’d just been living that life so long, I didn’t even notice. 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon both remained curious. I figured there was no better way to pass the time. “Hmm… What does an average day for Virgil York look like? I guess it all starts in the morning, taking a trip to the bathroom, just like I do here…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23: Stone Path 
 
    Outside of the Central Keep, the Manaworks stood out from every other simply building because it wasn’t made from the same logs as everything else. The gray stone structure was more like a cavern you’d find on the Flintstones. Just one-story, there were some holes in the wall for windows and a chimney where steam and smoke billowed in the air. I’d seen it before but with no other obligations, I finally had the chance to go in. 
 
    After stepping inside, the first thing I saw was where all of that smoke was coming from. A furnace burned like an old-fashioned kiln. Rocks burned red hot with a small pot boiling over it and it probably wasn’t tavern stew. It was warm and there was a distinct smell in the air. It was surprisingly a lot sweeter than I expected from a place like this. 
 
    The sunlight shined in through the windows, giving me just enough light to see everything around me. Tables were spread around the spacious room. Iron hammers and vises and other sorts of tools I couldn’t identify were aged and blackened with years of use. 
 
    Sawyer leaned over one of the workbenches, his giant frame dwarfing the table to make it look like a kid’s table. He was sweating like he’d been working the entire day but at this moment, he was only reading an old, flaking piece of yellow parchment. 
 
    “So… this is the Manaworks. What’s that smell?” 
 
    “Beeswax. Honeycombs are gathered from the eastern forest and rendered down. They provide a finish for tools as well as a polish for armor such as Rhiannon’s.” 
 
    “Her gear does have a nice shine to it… What exactly am I looking at here?” 
 
    “Where you’re from. On Earth. Do you wield weapons and don armor?” 
 
    “Omegas do, yeah. Mauls and swords. Katanas and staves. Guns, too. It depends on what Class you choose. Same goes for the armor. From what I’ve seen, it’s different here.” 
 
    He looked up and nodded. “When we are young, we are taught how to wield Mana. Fire. Water. Rocks. There is nothing stronger than the elements themselves. But that does not mean we should only rely on ourselves in combat.” 
 
    “And I suppose this has something to do with what you’re looking at.” 
 
    I moved next to him and went over the paper. The text was unintelligible, scribbled in faded ink in a language I couldn’t make out. There were drawings of a man next to the words. Lines pointed to his arms like an old Renaissance drawing. 
 
    “This looks like something Da Vinci would make. Some sort of blueprint.” 
 
    “I do not know who this Da Vinci is but I imagine he must have a keen mind. These are old blueprints, passed down from the ancients.” 
 
    “Interesting…” 
 
    “There is indication these can be used to amplify one’s power. With the right resources, I will be able to make something significant.” 
 
    He stared hard at me. Even though the big man was serious, I knew he wasn’t trying to threaten me. 
 
    “The Manaworks are traditionally used to make basic weapons,” he said. “But there is a greater battle ahead of us. A battle which will require greater tools. If you’ll allow me, I will seek the power the ancients have left behind for us.” 
 
    I nodded without hesitation. “To this day, people look at Da Vinci’s work for inspiration even though it’s been hundreds of years. Pandora is a threat unlike anything anybody has ever seen. You don’t need to ask me, Sawyer. Do whatever it takes.” 
 
    His lips curled underneath his thick mustache as he nodded again. “I knew you would say that.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Another quiet day next to the lake by myself turned into a night enjoying the peace of the stars above. With nothing but my thoughts, I had a moment to think about everything I’d been through and all of the things still left to do. But even a day doing nothing was exhausting enough to make me eager to find my bed and fall asleep. 
 
    The next morning, I headed to the white room of Zion early to have a chat with Cybil. 
 
    “Welcome, Virgil. I detect changes in your chemistry.” 
 
    The black screen shifted and my stats appeared in blue. 
 
      
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 14 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 9 
 
    Fire (Speed) 10 
 
    Water (Durability) 8 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 17 (+5 Mana Bond) 
 
    *** 
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 3) 
 
    Holy Knight (Level 2) 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
    Divine Blade 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 3: +5 Bonus to Control 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 2: +3 Bonus to Speed 
 
    Araceli - Level 2: 5% Rune Endurance Drain Decrease 
 
    Sawyer - Level 1 
 
    Yuma - Level 2: 5% Damage Resistance Bonus 
 
      
 
    Poring over the numbers, I scratched the side of my chin. A few days without shaving and there was some noticeable scruff growing. “All these numbers. No wonder Omegas carry communicators with them everywhere…” 
 
    I pinpointed the changes after a quick glance. It was hard not to notice the boost in control from my bond with Zafina. The moment I shared with Araceli would help my abilities even further. “Looks like I’ve made some improvements. But there’s one big improvement I’m waiting for. What do you got for me, Cybil?” 
 
    “Refinement of the Stone Rune is complete.” 
 
    The podium just in front of the display rose from a small hole in the ground. The Rune was gone but the color of the energy resonating remained. It pulsed with a bright light like a mist of smoke concentrated in one area small enough for me to wrap my hand around. 
 
    “That’s it, huh?” 
 
    “The power of the Rune sits, unharnessed. The Life Rune can now absorb the energy. All you have to do is reach out and take it for yourself.” 
 
    “Seems simple enough…” I activated the Life Rune to cover myself in my Battlemancer armor. My hand slowly moved out and my palm warmed as I neared the ball of orange light. A sudden flash of light filled Zion, brighter than even my surroundings. I kept my eyes closed. I couldn’t see anything but I could feel it. A warm energy making its way from my hand and up my arm. It flowed through me, squeezing every muscle in my body as it made its way into the center of my chest. 
 
    As the light began to die down, I opened my eyes and looked at the Life Rune buried in my chest. It resonated with a soft orange glow before reverting to the calm yellow I was more familiar with. 
 
    “Hmm… I don’t feel any different… You sure you did everything right?” 
 
    “Your physiology did not change but I assure you, the power of the Stone Rune resides within you. You can see these changes for yourself.” 
 
    The giant screen changed and new data appeared with the text to indicate it. 
 
      
 
    Stone (Bulwark of the Juggernaut) 
 
    Rock Burst (Level 1) NEW 
 
    Summon rocks that absorb energy and deal concussive damage 
 
    Stone Bruiser (Level 1) NEW 
 
    Summon a Golem reinforced by stone 
 
      
 
    “Two new abilities…” I smiled in approval, trying not to get too excited. 
 
    “You can test these new abilities at your discretion. Would you like to do that now?” 
 
    “You know I do.” I rubbed my hands in anticipation. 
 
    Cybil summoned a blue training grid in the empty space next to me. On it, a figured I’d seen before appeared. It looked like a mannequin, just as motionless with a red aura pulsing around it. 
 
    “Rock Burst. Let’s see how that works.” 
 
    The figure suddenly raised its hand and fired a blast of energy. I responded by pulling my hand up the same. Small gray rocks and jagged boulders summoned from the ground and shot forward. The rocks continued moving forward through the blast of energy, turning red hot before slamming into the Shadow. It vanished and another one took its place. 
 
    “A new attack. That’ll be handy. Now this bruiser… I can’t wait to see him.” 
 
    I put my hands down and the rocks I’d fired crumbled to the ground. I focused my energy again and activated my new ability. Another boulder materialized in the air than landed on the ground with a thump. Smooth and gray, it was a little bigger than the ones that had appeared from my barrier. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    “Hey, Cybil. You sure the data on that screen is right?” 
 
    “I detect no malfunctions or misreadings.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I activated my ability. Stone Bruiser? I see the stone part but the bruiser—” 
 
    The stone suddenly splintered in front of me. The chunks of rock all began stacking on top of each other until there was a figure in front of me about my size. It didn’t have a head but it had arms and legs. And considering that it was made from stone, I knew it wouldn’t be much of a pushover. 
 
    “It is a Golem.” I walked around it and nodded. “Nice.” 
 
    The red Shadow raised its hand and the bruiser immediately rushed forward like a bullet. It didn’t swing its arms or kick its legs. All it needed to do was bowl the Shadow over completely, vaporizing it into mist. The bruiser kept running forward before grinding to a halt and slowly jogging back to me. It stood still as if waiting for my next command. 
 
    “You and the Holy Knight,” I said. “You two are gonna make a formidable team.” 
 
    The Golem remained motionless. 
 
    “Why am I talking to it? It doesn’t even have a head… Hey, Cybil. Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    “You possess the power of two Runes. Though your strength is amplified, you are still vulnerable. Acquiring the remaining three Runes will grant you even greater capabilities.” 
 
    I didn’t need the motivation Cybil was giving me. Somehow though, I was more eager to get out there and see what was next. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    “Malora. Southern Valen. Beyond the Central Mountains and past the Searing Prairie.” Rhiannon pointed out the next location on her map. 
 
    I put my hands up and shook my head, not sure I’d heard her right. “Did you say the Searing Prairie? You know what searing means, right?” 
 
    Rhiannon paused for a moment before she and Zafina both looked at one another. 
 
    “Hey!” I snapped my fingers. “You’re doing that staring thing again. Maybe you don’t want to talk about who you’re hooking up with but this is important… As important.” I winked at Rhiannon. She pursed her lips, holding back a smile. Her flat stomach shifted enough for me to see she was stifling a laugh, too. 
 
    “The Searing Prairie is warm,” Zafina said. 
 
    “Warm? How warm?” 
 
    “I do not know what to compare it to. I have never been there myself. Will it be a problem for you?” 
 
    “I grew up on the North Side of Chicago. It gets warm but not often enough and not as much as other places. I just want to know what I’m heading into. Battlemancer gear doesn’t seem to have a built-in cooling system like Omega suits do.” 
 
    “The conditions will be warm. The Prairie used to be a sprawling forest. But the weather changed, transforming it into a scorched wasteland. Some say it is due to the presence of the other dimension. Regardless of the reason why, we will have to deal with the threat of aggressive foreign beasts.” 
 
    “You will find some solace in knowing our journey will not be long. The distance we need to cover according to this map indicates Malora is close. It should not take more than a day’s journey.” 
 
    I thought about it for a moment and chuckled to myself. “If the weather is going to be the biggest problem, I guess that’s a good thing. Malora… What do you know about it? It’s not hidden like Chenai, is it?” 
 
    “Neither of us has been there before,” Zafina said. “I cannot offer you any further insight into the town itself. It may be a vast city or it may be a simple village.” 
 
    Rhiannon chimed in. “From the stories I have heard of the Malorans, they are quite… flamboyant. An honest, uninhibited people. They thrive on their ability to enjoy their lives.” 
 
    “I can appreciate that,” I said with a nod. “They have the Fire Rune. Do you think we can convince them to hand it over?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen. Though I am optimistic they will see reason because you already possess the strength of the Stone Rune. In addition, the Life Rune is the most respected of all the Runes.” 
 
    “It would be wise to make note of this,” Zafina said. “You have taken one step toward the Omnirune but it is a larger step than anyone else has ever taken.” 
 
    I glanced at the map. The Searing Prairie led to the small dot scratched at the tip of the continent. My next destination was set. I had all the information I could collect. 
 
    It was time to head for Malora. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24: The Searing Prairie 
 
    Transporting to the Mana Point in Chenai didn’t drain me as much as teleporting did. That meant I could spend all of my energy trying to get to Malora. A few steps onto the Searing Prairie told me I was going to need every bit of that energy. 
 
    Whenever I thought of a prairie, I imagined fields of grass over rolling hills and Swiss ladies with pigtails spinning around while they sang songs. A quaint little farmhouse with a small pen for animals to peacefully graze. A bright, sunny sky with a few white clouds drifting by. A place where you could work, get away from the city, and work up a light sweat, but still enjoy every second of it. 
 
    The Searing Prairie… It might have looked like what I imagined at one point. But that was a long time ago. 
 
    The rolling hills in the distance were covered in endless sands. Any trees were just remnants of dried-out stumps, bleached white from a constant pounding of the sun. There weren’t even any cacti. Snakes or lizards or some other desert amphibians burrowed underneath boulders to at least make the scenery a little more interesting. A breeze made the sand roll like waves on the ocean, kicking up some of the dirt into the air. It was a wide-open space. But it wasn’t a prairie. It was the Sahara. 
 
    The heat waves distorted the path in front of me, though there wasn’t much to look out on the horizon. I took a step forward, my armored foot crunching the firm sand beneath it. Next to my foot, a cattle skull was aged white and chipped from who knows how long it had been out here. 
 
    “Hmm… I’m in another world across dimensions and there’s a lone skull in the desert. I guess some things never change…” 
 
    Rhiannon took her place by my side and pointed forward. “Malora is on the tip of Valen, directly south of Chenai. If we make it to the coast, there is little doubt we will find our destination.” 
 
    “If we proceed quickly, we can make it by nightfall,” Zafina said. “It would be wise not to speak unless necessary.” 
 
    Both ladies were dressed in outfits skimpy enough they were appropriate for the heat. It was a shame I couldn’t enjoy the view with how much I was already burning up. 
 
    I wiped the beads of sweat from my dripping forehead. “Let’s get through this.” 
 
    A few more steps and the hot breeze blew into my face. The air wasn’t just hot but dry, too. More sand kicked up in the air, forcing me to turn my head to avoid getting a mouthful. The thought of activating my Stone Bruiser to walk in front of me made me laugh before another gust of wind reminded me of how hot I was. 
 
    Rhiannon had no trouble moving forward. She walked proudly with her head held high. Her arms at her side, she was ready for any hint of danger. Zafina stayed on the other side of me, her head down and her eyes closed slightly to avoid the sand. 
 
    It was like jogging on a treadmill. Nobody liked doing it. You just had to. So that’s how I treated it. Every step made a divot in the dirt. I walked for a second. The seconds turned into a minute. 
 
    One minute went by. Two minutes. Three minutes. I walked long enough that I got used to the annoying dry heat and the stiff breeze constantly blowing it in my face. Before I realized it, my thoughts about complaining had left me. 
 
    The ground rumbled suddenly. I stopped in the sand and looked around with my hands up. It would have been foolish for me to think this would just be a walk through the desert. 
 
    Red energy flashed in the sky to signal the Shadows coming. Circles of bright lights appeared like spots just in front of us. Another flash and something jumped out to greet us. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    I squinted to make sure I was seeing it right. 
 
    “Is that a… kangaroo?” 
 
    I’d never seen a kangaroo in real life. Not even at the zoo. The Shadow in front of me didn’t look much different. It was about as tall as me, glossy brown fur covering its entire stretched-out body. Its legs were long and its arms matched. I made sure to notice the black claws it had, sharp enough for me to know the thing was probably vicious. 
 
    Its long tail shifted the sand behind it as it turned its head, a slight look of curiosity on its face. Empty black eyes stared back at me. I knew better than to ignore its harmless disposition. 
 
    “I have never fought a kangaroo before.” Rhiannon drew her Mana Dagger. “But make no mistake, it is a vicious beast that intends to do us harm.” 
 
    Zafina raised one hand and cast a blue fireball on her fingertip as more bursts of light flashed in the sky. Another half-dozen kangaroos hopped out, all of them lining up like infantry. 
 
    I summoned the Holy Knight and Stone Bruiser. The knight stood up straight with the rock next to it slowly beginning to unfurl into a small Golem made of smooth gray stones. 
 
    “Look at ‘em,” I said. “Bunch of ferocious marsupials. Those beady black eyes. Wonder what they’re waiting for.” 
 
    “Perhaps they are harmless and we can pass without incident,” Zafina said. 
 
    “There’s an idea… Hmm…” I considered just walking by. With as sprawling as the prairie was, it woudn’t be an issue to just walk around. If they couldn’t see me, they’d definitely hear me with how long and flappy their ears were. “Maybe—” 
 
    “SCREEE!” The kangaroos all leaned down and hopped forward on their hind legs with an odd-sounding squeal. They kicked the sand away and closed the distance quickly. 
 
    “Go!” I motioned for my summons to meet them. The knight charged undaunted and stabbed at the first kangaroo it met. The bruiser moved in faster, lowering its body and ramming into two more of them to send them tumbling back along the sand. 
 
    “Back them up!” 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon yelled as she darted like a bullet to meet one. The Shadow swiped its claws, its long, awkward frame making it different from an ordinary man or beast. Rhiannon dodged and countered with a stab of her Mana Dagger, slicing its arm. But even as the blood gushed from its gaping wound, the Shadow continued its attack on the Mana Dancer. Rhiannon showed no mercy as she searched for an opening to finish it. 
 
    Zafina cast a fireball to engulf another one of the kangaroos. 
 
    “Let’s try this out…” 
 
    As the kangaroo hopped madly to put out the blue flames engulfing it, it met a pelting of rocks from my Rock Burst. Thick chunks of stone pounded the kangaroo. The damage to its head and body was too much for it to get away and it exploded into Mana. 
 
    The last kangaroo covered the distance and got right up on me. A swipe against my chest grazed me, giving me enough time to raise and fire a Light Beam in response. The laser hit its chest and burned its brown fur to a scorched black. 
 
    “Let’s go, boys.” 
 
    The bruiser came rushing back toward me, slamming the unsuspecting kangaroo in the back and flattening it onto its stomach. The knight followed up with a stab that ended the kangaroo the same as the one it’d just defeated. 
 
    As Rhiannon finished off the kangaroo hopping before her, the rest of us turned to the last two that managed to survive. 
 
    “Outnumbered,” I said. “Better save my energy.” I recalled the knight and bruiser and took a step back. 
 
    Zafina stepped up and cast a fireball as the kangaroos came hopping toward us, knocking them off balance as they tried to avoid the flames. 
 
    Rhiannon charged fearlessly and leaped into the air. One kangaroo fell onto its back and sent a powerful kick at her with its hind legs. But the Mana Dancer was too swift. Even in mid-air, she twisted just enough to avoid it then stabbed the creature in the chest with a hard thrust. 
 
    I pinpointed a Light Beam at the last kangaroo. I aimed for its head but missed, hitting its chest instead. The pain of the beam burning through it did enough damage for Zafina to banish it away with one last fireball. 
 
    I shifted my eyes around, waiting for another group of kangaroos to come. The fight was over but the heat made it seem like I’d just finished a war. 
 
    “Damn…” I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand and sighed. “This is going to be a long walk…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    We pushed forward through the infinite sands. The sun was scorching. The warm breeze kept blowing in my face, kicking up dirt in the process. 
 
    An hour went by and another encounter with a group of kangaroos made us fight. The same happened when another passed. And the same for the next. 
 
    The kangaroos themselves weren’t much of a problem. We had more than enough energy to deal with them. The problem was the heat was taking its toll. The endurance needed to control Mana was running out. Every Light Beam, every fireball, every Mana Dagger drawn. 
 
    Even staying quiet, I could see it on their faces. Zafina’s tan body glistened with sweat like she’d been covered in baby oil. Rhiannon’s pale skin began to bronze more than I’d ever seen it. I kept swallowing to wet my throat but it seemed like there wasn’t even any spit in my mouth. 
 
    Hours of walking made it hard for me to stay focused. I looked out toward the horizon, my eyes narrowed to try and find something through the heat waves. To my surprise, there was something there. The outline of a building in the distance. It was small and we weren’t much closer to it. But knowing there was something out there besides more empty sands was enough to give me a second wind. 
 
    Almost there. Almost there. Almost there. 
 
    I chanted the words in my head, too parched to get the words out. 
 
    My armored feet kicked the sand away as I picked up the pace. Even Rhiannon and Zafina had more of a bounce in their step. We kept our mouths shut, knowing how much closer we were. 
 
    “Shhh…” 
 
    The sands suddenly shifted around us. Divots appeared, quickly turning into sinkholes I had to step back from. We kept walking back as the sinkholes grew bigger until coming together. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Massive thunder cracked the air and shook the ground but the sky remained clear. I stayed focused on the growing sinkhole as the sand continued to cascade into the darkness below. The hole stopped growing until it was the size of a swimming pool. 
 
    “Would you believe if I told you there are potholes in the streets this big where I’m from?” 
 
    Zafina ignored me, eyes narrowing as she leaned forward to look into the giant hole in the middle of the sand. 
 
    “Giant worm?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not certain…” 
 
    The sand continued to pour into the sinkhole until the darkness began to disappear. It kept flowing until the hole had disappeared entirely and the Searing Prairie had been returned to what it was before. 
 
    “Um…” I looked around to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. “I think whoever’s running Pandora made a mistake. Because that hole is gone and I don’t see any—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    An explosion rocked the sands, shaking the ground hard enough to make me nearly fall over. The dirt kept shifting and rumbling like the worst earthquake I’d ever experience. The explosion sent a cloud of sand into the sky, filling the air enough I couldn’t see where I was looking. I kept my hands up and shut my eyes to stop the sand from getting to me but it still managed to squeeze between my teeth. The grit of the sand didn’t take my focus away. My eyes peeked open slightly, just barely enough for me to see the figure taking shape in the distance. 
 
    The black outline of something was there. Some beast from Pandora and it wasn’t an angry kangaroo. No, this thing looked like a tank. As the sand began to settle and the figure became clearer, it wasn’t any more obvious what I was looking at. 
 
    “What…” 
 
    My mouth hung half-open, slightly dumbfounded at the thing sitting in the sand. It was like a giant boulder covered in gray moss. The wind picked up and blew some of the moss but the thing stayed motionless. 
 
    “Okay… What the hell is that thing?” 
 
    Zafina shot a fireball at it. The blue flames singed some of the moss off but it stayed motionless. 
 
    “Someone in Pandora left their pet rock out.” 
 
    “Perhaps now would be an opportunity to attempt walking around again,” Rhiannon said. “I see something in the distance and I have little doubt it is Malora.” 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s a mirage. Anything to get out of the heat.” 
 
    Zafina cast another fireball but the boulder stayed motionless. 
 
    “All right then. We’ll walk around—” 
 
    The boulder began to shift, rising only slightly. It rotated on the sand without any indication of what it was doing. But then something began to appear. White bones like tusks protruded out from the clump of gray. Then a pair of eyes opened up. They were the size of bowling balls, empty and white. And I knew they were locked right on me. 
 
    At the center of its bone tusks, a long, gray snout fell on the sand as thick as a fire hose. Beneath it, I saw the cavernous mouth reveal itself. 
 
    “Ahhh… AAAAAH!” 
 
    A long, slow roar emitted from the twenty-foot-tall beast, loud enough for me to feel the wind from it. 
 
    “It is a mammoth,” Rhiannon said. “Long ago, these ancient beasts roamed the prairie. It appears Pandora was aware of this.” 
 
    “Now that you mention it… That’s not moss, that’s fur.” The thing looked like a giant Snuffleupagus. But this mammoth probably wasn’t going to be as friendly and tell us where to go. 
 
    I summoned the knight and bruiser and immediately sent them charging forward. The mammoth stood its ground and waited until the last moment before lowering its tusks and goring the knight completely. The blue spirit faded into mist. The bruiser managed to collide right into the mammoth but it only shifted slightly from the booming impact. 
 
    “Back him up.” 
 
    Zafina charged two more fireballs and shot right at the mammoth. As Rhiannon zoomed through the sand to engage, I sent a spattering of rocks at the mammoth. The stones crashed against its face, chipping at its tusks and forcing it to turn away. 
 
    “Raaaaah!” The beast roared and stomped on the sand, stopping Rhiannon and the bruiser in their tracks. Another step forward was followed by another. Then another. The mammoth might have been a big, shaggy mess of gray fur but it wasn’t completely immobile. 
 
    “It’s heading right for me…” 
 
    The mammoth moved into a full charge. 
 
    “Watch out!” I shoved Zafina right as it got to us. The Seer fell to the sand and avoided getting hit. But I wasn’t so lucky. 
 
    Its tusk clipped my right leg, crushing my armor, and goring my thigh completely. The rush of blood leaking from my new wound warmed my skin and dripped to the sand in a growing puddle. 
 
    “Damn…” I gritted my teeth and fired a Light Beam right into the spot where I figured the rest of its head was. The beast roared and fell back enough to pull its tusk from me. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon appeared, slicing at the tusk and chipping a chunk of bone off. The mammoth receded to the spot where it first appeared. 
 
    Zafina moved by my side and cast a healing spell. The soothing green glow covered my body but the pain in my leg still lingered. 
 
    “I can stop the bleeding but you will need the Revival Pool or stronger medicine to heal the wound completely.” 
 
    “I’m used to limping. Stay focused.” 
 
    Rhiannon and Zafina helped me back to my feet. I summoned the Holy Knight again and ordered it to engage along with the bruiser. 
 
    “That should give us some time.” 
 
    “If I can just get close to it, I can make it bleed,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    “We can attack from a distance,” Zafina said. “Our abilities will eventually burn through its hide. Do not risk yourself, Rhiannon.” 
 
    I watched as the mammoth turned its head and vaporized the knight again with another hard gore. The bruiser retreated, kicking its heels in the sand like a bull getting ready to charge. 
 
    “Maybe there’s another way,” I said. “We have to hit it harder than its hitting us. Rhiannon, get in position.” 
 
    Without any of the details, she had every reason to be skeptical. But she gave me a nod without questioning me. Her Mana blade burning bright red, she kept her eyes focused on the mammoth. 
 
    “Stay by my side, Zafina.” 
 
    Zafina did as she was told and raised her head confidently. 
 
    I watched as the mammoth turned to face the three of us, ignoring the bruiser getting ready to move on it. The bruiser was under my control, so it wouldn’t move until I told it to. 
 
    “This might be a little tricky. Have to time it right but if this works like I think it will…” 
 
    The mammoth began shifting in the sand. With as big as it was, just a single step was enough to cause a sandstorm. It rocked back and forth, its gray fur swaying to the rhythm of the breeze blowing by. Its white, bowling ball eyes widened before it began shuffling forward through the sand. 
 
    “Go, Rhiannon! Blade up!” 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” The Mana Dancer kicked the sand away with her long strides. 
 
    The mammoth was fifty yards away but the distance was closing quickly. 
 
    “On Rhiannon. On my mark.” 
 
    Rhiannon zoomed closer, pumping her legs furiously. Zafina summoned a fireball in her palm and the blue flames grew stronger. 
 
    The distance closed to thirty yards. 
 
    I raised both hands and aimed at Rhiannon. 
 
    Twenty yards. 
 
    I sent the bruiser charging forward. 
 
    Fifteen yards. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Zafina shot blue flames right at Rhiannon. I followed with a Rock Burst, sending a flurry of stones at her. Rhiannon raised her Mana Dagger just before everything hit her and her blade absorbed all of the energy. 
 
    A blue and orange aura surrounded her, growing from the blade and stretching until it was in front of her like a shield. She streaked the remaining distance in a blur and slammed right into the mammoth’s face. 
 
    “RAAAAAAH!” 
 
    The thunderous collision made the ground shake. A loud roar was joined by the sands kicked up. 
 
    The mammoth took the worst of it, stumbling back as Rhiannon kept running through it. 
 
    The Stone Bruiser followed up, pounding the off-balance mammoth on its side hard enough to make it tip over. The creature struggled to stay on its feet but its momentum couldn’t be fought. It tipped over like a tree that had been cut down and fell on its side. 
 
    “Finish it off!” 
 
    I summoned the Holy Knight and sent it back into the fray. Rhiannon stabbed at its underside along with the blue spirit swinging with its sword. The rock Golem pounded its fist into the fleshy weakpoint of the mammoth to make it scream even more. 
 
    A focused Light Beam burned through its flesh, melting through and igniting its insides. Zafina shot a steady stream of blue flames to scorch the mammoth’s exposed white flesh. 
 
    It flailed violently but all it could do was kick sand up to try and stop us. It kept screeching until the assault was too much for it. An explosion sent Mana orbs in a giant shower all over the sand. 
 
    I recalled the bruiser and knight then sighed a deep breath with my eyes closed. 
 
    “We are close,” Zafina said. “We can return to Navica and finish the rest of the distance so you do not have to walk hindered.” 
 
    The outline of buildings in the distance was too close. I couldn’t help myself. “Malora’s too close. I’m not stopping now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25: Maloran Flamboyance 
 
    No kangaroos or other Shadows. No giant sand mammoths. Not even the searing breeze could stop me. At this point, I didn’t even care if it was a mirage I was heading for. 
 
    But we kept moving and eventually the buildings began to grow over the horizon and become more distinct. They weren’t as magnanimous as I expected them to be. Huts shaped like tepees made from leather and sticks were hidden behind a short wooden wall with stakes at the top. Some of them were two-stories high, tall enough to look over the wall but even from this distance, I could tell they were anything but fancy. 
 
    Two wooden guard towers stood next to the entrance but they were empty. Next to them, torches burned. 
 
    “What kind of sadist has torches burning in the afternoon with this kind of heat?” I muttered. 
 
    We moved to the wall to find the gate had been sealed shut. There didn’t appear to be anywhere around. If this was Malora, the town was enclosed entirely into one space. 
 
    I deactivated the Life Rune and the armor receded back into my chest, leaving me in nothing but my linens and leather shoes. “Now… where’s that doorbell?” 
 
    “Travelers!” A voice came from one of the guard towers. A man in nothing but a loincloth suddenly appeared and smiled down at me. “Just one second. I will open the gate for you.” He disappeared as quickly as he’d appeared. 
 
    I gave Zafina and Rhiannon a confused look. “Should I be worried they’re opening the gates for us without even asking who we are?” 
 
    Before either of them could respond, the wooden gates pushed forward slowly. I peeked inside to see the larger huts I saw in the distance and now the smaller ones hidden by the walls blocking them. 
 
    We were greeted by a group of men and women, all of them wearing the same loincloth as the man upstairs. The women had no shame about bearing their breasts. I would have thought it was strange if the weather wasn’t making every single one of us sweat up a storm. 
 
    I eyed everybody until one of the men stepped forward. 
 
    “Hello!” He held his arms wide open, a big smile on his face. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to make of the guy. If a stranger walked up half-naked wanting to give you a hug, you’d want to push him. The guy was so skinny his ribs were showing, so I figured it wouldn’t have been a problem to fight him. But this guy didn’t seem to care about the possibility. He was as tall as he was skinny, standing out from the group behind him. 
 
    The man’s grin was big, showing off some impressive white chompers. I could tell from his eyes it was a genuine smile. What looked like a spiral was tattooed in purple ink on the bronze skin of his face, right underneath his left eye. His brow was wrinkled, his cheeks sagging slightly with age. I’d spoken to enough middle-aged men to be used to them but all things considered, he looked as strange as anybody I’d ever met. 
 
    I spent so much time giving him a confused stare, the man finally lowered his arms. 
 
    “You travel to Malora yet you do not wish to greet the Malorans.” He stroked his chin, his voice enthusiastic despite his apparent disappointment. “You are a strange being.” 
 
    He was calling me strange. That was a laugh. 
 
    “I, uh…” 
 
    He squinted at me before I could finish. Still stroking his chin, he took a step closer then looked both Zafina and Rhiannon up and down. 
 
    “Not ordinary travelers,” he said. “I can tell. You are not used to the warmth of Southern Valen. But you, my friend… You are different. Not from this land at all.” 
 
    “Are you sure I’m your friend?” I said. 
 
    His grin was stuck on his lips as he nodded. “I sense the foreign essence of your body.” 
 
    “That’s a nice way of saying BO from the sweat.” 
 
    “No. The Mana inside of you. The composition is different. I sense no animosity from you. Your intentions are not hostile. Curious… What are you doing here?” 
 
    I had some reservations about him. If he found out the truth, there was a chance his welcoming demeanor would change. But I had no other choice. 
 
    “My name is Virgil. This is Rhiannon and Zafina.” I took my shirt off to reveal the Life Rune lodged in the center of my chest. “I’ve come to Malora for the Fire Rune.” 
 
    The others behind him looked at one another. I expected them to be surprised but they showed no emotions. Even the man in front of me hadn’t changed his expression. 
 
    “Indeed. A facsimile of the Life Rune would be hard to fabricate. You are who you say you are.” He put his hands together and bowed his head. “My name is Couture. Welcome to Malora. Please accept my hospitality.” 
 
    He turned around and headed back into the gates with the others. 
 
    “He’s nice,” I said. “Maybe a little too nice.” 
 
    “If he is in charge of Malora, then he understands what this means,” Zafina said. “We are attempting something no one else has ever done. He would not treat the manner so frivolously.” 
 
    “What do you think, Rhiannon?” 
 
    Rhiannon shook her head. “I sense no deception from him. It is a shame we are skeptical of someone so welcoming. But I believe that is the case we are dealing with.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” I picked up a wooden stick from the ground and used it as a cane. The wound from the mammoth along with the limp I already had wasn’t enough to distract me from the heat. 
 
    We moved into the city and the gates closed behind us. I looked around to take everything in. 
 
    The sand had been cleared for the most part. Huts were scattered in every direction. Brown, tanned leather was stretched out and pinned together with wood into awnings to protect from the sun. Some of the huts were bigger but they all had the same structure and architecture. 
 
    Those who had greeted us left to go about their business. From what I could tell, the Malorans were only relaxing. Some inexplicably sat by fires despite the warmth, sweating profusely while they ate and drank with one another. Others sat in the shade of their huts, smiles on their faces as they drifted off. I peeked inside one of the huts to find a woman on her back and a man on top of her. If it wasn’t obvious with their movements, the woman’s groans were as clear as day. 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “There is no shame in watching.” Couture stood in front of me, his grin more unnerving than welcoming at this point. 
 
    “Thanks but where I’m from, I can watch that whenever I want on the Internet. And believe me, I’ve seen plenty of it when I was a teenager.” 
 
    “Ha! I knew I sensed a positive energy radiating from you! Come with me! We will speak somewhere you will find more tolerable.” 
 
    We followed Couture through the village and headed to one of the larger huts. Couture held the curtain door open for us. “After you, friends.” 
 
    I stepped inside and let out a sigh of relief. It was still warm but at least the sun wasn’t burning me up. Some light came in from the ceiling, enough to illuminate my surroundings. The sandy floors were covered in various animal leathers and skins. Small wooden tables were short enough you had to sit on the floor to use them. A small bookshelf had a bunch of old-looking texts resting inside of it. 
 
    But it was the woman with short black hair laying there who got my attention. She was dressed the same as the others, her chest bare and a loincloth barely enough to cover her. She sprawled out with her arms and legs wide, her eyes half-open as she turned her gaze to me. 
 
    “Wake up,” Couture said to her. “We have special guests. Travelers from the north.” 
 
    The woman slowly sat up, crossing her legs as she eyed me with a narrowed gaze. “Nuria,” she said with a smirk. She was an older woman, somewhere in her forties I guessed. All things considered, she was fit for her age. Her tan skin did her a favor, accentuating the curves of her body. More than anything else though, I noticed how kind her face was. Like a friendly waitress at the diner who wouldn’t mind listening to your story. 
 
    “I’m Virgil. This is Rhiannon. That’s Zafina.” 
 
    “All the way from the north, hmm? What could bring you all this way?” 
 
    “Are you blind?” Couture said. “Look at the center of his chest.” He moved over to the side of the room and grabbed three clay mugs then brought them over to us. 
 
    I should’ve been worried about a man I just met giving me a drink but I was too thirsty to care. The water hit my throat and I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Please. Sit.” Couture took a seat next to Nuria. 
 
    Rhiannon, Zafina, and I sat across from him. I finished my water quickly then set the empty cup on the table next to me. 
 
    “I don’t mean to be rude,” I said. “But you know why I’m here.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Couture’s big smile turned into a subtle smirk. He leaned back slightly, propping himself up on his hands. “You crossed the Searing Prairie. Do you know how it became that way?” 
 
    “The other world. Where I’m from, we call it Pandora.” 
 
    “Interesting. Whatever you call it, you would be correct. Creatures and beasts ravaged the land. They didn’t just stop to kill every person who lived there. They destroyed every building. They slaughtered every animal. Even the trees were scorched to the ground, not even their roots were spared. They say if you dig deep enough, you can find the ruins of the old cities that existed.” 
 
    “Creepy.” 
 
    “What gets most people is that it was not that long ago. The other world came to Southern Valen, invaded, then left. Like a parasite moving from one target to the next.” 
 
    Couture was still friendly. His tone hadn’t changed. Strange to think he was talking about something so bleak in such a cheerful way. 
 
    “I’m from a place called Earth. Pandora invaded us forty years ago and we were able to hold them back. Ever since then, we’ve been fighting a war to stop them from invading. So far, we’ve been successful in keeping them at bay.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Couture raised his head, stroking his chin with his bony fingers. “Admirable.” 
 
    “Pandora is still attacking Earth. And from what we’ve discovered, there are greater forces trying to destroy us. It’s taking a combined effort of everybody to get it done. But we can stop them… with the Fire Rune.” 
 
    “To make the Omnirune.” The thin man turned his head as he looked at me. “You make a compelling argument. An alien from another world. Your passion is commendable and I sense it is legitimate. Haruko’s blessing allows me to see it. The Phoenix’s power has called you here. But… I do not see how this concerns me.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. “You know about the other dimension. It’s not just Earth. Pandora won’t stop until all of Valen… all of Iorus is destroyed.” 
 
    “Blackhart possesses the Death Rune,” Rhiannon said. “He is coming for the Fire Rune as well. He will not be so willing to negotiate as we are.” 
 
    Couture remained emotionless and sighed softly through his nose. “There is something you must understand about Malorans. We understand the sanctity of life. We understand the unique opportunity we possess. Consider this. We are all alive in this very moment. We are the fortunate ones to be living now, enjoying these experiences. Nobody, not in the past, not in the future, can live our lives.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    “We all live. We all die. The end is inevitable. If this end comes via Blackhart or the other world or even a sudden ailment, I will not complain because that is life. It was meant to end. Otherwise, it would not be life. My concern is only to enjoy it. And I will not spend a moment of it worrying.” 
 
    Couture’s philosophy wasn’t so strange. Threatening him wouldn’t do it. Convincing him wasn’t working either. I had to think about what he would want. 
 
    “You say you only want to enjoy now,” I said. “Then I don’t see why you have to protect the Fire Rune. Let me have it and let the end come when it comes.” 
 
    “An interesting proposal,” he said with a nod. “But one I expected. The Fire Rune is under the protection of all Malorans. They have chosen me as their leader. And I have decided to honor the tradition of my ancestors. I will not give you the Rune.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    Zafina put a hand on my shoulder to stop me. She gave me a reassuring nod then turned to Couture. 
 
    “The end is coming,” she said. “Either Virgil will be the one to acquire the Omnirune or Blackhart will. As you said, there is little doubt about what is inevitable. But consider your own words, Couture.” 
 
    “I have many words, beautiful Seer.” 
 
    “You live a life like no other. No one will have the joy of experiencing what you have. Now consider the unique experience of your leadership by being the man who was able to help bring the Runes together. You will be able to witness the Omnirune for yourself. How unique would that be? Is that not an enviable experience for you to enjoy like no other?” 
 
    The entire hut fell silent. Couture pondered it, his eyebrows shifting and his lips purse. He slowly turned toward Nuria, who gave him a disinterested shrug. He looked back to me and his familiar smile grew to show off his big teeth. 
 
    “This one,” he said, pointing at Zafina. “She is wise beyond her years. Perhaps she is right. I will protect the Fire Rune but if I’m being honest with myself, it has provided me no excitement in my life. An alien from another world… Those before me and after me would envy this moment.” 
 
    Couture stood up straight and nodded. “I will give you the Fire Rune.” 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    “On one condition.” 
 
    He stopped right before I was able to pump my fist. Of course there was a condition. There was always a condition. Probably another mammoth in the prairie that needed slaying. 
 
    “Prove you are worthy of the blessing Haruko has bestowed upon us.” 
 
    “And how do I do that? What do you want me to kill?” 
 
    “Kill? No, no, no. I do not ask that of you. I want something more. You must participate in the Mekat.” 
 
    “The what-now?” 
 
    “You’ll find Lowell in his work area to the west. Speak to him and he will give you all the details.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    After speaking to all of the friendly townsfolk, they directed us to the most western hut in Malora. I stepped inside and immediately noticed how different it was from the rest of the town. Tables were covered with clothes and leathers like a seamstress’s. A furnace burned off to one side, letting steam rise into the air and through the hole in the ceiling. The smell of char and metal filled my lungs enough to make me question if I was still in Malora. 
 
    A lone, shirtless man stood off to one side, his back turned as he was busy with whatever it was he was working on. 
 
    “Are you Lowell?” I asked. 
 
    “Leave your materials on the table. I will get to them when I can.” 
 
    “I don’t have any materials.” 
 
    “What? Then what are you—” He spun around and paused as soon as he saw me. 
 
    The man was different from the others I’d seen. He was noticeably short. But what he lacked in height, he made up for with a muscular frame that dwarfed everybody else in the village. He ran a hand through his dark, sweaty hair then furrowed his wrinkled brow in confusion. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Virgil. Rhiannon. Zafina. We’re travelers from the north. You’re Lowell, right? Couture sent me.” 
 
    He grumbled with an upset look on his face. “I’m Lowell. What does Couture ask of me now?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell me anything. Only told me to come to you because of something called the Mekat he wants me to be in.” 
 
    “You? He wants you to take part in the Mekat?” Lowell reared his head back and cackled a low-pitched laugh. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Zafina and Rhiannon but they were both just as confused as me. 
 
    Lowell finally regained his composure and shook his head. “Couture. The man truly has no shame. As all Malorans do.” 
 
    “No offense, but you don’t seem like the others…” 
 
    “No offense taken, my friend. Malorans take pride in their carefree attitude. They live every day as if it is their last. Nothing embodies that more than the Mekat. A hedonistic Maloran tradition.” 
 
    He turned his head sideways as he examined me then nodded. “You are foreigners but your body composition is not strange. I will have the outfits prepared for you by the evening.” 
 
    “Hold on.” I threw my hands up. “I still don’t understand what the Mekat is.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is for the best. I see you have reservations. There is no combat involved. If you were able to successfully cross the prairie, it should be a trivial matter for you.” 
 
    “That’s good—” 
 
    “Unless you are shy.” 
 
    “Shy?” My eyes widened, not sure I wanted to hear a further explanation. 
 
    He didn’t give it to me anyway. Lowell just slicked his hand back through his thick hair again and turned around. “Yes, it is for the best you don’t know. That is for certain. I’ll see you in the center of Malora at sundown with the others.” 
 
    We stepped out of the hut and back out into the sun as it lowered in the distance. 
 
    Zafina put a hand on my shoulder. “I sense your uneasiness.” 
 
    “I’m not uneasy,” I said. “I’ll do whatever it takes for the Fire Rune. It’d just be nice to know what we’re expected to do.” 
 
    “Lowell said combat will not be necessary,” Rhiannon said. “How difficult a task will this be?” 
 
    Rhiannon made sense. But she didn’t reassure me as much as I wanted her to. 
 
    “The Mekat,” I sighed. “All right. Whatever it takes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26: Fireworks 
 
    The people of Malora were nice enough to give the three of us all the water we needed to rehydrate ourselves. Some salves helped finish healing the wound in my leg. But what I really needed was some shade to get out of the heat. 
 
    We waited a short time until the sun went down. The air was still warm but the breeze had slowed. Along with most of the sand having been cleared out from within the gates of the city, I’d say being out here was almost pleasant. Almost. 
 
    With the stars and moon out, everybody gathered into the center of the city around a pile of sticks. A space had been cleared out. About a hundred or so villagers sat around, lounging on the dirt in a giant circle with the same carefree attitude I’d seen since I first arrived. Their revealing garments hadn’t changed either. I would have made fun of them if I hadn’t been roped into the same position. 
 
    My hand along my belt line, I adjusted the white silk linen shorts I’d been given. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Zafina asked. 
 
    “Just readjusting the boys,” I sighed. “This silk is soft but it doesn’t give me much support.” 
 
    Zafina smiled softly. The blond was dressed in similar silk, though she was allowed to wear a top to cover her chest. The same went for Rhiannon, who wore tight linens that fit well against her slim physique. 
 
    The crowd’s murmurs hushed as Couture took the center of the large circle to gather everybody’s attention. 
 
    “My most beloved time of the week.” He looked around the circle, his grin as big as I’d ever seen it. “You are all aware of the weekly Mekat. It is an informal event. But I choose to treat it with reverence. Why? Because passion is the purpose of life. Tonight, we celebrate that passion once again. But first… a toast. To celebrate us.” 
 
    The crowd hooted and hollered then raised their cups into the air. For a second, I thought I was back in a tavern with how rowdy they were. I held the clay cup up and immediately whiffed the liquor inside of it. 
 
    “Fermented fruits,” Zafina said. “The effects will only incapacitate you if you exceed a certain limit.” 
 
    “Funny. I’ve heard people take precautions one night and still wake up in a stranger’s bedroom the next morning… Looks like I’m starting the night drinking.” I shrugged and took a sip of the pungent liquid. The taste was sweet and warm. As it moved down my throat, the burning sensation increased like all alcohol did. But I managed to get it all down without much effort. A few seconds later, the rest of my body felt the effects. I sank deeper into my seat but still not relaxed enough to forget where I was. 
 
    Couture grabbed one of the sticks in the ground. His hand up, he summoned a burning red flame in his palm and ignited the stick. The man was so friendly and welcoming I forgot he could wield Mana. He tossed the stick into the pile and a bonfire raged to illuminate the faces all around me. 
 
    Another cheer came from the crowd. 
 
    “Great,” I sighed. “Nothing like a warm bonfire on an even warmer night.” 
 
    The sweat formed on my brow and dripped down the rest of my body. Thankfully, I already had a cup of water to wet my throat for the time being. 
 
    Couture wrapped one arm around Nuria’s waist and pressed his body against hers. “And so the Mekat begins. I would like to start by declaring my love for my woman. So beautiful. Eyes shimmering like precious jewels. A smile warmer than the prairie. A body that stirs my greatest desires. And of course, energy that never fails to satisfy me.” 
 
    The woman blushed before putting her face to his. The two kissed each other like teenagers who couldn’t control their hormones. 
 
    “To Couture and Nuria!” 
 
    The villagers cheered and toasted to the couple continuing to make out in front of everybody. 
 
    I looked around confused. “Uh… Why is everybody cheering this?” 
 
    “This appears to be their tradition,” Zafina said. “A ritual to celebrate their feelings for one another.” 
 
    “I must admit, this is quite intriguing,” Rhiannon said. “They are unapologetic about their display. Many would be ashamed of showing such raw emotion.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s comment was enough to make me laugh at the couple locking lips in front of everybody. Eventually, they came up for air and separated themselves. 
 
    “Now,” Couture looked around the circle. “I know you are all eager to take part in the Mekat and show us all the passion inside of you. But we have a guest. A traveler not of this world.” 
 
    “Oh, no…” A sense of dread began to wash over me. Funny. After all the things I’d been through, there was this annoyingly uneasy feeling building in my gut. Some combination of embarrassment and confusion making me regret visiting Pandora with Dexter. 
 
    “Yes. Someone has come all this way seeking the Fire Rune. But what is fire? It is the most passionate element.” He pointed right at me. “You, Virgil. Bearer of the Life Rune. Are you worthy of the Fire Rune?” 
 
    All eyes were on me. I’d given speeches in front of packed audiences. Shareholders who had millions invested in me never got to me. I’d hit on supermodels. Now a bunch of villagers staring at me had me wondering what I’d gotten myself into. 
 
    “Show me your passion, Virgil.” 
 
    “Could’ve just asked me to kill a mammoth,” I muttered to Zafina and Rhiannon. The two of them giggled as I got up from my seat. “Uh… Listen… I’m passionate. Very passionate. Very, very passionate.” 
 
    “Yes, I can sense it.” 
 
    “Where I come from, thousands were killed by the Shadows of Pandora. Now I’m here trying to stop them from killing a single person more. That is my focus. That is my mission. That is my passion. And I will do anything to satisfy it.” 
 
    The villagers were silent. Nuria raised an eyebrow at me, her lips twisted like she wasn’t sure what to say. Couture stayed smiling as he pointed at me. 
 
    “We are all aware of the other dimension and the beasts who roam. But the Mekat is about a greater passion. The passion in our hearts.” He slapped his chest to emphasize his point. “A man desires many things. But there is no greater desire than his feelings for another. That is the reason we are all here today. It is passion that made us. Tell us of your true passion, Virgil.” 
 
    “I… I don’t know what you want me to say…” 
 
    “Your companions. Rhiannon. Zafina. Join us, please.” Neither hesitated to get up from their seats. “You, as well, Virgil.” 
 
    I stood next to the bonfire with them as Couture looked them up and down. They stood in their white silk tops and matching short skirts, both of them with undeniable curiosity in their eyes. 
 
    “Yes, that is your passion, Virgil.” 
 
    “Um—” 
 
    “Two beautiful companions. One, golden-skinned with eyes like sapphires. The other, a dark-haired assassin. Eyes fierce. A body so fit it would be a treasure to hold. Tell us of your true passion for them, Virgil.” 
 
    Everybody’s eyes widened as they waited for me to say something. I looked at Rhiannon and Zafina but none of them gave me any answers. Go figure. 
 
    “Well…” I started. “Where do I begin? Rhiannon… You saved my life. I owe you—” 
 
    “No, no, no.” Couture wagged his finger at me like some disapproving art snob. “Passion is a beautiful thing. Haruko the Phoenix imbued it within our people. It is not what we see or hear but what we feel. Do not tell us what happened. Tell us how you feel. Just as I showed you with Nuria. Just as you see in the eyes of the people around you.” 
 
    The more Couture talked, the more it sounded like gibberish. But I figured I could fake it long enough to satisfy him. 
 
    I looked at Rhiannon as she stared silently at me. 
 
    “Rhiannon,” I began again. “You are… a Mana Dancer. But more than that. You dance through danger. Through fire and beasts and… crazy creatures trying to kill us.” 
 
    Rhiannon pursed her lips, holding back a smile. 
 
    “My passion for you burns… like this fire next to me. And when we accomplish our mission… together we will be a raging inferno, dancing into my… heart?” 
 
    I scrunched my face, not sure if that was enough. 
 
    “Yes! To Rhiannon and Virgil!” The crowd erupted and pumped their fists into the air. 
 
    I shifted my eyes left and right while Rhiannon smiled. 
 
    “Now Zafina,” Couture said. 
 
    “And Zafina,” I turned to her. “A Mana Seer. Wielding flames with such delicate but untamed precision. A beautiful blond with a caramel complexion. What more can a man be passionate about than a woman whose body has been kissed by the sun? The Searing Prairie is jealous it did not get the opportunity to grant this woman her golden flesh. But there is something more. A woman whose heart burns with a passion to help others… like a raging inferno!” 
 
    “You already said that!” A yell came from the crowd. But it was quickly drowned out by more cheers. 
 
    Zafina bowed her head, a coy smile on her lips. 
 
    Couture slapped his hands together as loud as he could. “Yes. Yes. Yes.” He nodded in approval. “You see. You are from another world but there is passion inside of you. No living thing can survive without passion. Your purpose. Now… Zafina… Rhiannon… Tell me of the passion you have for Virgil… Show it to me.” 
 
    My two companions looked at one another. A few seconds went by and they stayed silent. Then more seconds went by. Then even more. But neither said anything, their eyes shifting like they weren’t sure what to say. 
 
    “Don’t all go at once now.” I crossed my arms as I rolled my eyes. “Do I have to remind you about the Fire Rune—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked in the sky, loud enough to shake the ground. Everybody turned their heads up to see the dark clouds suddenly gathering, blocking out the stars. I squinted to make sure I was seeing it right. Maybe the liquor was affecting me. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    The villagers began to stand up slowly, confusion on all of their faces. Even Couture was no longer smiling like he always was. 
 
    As the clouds continued to gather, a loud thump against the wooden gates drew everybody’s attention. We all looked in the distance toward the entrance. Another thump pushed at the doors. It was obvious something was on the other side, trying to push it forward. 
 
    “Couture…” I moved next to him. “Something is wrong—” 
 
    “I know.” He raised his hands and red flames ignited his palms. “It appears you are not the only traveler who has come to visit Malora on this day.” 
 
    The other villagers followed Couture’s lead and channeled their Mana. Some focused on the bulging of the wooden gates. Others continued to gaze at the dark clouds of energy continuing to gather above us. 
 
    I moved next to Rhiannon and Zafina then activated the Life Rune. The armor covered my body and I summoned the Holy Knight and Stone Bruiser to stand in front of us. 
 
    Another thump hit the gates, pushing them forward and threatening to break the locks off. Everybody fell silent. The only sound came from the flames burning in the hands of every man ready to fire. 
 
    “It is him,” Zafina said. “Blackhart has come—” 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    The locks on the gates broke and the wooden doors splintered open. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Men in black leather armor charged forward with their swords raised. The armor itself wasn’t much remarkable. Only enough to resist a sharp blade if it was a grazing blow. But the men themselves… Their skin was pale and their eyes were white. A dark aura surrounded them like smoke. 
 
    The armored soldiers engulfed in the black energy would have been intimidating for even the bravest Omegas. But the Malorans stood their ground. 
 
    “Defend our town!” Couture shouted as he sent the first volley toward the crowd rushing at us. An explosion of flames and smoke erupted in the middle of the dark infantry. 
 
    The others sent their volleys and hammered the approaching soldiers with even more red flames. There were dozens of them, pouring through the open gates like a running faucet. But the combined strength of the Malorans was enough to hold them back. 
 
    “They are breaching the walls!” There was panic in the voice of another Maloran. 
 
    I turned to see more soldiers climbing over the walls opposite the gates. 
 
    “We got this,” I said as I gave Couture a look. 
 
    A quick nod of approval from him and I moved forward with Zafina and Rhiannon. As the soldiers managed to push against the walls and climb over, I summoned a Rock Burst to knock them down. Zafina cast her fire like a sapphire flamethrower, igniting any who came close. 
 
    The soldiers continued to move forward, pushing the wooden walls until they were nearly down. 
 
    “Go!” I sent the Stone Bruiser out. It barreled like a bullet into a group of the armored soldiers and sent them flying. “Follow up!” 
 
    Rhiannon and the Holy Knight dashed into the fray as more soldiers poured over the walls. They slashed and sliced relentlessly, cutting through their leather armor with a vicious precision. 
 
    Zafina and I stayed next to each other, firing blasts of energy to keep them at bay. 
 
    “How many of them are there?” I said. “I don’t think we can keep this up if this doesn’t stop!” 
 
    “Blackhart’s expertise with the Death Rune is unmatched and true.” Zafina didn’t give me the enthusiastic endorsement I was looking for. But I held my ground and dug my feet into the dirt. More Light Beams burned through the soldiers who’d taken down the entire southern wall at this point. With how dark it was, it became harder to make them out. 
 
    “SCREEE!” A sudden screech from the sky made me turn my head. I looked up to see birds coming through the dark clouds. Vultures. Their bodies and feathers were black, their eyes white and empty. A dark aura surrounded them the same as the soldiers continuing to flood into Malora. They immediately began swooping down on the entire town. 
 
    Couture and his people fired a volley of flames to clip the giant black vultures. They hit their wings and sent them tumbling through the ground. The beasts crashed into the huts, their engulfed bodies immediately igniting the homes into flames. Their remains burned until suddenly bursting into Mana orbs but the fires remained. 
 
    “They’re overrunning us,” I said. “There’s only one way out of this…” 
 
    I ran back to the center of the village where Nuria and Couture fought side-by-side with one another. “The Rune,” I said. “That’s what he’s coming for. That’s all he wants. Give it to me now and I can draw him away from the village. End this destruction.” 
 
    Couture cast another fireball on an approaching soldier. The guy still had a smile on his lips as he nodded. “Come with me.” 
 
    Nuria and I followed Couture back to his dwelling. The hut didn’t provide much relief, since I could still hear the explosions and yells of combat like it was right next to me. 
 
    Couture moved to the bookshelf and fingered through the texts before grabbing one. He flipped through it and finally stopped at the middle of the page. 
 
    “Let me see here now… I must say the chant to recall the Fire Rune from where it was stored.” 
 
    “Wait… You don’t know the chant?” 
 
    “The Fire Rune was sealed away centuries ago. For what purpose would I need to bring it out?” 
 
    Couture’s smile still hadn’t gone away as he read the text. “All living things are made from the flames. It feeds from the air. It excites the water. It burns in the hearts of every being that exists. Fire is the creator. Fire is the destroyer. I am the protector of the Fire Rune. I have followed the will of my ancestors. And now I implore the Phoenix to grant me the power that was promised, as is my birthright.” 
 
    The book ignited in Couture’s hands in a ball of flames. Smoke rose into the air, circling around an energy slowing beginning to shimmer brighter and brighter. The energy gathered until it solidified, taking the shape of a diamond-shaped jewel I could hold in my hand. It sparkled with a bright red light. It was the finest ruby I’d ever seen. Inside of it, energy pulsed in the rhythm of a beating heart. 
 
    The Rune descended from the air and into Couture’s hands. For a moment, his eyes were glazed over. He wasn’t crying but his amazement was clear. 
 
    “I never thought I would see the day.” He slowly turned toward me. “Bearer of the Life Rune. Fulfill your destiny.” He reached the Fire Rune out to me. 
 
    I stuck my hand out to grab it. “I—” 
 
    CRASH! 
 
    A blast of energy blew so loud it made me shut my eyes and knocked me down to a knee. Along with it, the wind crashed into the hut and destroyed it completely, leaving the three of us standing back underneath the stars. 
 
    “And so… we meet again.” 
 
    I turned toward the voice. It was familiar. Low and distant, like coming through a bad phone line. But when I looked up, I saw that he was right there only a few paces away. 
 
    A man in hulking black armor appeared. His shoulders. His leggings. His arms. His chestplate. All of it made his head look small in comparison, despite the horned helmet he wore. 
 
    His eyes glowed purple, burning with smoke as he stepped forward. His body resonated with a black aura. And in the center of his chest, the jewel lodged was pitch black but I could still make out the energy radiating from it. 
 
    “Blackhart.” 
 
    “You’re still alive. The wonders of a Revival Pool. It’s a shame that fool Ludo sacrificed himself just to give the Rune to someone inferior.” 
 
    “I’m two Runes ahead of you, buddy.” 
 
    He grumbled and held his hand out. “Give me the Fire Rune. Give me the Fire Rune and I will allow you to live the last moments of your life in peace before the other dimension swallows the rest of this world.” 
 
    I scoffed at him. “You really expect me to just hand this thing to you?” 
 
    I couldn’t see his face underneath his helmet but his eyes were clear. They narrowed and burned more intensely. “Yes. I expect you to hand it to me.” 
 
    “No!” Nuria shot a fireball at him. Blackhart immediately brought up a black barrier and reflected the flames back at Nuria. The sudden blow sent her reeling back and knocked her onto the sand unconscious. 
 
    I fired a Light Beam and Blackhart turned his barrier. It didn’t reflect back at me but I couldn’t get through either. 
 
    “Go!” I summoned the Holy Knight and Stone Bruiser to charge at him. But Blackhart responded again, summoning two dark warriors of his own to engage them. 
 
    “You cannot win!” Blackhart stomped toward me, beating back my Light Beam until he was only a few feet away from me. “Give up this pathetic attempt at resisting.” 
 
    “Shut up!” A Light Beam already firing from my right hand, I summoned a Rock Burst from the ground with my left. The combined attacks managed to move him back and keep him off me. I moved forward, pressing the attack and bearing down on him. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and focused even more of my energy. My abilities were draining my stamina. My heart was beating so hard it was going to explode. My lungs burned on their last gasps. I couldn’t let up. I had to break through his barrier. 
 
    “You… won’t…” I said. 
 
    “You are still a novice. I sense no power from you. You are nothing!” Blackhart yelled as he slammed his fist into the ground. A black shockwave reverberated through the floor and hit me so hard my feet left the ground. The impact like getting hit by a semi-truck, moving my body faster than it could even react. I flailed my arms and kicked my feet out, trying to regain my footing until I slammed back hard on my back into the sand twenty yards away. But I kept the Fire Rune clutched tight in my grip. 
 
    When I got back up to a knee, I saw that Blackhart had drained himself just the same as he recovered on one knee. But in the corner of my eye, there was something else. Couture stood on the other side of him. His hands in the air above his head, flames gathered into a burning red fireball larger than any I’d seen before. 
 
    Couture’s brow furrowed in anger, his smile finally left him. “I will teach you for interrupting the Mekat.” 
 
    Blackhart was too slow to move as Couture sent the fireball crashing down on him like a small meteor. The flames engulfed the entire area, consuming the dark soldiers and my own summons. I put my hand and shielded myself from the brightness of the flames. The heat was so intense I thought I was going to melt on the spot. 
 
    I clenched my jaw as the sweat dripped down my brow. I held on for as long as I could until the flames subsided. The fighting in the rest of Malora kept going but around me, there was nothing but silence. 
 
    I looked up to find Blackhart still on his knee in the center of a spot that had been charred black. Smoke rose from his armor as he barely moved. 
 
    Couture had done it. The guy barbecued the bastard alive. I thought I was seeing things but the smile returning to Couture’s face told me it wasn’t my imagination. 
 
    The skinny man slapped his hands in satisfaction as he slowly walked up to the defeated Blackhart. “Never interrupt the Mekat—” 
 
    Blackhart suddenly rose to his feet in the blink of an eye and snatched Couture by the throat. Couture raised his hand to fire but Blackhart gripped his right hand and crushed it between his armored glove. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Couture howled in pain. He tried it again but his left hand met the same fate. 
 
    “No!” I yelled out helplessly. 
 
    Blackhart squeezed Couture’s throat so hard his eyes began to water. His bronze face began to redden. His mouth opened but nothing came out. 
 
    “Stop it! Don’t do it!” I shouted. 
 
    My desperation came over me. Anything to stop Blackhart. I wasn’t sure if it was what I wanted but it worked. 
 
    “Give me the Fire Rune.” Blackhart loosened his grip and turned to me. Couture coughed as he tried to refill his lungs. 
 
    “…Okay.” I couldn’t stop now. “I’ll give you the Fire Rune. Just don’t kill him. Leave everybody alone.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Couture said. “Death comes for all. I am ready.” 
 
    “Curious,” Blackhart said. “Your fate has already been sealed. Some compassion to allow you to enjoy your last moments.” 
 
    I held the Rune up. “You kill him, I’ll teleport as far as I can get with all three Runes I have.” 
 
    “I will chase you and find you regardless.” 
 
    “Look around. The Malorans are putting up a fight. And what about the Chenains? You can’t beat all of us so easily. If I give you this, you let him go. Leave. Give me your word.” 
 
    Blackhart looked at Couture and nodded. “You have my word. You will all die eventually… but not today.” 
 
    I got up and slowly walked forward. Couture continued to dangle in Blackhart’s grip. 
 
    “Virgil!” Rhiannon’s voice called out to me suddenly. She stood next to Zafina, both of them with eyes wide. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Nuria began to stir. She blinked her eyes open and looked up at me with a pleading stare. 
 
    “Take it.” I held the Fire Rune out and Blackhart immediately swiped it from me. Couture fell from his grip and collapsed in the sand. 
 
    Zafina and Nuria immediately fired upon Blackhart, sending two fireballs in his direction. I shot a Light Beam just the same, clipping him in the shoulder and burning through his armor. 
 
    Blackhart grunted as he stumbled back. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon ran forward with her Mana Dagger. 
 
    “Your time will come.” Blackhart gave me one last look with his eyes glowing purple before teleporting into a black portal and disappearing completely. 
 
    “Couture!” Nuria rushed to his side and fell to her knees next to him. 
 
    The sky began to clear. The fighting around us had ceased. Huts burned and smoke billowed into the air. Serenity had returned to Malora. But nobody was in the mood to appreciate it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 27: Passion And Perspective 
 
    The Malorans worked through the night to pick up the remains of their village. The vultures left behind nothing but Mana and Blackhart’s soldiers vanished without a trace. But the devastation was clear. Homes had been burned to the ground, leaving nothing but piles of smoldering ash. The wooden barrier surrounding the town had been crushed, the logs splintered and rendered unusable. 
 
    Despite that, the people had smiles on their faces. Their cheery attitude was a little strange but I’d rather see that than a bunch of people moping around. 
 
    “There were no casualties,” Zafina said to me. “I have healed as many of their minor injuries as possible. They have the necessary medicine to deal with anything else, should any complications arise.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” I stood at the center of the village with my hands on my hips, trying to get over all of the destruction around me. 
 
    “Couture wishes to speak to you at his hut… Rather, where it was.” 
 
    I nodded and walked alone over to the empty spot. The hut was gone completely with even the skins on the floor nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Virgil,” Couture greeted me. His hands were bandaged. His throat still had bruise marks on it. But the guy smiled like it was his birthday. “You are still here.” 
 
    “Where else would I be?” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “You bear the Life Rune. The passion inside of you draws you to a greater cause. But I am glad you are taking this opportunity for a moment of reflection. You are from another world but still flesh and bone like the rest of us. The Life Rune asks too much of you.” 
 
    “I could use a break. Shame I’m not in a better mood.” 
 
    Couture put his injured hand on my shoulder. “There is no better mood than being alive. And to that, I owe you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let Blackhart kill you. Not even for the Fire Rune.” 
 
    “For the Fire Rune, perhaps. But what if something greater was at stake?” 
 
    I didn’t have much time to think about it then. But looking back on it now, I knew it was still the only decision I could make. 
 
    “That’s the only thing that makes me human,” I said. “If I let you die, then what’s the point of this, of any of this—” 
 
    “I was sworn to protect the Fire Rune precisely for this moment. Even if it meant sacrificing my life, I had to do it. The Omnirune cannot fall into the hands of those who would use it for ill intentions.” 
 
    “We still have time. Blackhart has two Runes. So do I. There’s one Rune left. We beat him to it.” 
 
    Couture nodded. “There is a greater fight over the horizon. Even if Blackhart were to acquire the final Rune, he will still come for you. Confrontation is inevitable.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready for him.” 
 
    “I’m sure you will. As will I.” 
 
    “Huh?” I scrunched my face in confusion. Even with Couture constantly smiling with those big white chompers of his, it seemed I hadn’t figured him out yet. 
 
    He paced in front of me with his injured hands behind his back. “I thought about what happened last night. What you did. What Blackhart’s arrival means. All my life, I learned to enjoy it because nobody else would. Now I realize how truly unique this time is. If the Omnirune falls into Blackhart’s hands, I will accept my death with open arms. But if you acquire it, then I will want to be alive to see the world after.” 
 
    I chuckled and shrugged. “I guess that’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “I pledge to you my support and all of Malora. We will fight back against the darkness together.” His smile left him. His brown eyes were filled with a seriousness I’d never seen before. The man I was looking at was always there. This was just the first time he decided to come out. 
 
    “Thank you, Couture.” 
 
    “I cannot give you any further details. Only sparse rumors from lone travelers who manage to survive on their own. The Water Rune resides in the islands to the west with the goblins. Dragonpine. I know you are eager to head there but I would recommend you take this moment for contemplation and relaxation. A respite is as important in making progress in your journey as traveling the distance yourself. Blackhart is of the same mortal flesh as us.” 
 
    “And what about Malora?” 
 
    Couture looked around. Even the sight of his broken-down city wasn’t enough to get to him. “Our homes are not lavish or complicated. We will rebuild and resume our lives. The end of the world Blackhart promises will not be enough.” 
 
    “I figured you’d say that.” 
 
    “Before you leave, there is something I’d like to show you.” He flipped his burned down bookshelf onto its side. I watched curiously as he wiped away the side and began breaking it off into splinters. He kept going until revealing an orb inside of it. A blue ball of energy resonated like a crystal ball. 
 
    “Use this Mana Point should you ever wish to return to Malora. We will rebuild quickly. The weekly Mekat is still on schedule.” 
 
    I reached out and held my hand against the orb. It pulsed and the energy flowed into my palm and up the rest of my arm. I patted Couture on the shoulder and left him to begin reconstructing his home. 
 
    I made it back to the center of town where Zafina waited then heard someone approaching from behind. I turned around to see Nuria walking toward me. The short-haired woman had a somber look in her eyes. Even though her bronze skin and revealing linens were the same as the others, she stood out simply because of her expression. 
 
    “Virgil. I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    “I did what anybody would have done last night. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to do more—” 
 
    “Nonsense. Your humility is unnecessary. Not all would stand in defiance of that power. And even less would sacrifice that power to save a stranger they’d only just met.” 
 
    “Stranger or not, I wasn’t going to let Couture die.” 
 
    “And I am glad you did not. There is nothing I can say to thank you. There is nothing I can do either. But I am grateful for you, Virgil. I will fight alongside you and all of Malora if Blackhart continues his quest for power.” She leaned close and kissed me on the cheek before turning to head back to Couture. 
 
    “Everybody seems to be in a good mood.” As soon as I said it, I knew something was off. “Where is Rhiannon?” 
 
    “She waits outside the city gates near the entrance. She would like to speak to you… alone.” 
 
    “Alone?” 
 
    Zafina didn’t say anything more. She just gave me a look a friend would give as they watched you get sent to the principal’s office. There was no point in trying to stall. 
 
    While Zafina stayed behind to help with the others working, I headed to the front gates. They’d been destroyed completely, nothing but broken wood and splinters in every direction like a bomb had gone off. 
 
    Rhiannon stood with her arms crossed, her stare focused on the Searing Prairie to the north. I moved by her side but stayed silent. I let a few seconds go by before I couldn’t hold back. 
 
    “Back in my world, a woman never says what’s wrong at the start. It’s always a man’s job to ask. And even when she says nothing’s wrong, he has to keep asking. It’s like digging a hole—” 
 
    “Are you certain you made the right decision?” She turned toward me. Violet eyes as intense as ever made it clear she wasn’t in a joking mood. 
 
    I knew what was going through her head. “I spoke to Couture. And Nuria. And I’ll tell you the same. I’m not about to let an innocent person die.” 
 
    “Couture knows his duty. With the Fire Rune, we would be another step ahead of Blackhart.” 
 
    “And Couture would be dead.” 
 
    “Then that is the question. One life is at stake compared to the rest of the world. Is that the correct risk?” 
 
    I crossed my arms and straightened up. “What about you, Rhiannon? What would you have done in my place? Would you have let him die? There was a chance even that would not be enough to keep the Fire Rune secured.” 
 
    Rhiannon sighed softly through her nose. “It is not my position to make those decisions—” 
 
    “But if you had to.” I took a step closer to look her right in the eye. 
 
    Her jaw tensed. “I trust in the decision of the bearer of the Life Rune.” 
 
    I moved away, my eyes narrowed. “I think that’s the first time you haven’t been honest with me.” 
 
    She looked away. Her dark hair flowed from the warm desert breeze blowing through it. “I’m sorry—” 
 
    “You don’t need to apologize,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t expect you to agree with everything I do. I was the majority owner but shareholders let me know if they had a problem with the way things were done. And I also know how determined you are to get this done. We traveled all this way and Blackhart just took it from us. Believe me, I’m pissed. But this isn’t over. We need to focus on getting to Dragonpine now.” 
 
    I took her hand in mine. I didn’t know what came over me. I just did it. 
 
    And Rhiannon was as shocked as I was, her eyes widening in confusion. 
 
    “Trust me.” I smiled to ease the growing tension. “We’ll get it back.” 
 
    It took a few seconds before she reciprocated. A soft sigh through her nose, she bowed her head. “I trust you, Virgil. You can count on me.” 
 
    I kept my hand on hers. Despite how battle-hardened and fit her body was, her palm was as soft and delicate as a flower. Her fingers lingered between mine. 
 
    I stayed staring at her. She didn’t move her gaze away either. Her purple eyes were like nothing I’d ever seen before. They hypnotized me into a trance. 
 
    “Hey!” A loud voice boomed. 
 
    I pulled my hand and face away, not realizing how close I was to her. 
 
    Lowell suddenly came marching through the sand toward me. “There you are!” 
 
    “Uh, is there something I can help you with?” I said. 
 
    “That’s right. After what happened, we know a fight with Blackhart is coming. We need to do everything we can to prepare. I’m going with you back to Navica.” 
 
    “Wait… Are you sure about that? You have to help with the rebuild.” 
 
    “Malora will be fine. Couture approves. Listen…” He leaned in closer to me. I had to bend down because of how much shorter he was. “I’m tired of making garments for these people. All so they have fancy outfits during their weekly public kissing sessions. It’s time I do something to help all of Iorus.” 
 
    “Hmm… You okay with leaving your home behind?” 
 
    “I’m single.” 
 
    Lowell’s answer was strange at first. But it made sense the more I thought about it. 
 
    I looked at Rhiannon and she shrugged with a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    “Navica can get pretty cold,” I said. “They wear a little more clothes where we’re going.” 
 
    Lowell clapped his hands together and rubbed them. “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 28: Some Assembly Required 
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 19 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 50 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 10 (+1) 
 
    Fire (Speed) 16 (+1)(+5 Mana Bond) 
 
    Water (Durability) 10 (+2) 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 18 (+1) 
 
    *** 
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 3) 
 
    Holy Knight (Level 2) 
 
      
 
    Stone (Bulwark of the Juggernaut) 
 
    Rock Burst (Level 2) 
 
    Stone Bruiser (Level 1) 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
    Divine Blade 
 
    Mana Fort NEW 
 
    (Fireball + Rock Burst + Mana Dagger) 
 
    Imbue a weapon with burning concussive damage 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 3: +5 Bonus to Control 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 3: +5 Bonus to Speed 
 
    Araceli - Level 2: 5% Rune Endurance Drain Decrease 
 
    Sawyer - Level 1 
 
    Yuma - Level 2: 5% Damage Resistance Bonus 
 
      
 
    I stared at all of the stats, poring over them to see what had changed. 
 
    “If you would like, I am able to summarize all of the improvements since your last visit to Zion.” 
 
    “With so much data on the screen, I guess it’s easy to miss something. Give it to me, Cybil.” 
 
    “You have increased a total of five levels. Your strength has increased by one. Your speed by six. Your durability by two. Your control by one. Your Rock Burst has gained a level, increasing its damage. Your bond with Rhiannon has increased one level, granting you the aforementioned five points in speed. In addition, you appear to have discovered the new Mana Fort unified ability.” 
 
    I nodded in approval. “Thanks.” All of my numbers had gone up. But I still wasn’t in as good of a mood as I should have been. 
 
    “Your attempt to acquire another Rune was unsuccessful.” 
 
    Cybil’s disembodied voice was all around me but I still squinted at the screen like she was standing in front of me. 
 
    “I guess it’s obvious I don’t have it but… how do you know for sure?” 
 
    “I am linked to the Life Rune, which has been linked to you. I can detect superficial biological responses as one would if they were looking at you. You appear… unsatisfied.” 
 
    “Unsatisfied. That’s better than I would put it. Blackhart got the Fire Rune… It doesn’t look like I’ll have any work for you. You know, for a moment I was looking forward to seeing what kind of new abilities it would give me. Some new summon I’d have control over. With three familiars, I could keep Rhiannon and Zafina out of danger… I guess the two I’ve got will have to do.” 
 
    Cybil remained silent. My stats flickered on the screen in blue text. The serenity of Zion with the harps playing in the background helped clear my head so I could refocus on what I needed to do. 
 
    “I got a question for you, Cybil. Blackhart has the Death Rune. Does he have his own personal Zion?” 
 
    “Any wielder of the Runes is able to harness its power. The gods who created me did so for the purpose of serving only the Life Rune.” 
 
    “He’s probably chopping up the Fire Rune as we speak. It won’t be long until he’s got some new abilities for himself…” 
 
    The thought of Blackhart getting even more powerful wasn’t something I wanted to think about. But there wasn’t anything to get my mind off it. 
 
    “There’s still a chance though. I can get the Death Rune and the abilities he absorbed to take them for myself, right?” 
 
    “The Runes are capable of being unified.” 
 
    “It’s strange though… The gods made them. They had to have had a reason for it.” 
 
    “The gods foresaw a time when the power of the Omnirune would come. For what reason, I cannot tell you.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s like Blackhart is saying. Maybe he was meant to have that power so he could join those jerks in Pandora and destroy everything. Maybe the gods are jerks and that’s what they intended.” 
 
    “I cannot offer you any further insight.” 
 
    “I know, I know…” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips, trying to take some solace in the significant progress I’d made. If I was an Omega, I would have been happy about gaining so many levels. Too bad I had nobody to compare myself to. 
 
    “I’m heading back. I’ll see you around, Cybil.” 
 
    “I await your return, Virgil.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Sawyer and Lowell stared at one another in the silence of the Manaworks. Their eyes narrowed at the same time. Shaggy-haired. Bearded. Scruffy like they hadn’t bathed in a few days. They could have passed for twins if Lowell wasn’t half Sawyer’s height. They were both shirtless at the moment, Lowell’s skin bronze from living out in Malora. 
 
    I crossed my arms and watched as they continued to examine one another. 
 
    “Do you have any experience with smithing?” Sawyer asked. 
 
    “I will admit, there is little need for it in Malora,” Lowell said. “But there is hunting and fishing. Tools for building our homes and the gates. I know how to wield Mana and what is necessary to amplify it. I will do what you ask of me if it means aiding this fight against the man who destroyed Malora.” 
 
    “Then we share a common enemy, as he also once destroyed my former home. I welcome your assistance.” 
 
    Lowell bowed his head in gratitude. I walked up and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks for coming,” I said. “But I don’t want you to push yourself after just getting here. A place is being built for you and furnishings will be provided. We’ve all been through a lot. Take some time at the tavern next door to get situated.” 
 
    He nodded again. “You are an outsider the same as me. I will take solace in knowing I am not the only man foreign to Navica.” 
 
    Lowell stepped out of the Manaworks. 
 
    Sawyer moved back to his bench where the blueprints were laying. Some tools were scattered next to it along with a piece of metal that looked like copper or brass. 
 
    “Thank you for providing me assistance,” Sawyer said. 
 
    “I wish I could take credit but it wasn’t my idea.” 
 
    “You have ultimate authority on what decisions are made in Navica. You do not know how rare it is to meet someone willing to work in such an environment as the Manaworks.” 
 
    “Is that right?” I leaned against the table behind me and crossed my arms. “What’s so special about working here?” 
 
    “I told you once before how powerful Mana is. To create a weapon by simply wielding the elements around oneself is more than enough. It was how our ancestors were able to tame the wilderness around us. Our civilization was built on Mana.” 
 
    Sawyer let out a hearty chuckle as he shook his head. “I remember when I was a child. I would see the other young children practicing their spells. Summoning fireballs and ice beams and rocks from the ground. We pushed ourselves hard. But there was always a way to improve.” 
 
    “And that’s what the Manaworks is for.” 
 
    “My father worked with Ludo to amplify the power of the Life Rune. To perhaps find a way to strengthen the armor it summoned when Ludo became a Battlemancer. You know better than anyone else how much it can improve your speed and strength in addition to your ability to wield the elements.” 
 
    “I’m happy just walking without a limp…” 
 
    I laughed softly but Sawyer was focused on the blueprints in front of him. His eyes were unblinking, taking his mind somewhere else. 
 
    “Did your father ever figure it out?” 
 
    “No. The power of the Life Rune is what it is. It cannot be tempered or improved by normal means. Only the Mana you acquire can strengthen it.” 
 
    “That’s not such a bad deal… I’m sorry they weren’t able to figure it out.” 
 
    Sawyer was so quiet I knew something was up. I should’ve bit my tongue but my curiosity got the best of me. 
 
    “Your father—” 
 
    “He’s gone. Lost in the attack that destroyed Navica. Not even the Revival Pool could save him.” He looked up at me and smiled. “It’s okay. He lived a long life. The same for my mother. I intend to finish the work they started by making sure Blackhart doesn’t succeed. I want to show you the progress I’ve made.” 
 
    His mood changed and the tension in the room was gone. Sawyer picked up one of the pieces of copper and held it up. 
 
    “This is a Mana Bracer,” he said. “It has not been forged with Mana properties yet but this is what it would look like.” 
 
    The small bracelet was big enough to cover someone’s entire forearm. There was nothing fancy about it, its shine dull and smooth with no adornments or markings. But the craftsmanship was as precise as any machine could do. 
 
    “We channel Mana through our hands. With a bracer, we can do it quicker and with less strain on our bodies. With your approval, I can use the resources from the stockade and make enough for all of Navica. With enough time, I can outfit our allies as well.” 
 
    “Do it. We’ll need every bit we can get.” 
 
    “Thank you, Virgil.” He set the bracer down and turned around. 
 
    “Sawyer…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened to Navica and your family. I really am. I… I don’t want to pretend like I know what it’s like for you. But there’s no need to push yourself. Blackhart will pay for everything he’s done.” 
 
    Sawyer looked away. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking but I knew the gears were turning in his head. He paused for a moment before giving me a half-smirk. 
 
    “I know you are the one, Virgil.” 
 
    Sawyer’s approval satisfied me more than I thought it would. I thought about saying something else but instead left the Manaworks so the big man could dive into his work. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The bright blue waters of the Revival Pool bubbled all around me. It was warm but not scalding. The steam rose, filling my nose and clearing the pores on my face. As I sat comfortably inside the small pool, I closed my eyes and let out a soft sigh. My injuries had been healed but there was nowhere else I’d rather be. Only the springs back at the Sota District could make me feel as comfortable. 
 
    Footsteps on the stones approached but I ignored them. 
 
    “I apologize for interrupting.” Zafina’s calm voice was unmistakable. 
 
    I slowly opened my eyes to find the Seer in her robes, her hands at her sides as she smiled down at me. 
 
    “Have you recovered from your wounds?” 
 
    “Blackhart hit me pretty hard, as much as I hate to admit it. I’m tired but I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “Though you are ready to go, it will be some time until we are able to. The resources in the stockade are gathered. Rhiannon has allocated enough of them to build the ship we need to cross the Royal Sea.” 
 
    “The Royal Sea, huh? How long are we looking at?” 
 
    “Several days. I cannot give you an exact time frame. If you like, I can instruct everybody to work into the night to finish it.” 
 
    “Hmmm… Is that kind of ship necessary? We can’t just take a rowboat?” 
 
    “The Royal Sea can be treacherous. Not just for the creatures that lurk within the waters. The conditions alone are the reason the goblins of Dragonpine are so secluded. It can provide you some solace knowing that Blackhart may have trouble crossing the sea as well.” 
 
    “He might have two Runes but he’s the same flesh and blood as the rest of us. Tell everybody to work but don’t push them. Blackhart won’t beat us to this Rune.” 
 
    “I will let them know. In the meantime, I suggest you take this opportunity to truly rest your body. You have been working toward your goal ever since you first arrived in Navica.” 
 
    “A chance to relax again does sound pretty appealing.” I looked up at the Seer standing on the edge of the water. With how revealing her robes were, Zafina’s lean, bronze body would have made any man’s mind wander. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” she said her lips tightening as she held back a smile. 
 
    “The water’s nice and warm.” 
 
    “I’m certain it is. But I know you are tired. I will give you a chance to regain your endurance. You will need it.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes. We still have not trained like I have intended.” 
 
    “Right…” I rolled my eyes and leaned back in my seat. 
 
    The blond hid her smile behind her hand but I could still hear her giggling. “I will leave you to it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened to Zafina’s footsteps until the room fell silent once again. 
 
    Even Omegas took days off from combat. Now I just had to figure out how to amuse myself like they did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 29: New Batteries 
 
    The bowl of grains and fruit wasn’t much different from a regular bowl of oatmeal I’d have back on Earth. After a long night’s sleep and getting over the loss to Blackhart, nothing was more satisfying than finally getting a chance to fill my stomach. 
 
    The tavern was crowded in the morning. Most of the Navicans were having their breakfast before they headed back to the east to continue to gather resources and work on the ship. Their conversations were loud and enthusiastic as always. 
 
    Despite any distractions, Yuma sat across from me, leaning forward with his eyes wide. He was older but looked the same as the kids at the hospital when I told them stories. 
 
    “A mammoth, you say?” 
 
    “Uh, can you back up a little bit?” I said with a chuckle. “Your nose is getting in my bowl.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry… I’ve never seen the Searing Prairie is all. Only seen it on the map.” 
 
    “Trust me. You’re not missing anything. Whoever called it a prairie and labeled it that on the map deserves a kick in the ass.” 
 
    “But Malora is out there. What are they like?” 
 
    “You can go to the Manaworks if you want to meet one. But they’re… interesting.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet.” Yuma smiled, his eyes widening like his imagination was going wild. “But what about the mammoth?” 
 
    “The mammoth… Hmm…” I scooped another spoonful into my mouth while I thought about it. “It’s kind of hard to describe something I’ve only seen once. Imagine a giant rock. A boulder covered in shaggy fur. Like something that climbed out of a swamp but had tusks and a long elephant snout. As big as it was, the thing was as fast as a cat.” 
 
    “Wow… Must’ve been pretty scary.” Yuma was hanging on my every word. He was so enthralled I couldn’t help but laugh. There was no need to worry about embellishing my story because the truth was as weird as anything I could come up with. 
 
    “The thing ran right into my leg. Its tusk was as big as a sword.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing the Life Rune and some teamwork can’t handle.” 
 
    Yuma crossed his arms then nodded with a smug satisfaction on his face. “I have no doubt you’d take down something like that. The Life Rune chose you for a reason. You’re only going to get stronger. I can picture it now. Once you’ve got all the Runes… You’ll take on the biggest monsters.” 
 
    “I appreciate that. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I’ll be hanging around Navica for a few days while the ship is built. If I’m relaxing, I want everybody else here to do the same. We’re all in this together.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can… How is it?” 
 
    I polished off the bowl and set it down. “Satisfying. It’s a lot sweeter than I expected it to be.” 
 
    “That’s the berries from the forest. The orange ones get sweeter if they’re dried out. I’ll get you some more.” Before I could say anything, Yuma swiped my bowl from me and headed over to the cauldron where the others were waiting in line. 
 
    I leaned up against the table and put my chin in my palm. I had a full night’s sleep but it still wasn’t enough to energize me completely. 
 
    “Well, well, well. Somebody had a busy night.” 
 
    I shifted my eyes just enough to see Araceli standing next to the table. Her hood was up, so I could barely make out her eyes. Not that I needed to, since that little smirk of hers was enough for me to identify her. That and the dark robes she wore. 
 
    “Is there a reason you always have your hood up?” I said. 
 
    “I can put it down if you like, Lord Virgil.” She pulled it down to reveal her pixie brown hair and a pair of piercing amber eyes. “Do I please you now?” She took Yuma’s place and leaned across the table. “I missed you.” 
 
    I chuckled at her seductive but whiny voice. “I wasn’t even gone for a day. And it’s not like you need me around.” 
 
    “But I do. You are doing something with the Life Rune nobody else has ever attempted. If you’re to succeed, you need every advantage you can get.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re working toward that in the Arcane Circle.” 
 
    “Indeed. When you have the time, come visit me. I have something for you that will be of particular interest to you.” 
 
    Her smoky eyes narrowed and her nose wrinkled. I would’ve thought she was up to something if she didn’t always look like she was up to something. 
 
    “Any chance you’ll tell me what it is?” 
 
    “That would ruin the surprise.” 
 
    “I don’t like surprises.” 
 
    “Too bad.” She popped up from her seat and moved next to me, close enough for me to feel her breath on my cheek. “Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
    I turned and watched her leave. Her frame was small but her hips shifted with the kind of sashay that would make any man stare. 
 
    “She’s an odd one.” Yuma moved back in front of me with a fresh bowl of grains and fruit. “So… What was Malora like?” 
 
    I started on my second bowl as I tried to search for the words to describe Couture and his people. “Malora… It’s like no place I’ve ever been to before…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    With curtains sealing the windows, all of the light in the Arcane Circle came from the torches burning next to the tables. One of them had cups and glasses filled with bright liquids that probably weren’t safe to drink. Blues and greens and purples and reds all looked like an elaborate science experiment. A closer examination of the liquids and I could see how oozing and bubbling they were. Steam rose and filled my nostrils with a strange aroma I couldn’t place. 
 
    “Uh… Who would’ve thought the Manaworks would smell more pleasant than this place?” 
 
    “Watch your tongue, Lord Virgil. I have spent many years conducting my tests.” 
 
    “Years, huh? You don’t look very old.” 
 
    “I am not old. I would be twenty-five of your Earth years, I estimate. But I have been doing this ever since I was a child.” 
 
    “And what is this exactly?” 
 
    She picked up a glass tube and filled it with the red liquid then swirled it around to make it bubble. “Figuring out Mana. They say it is all around us. Even a child would have trouble believing it’s not some myth. But then it is easily demonstrated. Since I can remember, I have always been fascinated with it. I have dedicated my life to figuring out Mana and our relationship with it.” 
 
    Araceli poured some of the red liquid into a blue container. They bubbled again before mixing into a brighter purple. She twisted her rose-colored lips into a smirk, her foxy eyes narrowing as she held the new mixture up to her face. 
 
    “The other children thought I was strange. While they were practicing their combat skills and helping to gather resources, I chose a different path. I wanted to understand Mana exactly.” 
 
    “They thought you were strange… That must have been rough.” 
 
    “On the contrary. I was orphaned when my parents were involved in a mishap with the other dimension. I always knew I was different. The others simply made an obvious observation. I would not have it any other way. My work is what I choose to bury myself in.” 
 
    “I get what you’re trying to do but I still don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “It is just as I said.” She grabbed some green liquids and poured it into the new purple mix like syrup. The liquid began to darken and bubble. “I want to understand Mana. What exists in us and what is around us. With the threat of Blackhart and the coming of a great battle against the other dimension, my work is more important than ever. You will be happy to know, Lord Virgil, your faith in me will be rewarded.” 
 
    She took her new mixture and finally added the last glass of purple liquid into it. It began to bubble even more. She poured all of the contents into a copper cup, not caring how much steam was rising. It continued sizzling until she puckered her lips and blew the steam away. 
 
    Araceli lowered her hood and sauntered over to me with the cup in her hand. “Drink this.” 
 
    I burst into laughter, shaking my head. “You don’t really expect me to do that, do you?” 
 
    “I vowed to never harm you. That vow remains true. Have you forgotten the last potion?” 
 
    “The last potion was different. This one seems a lot more… potent.” 
 
    She nodded softly and smiled. “I have been studying Mana. It can be harnessed from the creatures from the other dimension. You see it for yourself when you defeat them.” 
 
    “The Mana orbs they leave behind.” 
 
    “The Mana has many uses. Filling a Crux and restoring Navica. Strengthening your statistics. But did you notice only certain parameters are improved? Mana grants you physical changes but it doesn’t change your organs internally.” 
 
    “And this Mana margarita you just made for me… What is it going to do to my internal organs?” 
 
    “Strengthen them. Your heart and lungs specifically. More oxygen means more blood flow. And that means more endurance. Just as I demonstrated with the last potion I created, this one is much more potent.” 
 
    “Endurance…” 
 
    I thought about my stats. My endurance had never gone up. I’d gotten stronger but it was always more draining. 
 
    Araceli was offering me a chance to improve my stats again. And from the way she smirked at me, she knew exactly what was running through my head. I couldn’t turn down a chance for another stat boost. 
 
    I took the copper cup from her and peered into it. The dark liquid bubbled with steam. If I squinted, maybe I could convince myself it was just black coffee. 
 
    “Are you sure this is safe?” 
 
    “It has taken me many years. Gathering the correct resources. Measuring everything correctly. Providing Earnest with many samples to see if I was any closer.” 
 
    “Is Earnest okay?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. He only experienced minor side effects. Uncontrollable defecation and vomiting are a small sacrifice for what I’m offering you.” 
 
    “Uh… I’m not sure that’s something I should be hearing if you want me to take this.” 
 
    “Drink, Lord Virgil. You have nothing to lose but everything to gain.” 
 
    Any man would be crazy to trust a woman like Araceli. But I couldn’t help myself. Not with a stat boost on the line. I shrugged and took one last deep breath. “Bottoms up.” 
 
    I put the cup to my lips and gulped it down as fast as I could. It was only a few sips but damn was it strong. Ten times stronger than the last drink she gave me. It burned my throat but I held on long enough to take every drop. 
 
    Araceli took the cup from my hands as I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Do you feel it?” she whispered. “The Mana inside of you. It flows through your blood. Into your heart and in your lungs. Feel it getting stronger. Feel your power increasing.” 
 
    I took another deep breath. Then another. My insides weren’t burning but there was something else. It was easier to breathe. My lungs were so clear. I was lighter on my feet. 
 
    My eyes blinked open to see Araceli standing in front of me, her impish smirk as big as I’d ever seen it. 
 
    “It is quite invigorating, is it not?” 
 
    “That’s an understatement. I feel like… I feel like I just woke up from hibernation. I can run a marathon. I’ve got so much energy.” 
 
    “Indeed. Perhaps you can demonstrate for me just how much energy you have.” 
 
    Her hands moved around my neck and pulled me close. She brushed her soft cheek against mine. Despite the perfume smell of the Arcane Circle, Araceli’s scent was more enticing. Flowery. Feminine. Enough to get my blood flowing and my thoughts racing. 
 
    She put her lips to mine, shoving her tongue between my teeth without hesitating. Her forceful kiss made me push back harder. She moaned into my mouth as I searched for her tongue with mine. 
 
    “Lord Virgil…” She whispered on my lips as her hand reached between my legs. Just a soft graze was enough to get me as hard as a rock. 
 
    Araceli was more eager than I was, tugging my pants and pushing them down to my knees to free my swollen length. Her delicate fingers wrapped around me and pumped me to make me even harder. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around her robes and lifted them over her head. Araceli wore nothing underneath, so I could see just how small her frame was. A slim waist and flat stomach led to a small pair of breasts I could fit into my palms. I reached out and grabbed her, kneading the soft flesh in my grip while she kept pumping me. 
 
    Amber eyes stared at me with an undeniable focus. She licked her lips in anticipation before quickly falling to her knees and taking me into her mouth. 
 
    “Damn…” I sighed as the pleasure coursed through me. The wet warmth of her mouth engulfed my entire shaft, sending a shudder through my body. My knees buckled and I put my hands on her shoulders to stop from falling over. 
 
    Sloppy slurps and loud sucks filled the room as she bobbed her head back and forth. 
 
    “Is Earnest…” 
 
    She pulled her mouth away for a moment to speak. “I sent him to the tavern to enjoy himself. I made certain no one will bother us.” 
 
    I looked back at the curtain covering the entrance. Who was I kidding? Even the chance of getting caught wasn’t going to stop me. 
 
    When I turned back around, Araceli made it even harder to resist. She tugged her leather pants down over her boots, just enough to reveal the pale skin of her legs. I led my eyes up her legs toward the slick mound between them. A small tuft of brown hair highlighted an entrance eager for me. 
 
    She bit the corner of her bottom lip, trying and failing to hide her devilish smirk. Then she turned around and bent over the table. Her small, firm backside presented to me, Araceli shifter her hips to make me twitch in anticipation. 
 
    “I suppose it has been a long time…” I moved closer to her and grabbed her shoulders. She reached around and gripped my length, guiding me into her pink folds. My tip inside of her, a forceful plunge did the rest of the work. 
 
    “Ungh…” A soft gasp poured from her throat as her body tensed up. 
 
    My hands squeezed around her shoulders as I began driving myself into her. Hard thumps made my hilt thump against her pale flesh. The sound of our bodies clapping together echoed through the room. 
 
    “Lord Virgil…” she whispered my name between moans, her desperation growing with every breath. 
 
    I grunted and gritted my teeth, pushing myself into her even harder. 
 
    Araceli’s petite frame began to tense. Droplets of sweat covered her pale skin. Her hands gripped the sides of the table as she stayed in position for me. 
 
    I shifted my grip to her waist so I could go into her even harder. And when my thrusts became harder, so did her groans. 
 
    She’d been teasing me for too long. Now she’d given herself to me. An impish pixie helpless in my grip, moaning in pleasure as I ravaged her from behind. 
 
    “I cannot… I cannot take it… I am…” 
 
    Araceli’s last words of warning didn’t finish. Her body seized in my grip. Soft spasms made her nearly slip out of my hand. I held on tight as she squeezed around me. 
 
    Her wetness contracting on me pushed me over the edge. I pumped rapidly, shifting my hips as fast as I could until one final thrust pushed me over the edge. 
 
    A soft grunt was followed by all of me coming out. I spilled into her as much as I could. Thick throbs of my seed I’d been holding for so long made her insides even wetter. Together, we groaned to our moment. 
 
    I gave her everything until I was finally spent. A deep breath helped me regain my composure as I straightened up. Araceli turned around then fell to her knees. My eyes were closed but listening to her cleaning me off along with the feeling of her mouth was enough. 
 
    She stood back up and leaned against me, wrapping her arms back around my neck. Her amber eyes were focused and her smile had left her. 
 
    “You are the one,” she whispered. “The bearer of the Life Rune who will bring them together. Just as the gods intended. I will do everything I can to make certain you succeed.” 
 
    “You’ve done enough for me already, Araceli.” 
 
    “Perhaps. But if not, I will go further. You are the destiny I have been awaiting, Lord Virgil.” 
 
    Araceli might have increased my endurance but just a brief moment with her was enough to sap my strength. Thankfully, I had a few more days until it was time to cross the sea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 30: Method To The Mana 
 
    There were about thirty or forty small dwellings in Navica. Too many for me to count individually. The Arcane Circle and Manaworks stood out but I lived in a city where everything was a skyscraper, so they were tiny to me. 
 
    On the eastern side, across the acres of grass fields, the stockade stood next to the lake so those hunting in the forests and mining in the caverns didn’t have to travel far. The watermill rested right on the coast of the lake but could’ve been confused for a fisherman’s house with how much water there was. The lake itself was as wide as it was long, going for at least a half-a-mile on all sides. There was no telling how deep the waters went and what lurked at the bottom. With how blue and fresh it was, it was obvious it had been untouched until we arrived. 
 
    The last building was the barnyard. Construction was only just finished, so the soil was still being tilled for fresh crops to be grown instead of picked from the forest. 
 
    All of the essential buildings were complete. But the sprawling grasslands were just that, which meant there was an open field on the eastern side of Navica, free for the people to do whatever they wanted to do. 
 
    At the moment, Zafina stood forty yards away from me. She raised a hand and motioned for me. “Show me what you are capable of, Battlemancer.” 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Do not be afraid of hurting me. We must prepare for every possibility.” 
 
    “All right… You asked for it.” I activated the Life Rune. The white sheets of metal extended out from all sides of the yellow jewel lodged in my chest. After I absorbed the powers of the Stone Rune, my armor was thicker and sturdier with the energy pulsing through the vein-like lines all over me. My armor wasn’t bulky. It stuck to my skin, covering me from neck to toe like it was molded to my body. 
 
    I immediately raised my hand and fired a Light Beam at Zafina. The white light shot out like a laser but the Seer was too fast, already casting a flame to parry it away. 
 
    Another Light Beam and she countered it again without much trouble. 
 
    “Let’s see if you can deal with two.” I put both hands up and gave her two beams. 
 
    Zafina stepped to the side and summoned a fireball big enough to consume them both. 
 
    I moved forward, closing the distance to try and break through her flame barrier. My beams continued to clash with the fire in a shower of sparks and energy but nothing more. 
 
    “Dammit…” I stopped to catch my breath. Even the bonus from Araceli wasn’t enough to stop the Mana from draining me. 
 
    “Are you fatigued already?” Zafina held back a smile, her tone as smug as I’d ever heard it. 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    I shot my hands up to try and catch her off guard. A Rock Burst summoned stones from the ground and sent them flying at her. Zafina waved her hands in front of herself and summoned a fireball that consumed all of the rocks. Even with my attack absorbing the flames, not even a single pebble was able to break through. 
 
    “Okay… You can block all of my attacks.” I clenched my jaw and let out a frustrated sigh. “Is there a point you’re trying to make?” 
 
    “You are a Battlemancer. You possess the power of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know—” I ran forward and shot another Light Beam. A split-second was all Zafina needed to put her hand up and block it. I was close to hitting her but not close enough. 
 
    We’d only just started but already the sweat was drenching my face. “Hold on,” I said. “I’m not interested in pushing myself so early in the morning. The sun’s barely up.” 
 
    “Now would be a good time for a respite.” Zafina put her hands to her sides and walked toward me. She went from a powerful mage summoning an inferno to a harmless woman in flowing silk robes in an instant. 
 
    “Tell me, Virgil. I know on Earth, there are some who train with Mana.” 
 
    “All Omegas use Mana in one way or another. But Harbingers are the ones who use it directly. Most of them channel it through weapons like a staff though. I can’t think of anybody who does it with their hand or any other weapon. Not that I’ve seen anyway.” 
 
    “There is no difference in using a staff. It is simply a conduit.” 
 
    “I don’t think it matters to me. I was never an Omega, Harbinger or otherwise. All I did was take readings of Pandora and let the other people do the fighting. I wasn’t a fighter.” 
 
    “Do not take offense from what I am about to tell you.” 
 
    “Ha!” I put my hands on my hips and sighed. “Tell someone not to get offended before you offend them. It’s the perfect get-out-of-jail-free card. But don’t worry. Someone like you always says something for a reason.” 
 
    Zafina’s smile was always warm and her face so innocent. She could have called me an asshole and told me to jump off a cliff and I wouldn’t have been offended. 
 
    “Our training session is for our benefit,” she said. 
 
    “All right, all right. Lemme have it.” 
 
    Her youthful face with her small, pointed nose made her as pretty as any girl back in the city. If I didn’t know her, that would have been reason enough to find her so agreeable. 
 
    “You are slow,” she said. 
 
    I sighed in resigned agreement. “Cybil tells me my speed is improving. The numbers say so. And I can feel it, too. But Harbingers train for days just to become a Bronze and I’m not even that.” 
 
    “There is no shame in being a novice. We must all start from that point.” 
 
    “Not you though. Something tells me you were throwing fireballs right out of the womb.” 
 
    Zafina’s girlish giggle made her flat stomach shake. “Perhaps. My mother and father never mentioned it when they were here. No, I became a Seer and discovered Mana at the same age as the others, well before I was an adult.” 
 
    “You must’ve been pretty good at it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “On the contrary. Even the kindest could only say I was mediocre at my best. But I remained fond of controlling Mana. Ludo saw this in me and my training became more intensive.” 
 
    Zafina fell silent, her head down as she stared at the grass. Just the mention of Ludo’s name was enough to change the mood. It was still as peaceful as ever but a growing awkwardness made me want to say something. 
 
    “Ludo… He was the bearer before me. He was a powerful Battlemancer, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Ludo possessed the Life Rune for more than twenty years. He battled against the forces of the other dimension with little trouble, even at a young age. His power grew from all the Mana he collected. Navica was never in danger with him. As time went on, our people were always secure under his leadership.” 
 
    Zafina looked out toward the lake in the distance. Her green eyes were unblinking, reflecting some of the sunlight. Her mind was somewhere else. Her mouth fell half-open like she was trying to push the words out. 
 
    “I remember the first time I trained with Ludo. He did not take it easy on me. When I took the full brunt of a Light Beam, it sheared through my robe and burned my arm. I’ll never forget the stinging pain. How it lingered for so long. How I couldn’t ignore it no matter how hard I tried.” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. “Ludo showed me no mercy. I remember when I complained. Then he got angry with me.” 
 
    “He was angry? And here I thought Ludo was a nice guy.” 
 
    “I believed the same. I considered quitting and just becoming another villager. Someone to help with the farm or fish. Perhaps work at the tavern. There is no shame in being one who contributes to Navica as the others.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    Her eyes stayed focused on the lake, her thoughts still somewhere else. “I didn’t do anything. I didn’t leave. I stayed there until Ludo ordered me to take my position. And then we trained again and again. Anybody will tell you to avoid a Light Beam or any other attack. That is only common sense. But getting hit by it will give anybody the motivation not to experience it again.” 
 
    A soft smile came across her lips. “I continued until eventually Ludo could not hit me. Not even with his greatest efforts. I would never be as powerful as him but I was able to find my own strength.” 
 
    “Ludo… It sounds like you spent a lot of time with him.” 
 
    She suddenly turned toward me. “Are you asking about my personal relationship with him?” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. “No… It’s not that… I mean… Well… Uh, how do I put it?” I never cared about hitting on a woman. You flirt with a girl, get a response, then move on with your life. 
 
    Zafina wasn’t like anybody I’d ever met before. So I couldn’t treat her like anybody else. 
 
    “You are forward,” she said. 
 
    “Am I? Thought I was being subtle…” 
 
    She smiled softly and turned back out to the lake. “Ludo and I were close. Lovers at one time. But our true bond was doing everything it took to protect the Life Rune and serve Navica. When Blackhart’s intentions to acquire the Runes became clear, our objectives changed. 
 
    “Blackhart had been acquiring power secretly. It stands to reason the Aeon who powers the Death Rune has corrupted him. With the aid of the other dimension, he turned into something not even Ludo could compete with.” 
 
    “That’s when you found this spot. Put all of these buildings into Cruxes to make sure nobody else could find them.” 
 
    She nodded. “That was the plan. Ludo is gone. It is up to complete what he started.” 
 
    The somber look on Zafina’s face reminded me of what was at stake. She was kind. She was pretty. She was powerful. But right now, I saw someone vulnerable. Strange to think she was afraid of what could happen. What was stranger was the thought of Blackhart destroying all of us didn’t deter me. 
 
    There was something else bothering me though. “Ludo… He wasn’t able to beat Blackhart. He had years of experience with the Life Rune. This isn’t something I want to admit but if he could beat Ludo, then he could beat me…” 
 
    “It appears he remained true to his word, sparing you after acquiring the Fire Rune. Make no mistake, he is still coming for you. I would not be so comfortable in your next encounter.” 
 
    “I guess we should focus on the mission then,” I said. 
 
    “A body has physical needs.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “What’s that now?” 
 
    She turned toward me. “In your world. Earth. Are attempts at courtship always so foolishly subtle?” 
 
    “Hmm…” I looked at her, one eye closed, before I burst into laughter. “Foolishly subtle? I guess that’s one way of putting it.” 
 
    “I would be lying if I said I did not feel an attraction to you.” 
 
    “Is that right—” 
 
    “But there is a time and place for that. Perhaps when you are fast enough.” Her lips curled into a devious smirk that would rival Araceli’s. 
 
    I took a step back and nodded, smiling just the same as her. “Okay…” 
 
    “Just as you do not tell your legs to move when you walk or tell your lungs to breathe, do not summon your abilities. The Mana is already inside of you. There is no need to think about it. Just… do it.” She kept her eyes locked on me and raised her hand. A blue flame emblazoned her fingertip right when she finished talking. 
 
    “Stop thinking.” I nodded, her words getting through to me. “I’ve got the rest of the day. I should be able to hit you by then.” 
 
    “I’m certain you will, Battlemancer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 31: Sea Salt 
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 19 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 100 (+50) 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 10 
 
    Fire (Speed) 16 
 
    Water (Durability) 10 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 18 
 
    *** 
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 4) 
 
    Holy Knight (Level 2) 
 
      
 
    Stone (Bulwark of the Juggernaut) 
 
    Rock Burst (Level 3) 
 
    Stone Bruiser (Level 1) 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
    Divine Blade 
 
    Mana Fort 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 4: 10% Ability Damage Bonus 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 3: +5 Bonus to Speed 
 
    Araceli - Level 3: 10% Rune Endurance Drain Decrease 
 
    Sawyer - Level 2: 5% Physical Attack Damage Bonus 
 
    Yuma - Level 2: 5% Damage Resistance Bonus 
 
      
 
    “Your endurance has doubled. Your Light Beam and Rock Burst abilities have increased by one level. You have strengthened your bond with Zafina, Araceli, and Sawyer.” 
 
    Cybil listed off all the improvements. Even a week without fighting Shadows wasn’t enough to stop me from making significant gains. 
 
    I pored over the numbers, wondering if Cybil had missed anything. 
 
    “Are you all right, Virgil?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I detect a certain level of apprehensiveness.” 
 
    “No apprehension from me,” I said with a chuckle. “But I guess I’m feeling a little weird. The boat is finished. We’re sailing for Dragonpine where the goblins are. If I can secure the Water Rune, that’ll give me a one Rune lead over Blackhart. But… It still doesn’t seem like enough.” 
 
    “I understand. The number of Runes you possess is irrelevant if Blackhart is able to take them from you.” 
 
    “Thanks for the support.” Another chuckle made me forget about the seriousness of the mission ahead. “I don’t suppose the gods left you with some words of encouragement to give me.” 
 
    “I do not possess the capacity to inspire you as you appear to be suggesting. However, I can offer you some information in hopes of guiding you to success.” 
 
    I held my hands out. “Give it to me.” 
 
    “Individually, the Runes possess significant power greater than any force or being on Iorus. Blackhart has two of these Runes and he is well-versed with the Death Rune. Your lack of experience may be a detriment but the gods instilled the Life Rune with a greater power.” 
 
    “So… The Life Rune is stronger than the rest of them?” 
 
    “It is not a matter of being stronger. Rather, the Life Rune is more capable than the others. When you take the form of a Battlemancer, you are not invincible. However, as mentioned before, there is no force or being on this planet that you cannot defeat with what you wield. As long as you possess the Life Rune, there is always a possibility for success.” 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    Cybil’s feminine voice was as monotone as every AI back home. It wasn’t exactly the pep talk I was looking for. But hearing her state all of the facts was enough to return my focus to me. 
 
    “The next time I show up in Zion, I’ll have the Water Rune with me. Nothing will stop me. Not even Blackhart.” 
 
    “I await your return, Virgil.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I looked out at the Bright Plains, watching them grow smaller in the distance. Beneath me, the blue waters of the sea rocked back and forth. We’d only been sailing for a few minutes but already it felt like we were so far away. 
 
    I turned around and saw nothing but the open waters in front of me. The waves crashed up and down near the horizon with no indication there was anything out there. 
 
    “Dragonpine.” Rhiannon unfurled the map and set it down on the table at the center of the ship’s wooden deck for Zafina and me to read. “The map indicates it is due west of the Bright Plains.” 
 
    “That’s what the map says. Any chance the map is off and we’re sailing into nothing?” I raised an eyebrow at her, which got a smug smirk in response. 
 
    “The map has not been wrong so far. I see no reason why the cartographers would create a fictitious island.” 
 
    “I got a good reason.” I moved to the front of the deck and held my hand out over the railing. “Imagine. You’re leaving Valen and heading out there. Who knows what beasts you’ll see. What creatures are lurking out there? Maybe some people you can make friends with? Or maybe… just maybe we’ll go sailing off the edge of the world?” 
 
    I turned back around to find my companions staring at one another. 
 
    “Hey.” I snapped my fingers. “What did I say, eh?” 
 
    They both smiled coyly at each other. 
 
    “It is not a myth or a legend,” Zafina said. “It would have to be quite the elaborate hoax for Dragonpine not to exist. Many travelers share the same tales and the details are consistent.” 
 
    “So what exactly are we heading into then?” 
 
    “Dragonpine is home to the goblins. They are the sole protectors of the Water Rune.” 
 
    “And these goblins. Are they friendly?” 
 
    “I do not anticipate any hostility nor do I think they will welcome us with open arms. Ekko proved amiable. As did Couture. Taking into consideration the gravity of what is happening, I am willing to bet the goblins will see reason.” 
 
    “They are not savages,” Rhiannon said. “We can convince them, one way or another.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “What about Dragonpine itself? Some island out in the sea. Are we talking warm and tropical? It’s been a while since I’ve gotten the chance to lay out in the sands and soak up some sun. And I’m not talking about that asshole Searing Prairie kinda sun. I’m talking about some rays that’ll give you a nice even tan without burning you up.” 
 
    My excitement about heading to an island was quickly dashed just by Rhiannon’s blank stare. 
 
    “The conditions of Dragonpine are not like the Searing Prairie,” Zafina explained. “The stories indicate it is something more akin to the snowfall of the Central Mountains.” 
 
    “That’s not so bad—” 
 
    “But possibly more intense.” 
 
    “Of course.” I rolled my eyes and sighed as I leaned against the railing. “How long until we get there?” 
 
    “If we stay on course and the weather treats us kindly, we will arrive by next morning.” 
 
    The waters continued to bob up and down in the distance. No matter what was waiting for me, there was no point in worrying about it. I crossed my arms and enjoyed the view with a smile on my face. 
 
    “Never been on a bad cruise before…” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Our boat was about the size of a small tugboat. The wooden logs used to construct it were reinforced with iron refined from the ore gathered from the mines. Some of Zafina’s Mana bindings, like what you would find in a Crux, acted as a barrier on the hull and helped to secure it even more. 
 
    We had all of the amenities we needed. Even though the trip was short, we each had a room to ourselves. A lavatory with fresh water on board was there to keep us fresh. Enough food was stockpiled to last for a week. If our ship wasn’t enough, the worst-case scenario would end with us teleporting back to Navica to try again. We couldn’t lose any more time but it was nice knowing we weren’t sailing out to certain doom. 
 
    I leaned against the front railing on the top deck. The sun had gone down and the moon replaced it, bringing a welcome chill. The sky was a darker shade of blue compared to the water beneath it. Some stars blinked to illuminate the soft waves crashing back and forth. 
 
    A deep breath of the salty air filled my nostrils and cleared my lungs. 
 
    “You should be sleeping.” Rhiannon suddenly appeared next to me. She was still dressed in her gear, the red armor tight against her lean physique. The way the moonlight shined on her highlighted the striations of her muscles even more. Her stomach was so flat and her waist was so slim, it never failed to make me think of all the models I used to see back in the city. 
 
    “If you’re awake that means I can be awake, too.” 
 
    Rhiannon crossed her arms as she looked out in the distance. She’d never looked as at peace as she did now. Her violet eyes always had a certain intensity to them but now, it seemed like she was forgetting all the things we had to accomplish. 
 
    “They call it the Royal Sea because only kings and queens were able to afford the means to cross it,” she said suddenly. “The more common folks would not have the means to survive such treacherous waters.” 
 
    “I can see that. Back home, sailing is a luxury for some people. I’d take my family’s yacht out from time to time. Never cared too much about being out in the water. It was just a reason to drink and party…” 
 
    Rhiannon stayed staring forward, her eyes focused on the distance. A subtle smile crossed her lips, so I knew she was listening at least. 
 
    “Have you ever sailed before?” I asked. 
 
    “Many times. Navica’s old location was closer to the water. There were neighboring villages along the coast. Some of us would visit them when we desired something more exotic to eat or drink.” 
 
    “That sounds fun. What happened to those villages?” 
 
    “They remain where they are. They are the few people not involved in the conflict. They have no obligation to the Runes and they steer clear of the attacks from the other dimension. Their lives may be ordinary but they are certainly peaceful.” 
 
    “Seems like a fair deal.” 
 
    Rhiannon leaned up against the railing next to me and looked up at the sky. 
 
    “I remember when I used to come out on nights like this. The stars would be out and I would lay on the grass to look at them. After a day of training, there was nothing more satisfying than admiring all of the lights. My imagination would run wild with the thoughts of what was out there.” 
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    She turned and arched an eyebrow at me. “Is something amusing?” 
 
    “No. I was just thinking about how crazy all this is now. Sometimes you wonder if there’s anything out there. Think about it. I’m from another world. I’ve crossed dimensions to be here right now. Ever since the First Event, nothing is out of the realm of possibility. But it’s still wild to think about how I got here.” 
 
    She nodded then looked back out to the sea. A calm sigh escaped her as she closed her eyes. 
 
    “You said you were training. Was it hard being a Mana Dancer?” 
 
    “I will not overstate the effort it takes to wield Mana as I do. But I do know it took me a lifetime to get to where I am now. When I was only a child. And more than twenty years since then. Many sacrifices have been made. Ragmar…” 
 
    She paused suddenly. Her eyes were still closed with that same peaceful look on her face. But it was clear something was on her mind. 
 
    “Ragmar was the Manasmith who trained me. He was the father I never had. If not for him, I would not be here today.” 
 
    “Ragmar… Is he…” 
 
    “Lost to Blackhart like so many others. I am not one to be sentimental. His loss will not be in vain. I have worked hard to become the Mana Dancer I am now. And I will become even greater to defeat Blackhart and drive back the other dimension.” 
 
    Rhiannon opened her eyes and turned to me. Her eyebrows twisted and a frown appeared on her lips. The sudden sad look in her eyes had me confused more than anything. 
 
    “When I look at you, I see something not like anything else.” 
 
    I chuckled then shrugged. “I’m not from around here, so that makes sense.” 
 
    “That’s not it. There is something else. A great strength within you. I look into your eyes and I see why the Life Rune has chosen you. I cannot explain it. It is something I see… something I feel.” 
 
    “I…” I looked away from her and laughed. 
 
    “Again you find me amusing?” 
 
    “No, just the opposite. Back on Earth, every girl I ever met never saw anything in me. I was just some blond-haired, blue-eyed guy with millions. They wanted a piece of me so they could brag to everybody else. Hell, if they saw this thing in my chest, they’d take a selfie then move on with their lives.” 
 
    “I do not intend to move on with my life. You are the bearer of the Life Rune. But even if you were not, I would not become unloyal to you.” 
 
    Rhiannon stared at me. The intense, violet-eyed stare I was more familiar with had returned. I didn’t back away though. Rhiannon’s quiet strength only made me more eager to be next to her. 
 
    My hand moved on its own, brushing against the pale skin of her cheek. Her eyes flickered until they closed. 
 
    I leaned forward. My face drifted next to hers. The feminine scent of her dark hair flooded my head. Her breath was soft against my lips. I pushed forward against her purple lips and kissed her. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Thunder shook the sky and rang in my ears. The loud sound made both of us jump back. 
 
    I turned my head up and immediately saw all of the dark clouds forming. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Lightning flashed and the sky cracked again with more thunder. A sudden thunderstorm formed above us, blocking the stars and the moon. 
 
    The boat rocked hard underneath the waves as they crashed against the side of the hull. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” I muttered. “There weren’t any clouds before…” 
 
    Zafina rushed up from the lower deck and moved by my side. We watched as the clouds continued circling above. Rain poured down and wet the deck, making it slippery just to stand on. 
 
    “It is not safe up here,” Zafina said. “We must get below deck. Quickly—” 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    More flashes of lightning filled the dark sky. The rain became more intense. I took a step back and stumbled hard enough to force me to activate the Life Rune to stay balanced. Even in my Battlemancer form I was having trouble staying upright with how hard the boat was rocking. 
 
    “I don’t think we should go below,” I said. “The waves are rocking so bad…” 
 
    I peered over the side of the deck to see how violent the water had become. More waves were heading toward us, each one bigger than the next. 
 
    “Look out!” I grabbed both of them and fell to the ground as waves cascaded over us. 
 
    The whole boat nearly capsized before finding its buoyancy once again. 
 
    “Look!” Rhiannon pointed out toward the horizon. I squinted and could barely make out the landfall in the distance. “We are almost there. We only need to brave these waters for a little longer.” 
 
    That should have been enough to keep me optimistic. But when I looked out to the side, I saw something heading toward us. It wasn’t a Shadow or some beast from the sea or even Blackhart himself. No, it was just a wave. There was enough water to form a wall taller than a skyscraper. A reminder of how small I was compared to the rest of the world. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    One word was all I could get out before the water slammed into our ship and over us. Holding my ground was pointless as I went flying off the side of the ship and splashing hard into the water. 
 
    The waves continued swishing all around me, spinning me in every direction. I couldn’t tell where I was going or what I was looking at. There was darkness everywhere. 
 
    Another wave passed and made me dizzy from how hard I spun. 
 
    I couldn’t stop now. Not when I was this close. I searched for any sort of light peeking through the clouds. A single star shined bright enough for me to see it. 
 
    With all my strength, I pushed my legs and swung my arms, driving myself up to the light, hoping it was the surface over the water. My head came up, followed by a gasp of desperation. 
 
    “Rhiannon! Zafina!” 
 
    I yelled out and looked everywhere for them. 
 
    “Rhiannon!” I shouted again desperately. 
 
    Zafina’s head suddenly popped up over the water in the distance. Rhiannon appeared shortly after a few meters away. 
 
    Both women began swimming toward the shore. I followed after them, making sure not to lose them as the waves continued pounding us from all sides. 
 
    Every stroke brought us closer. I didn’t know how we did it but we managed to make it to shallow waters. Zafina crawled onto the sands, coughing violently. 
 
    I helped Rhiannon struggle onto the shore enough to stop the tide from covering her. 
 
    All of that swimming drained me more than I realized. I was too exhausted to move. I took one last look to make sure the tide couldn’t get me before planting the side of my face into the sand and passing out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 32: A Cold Welcome 
 
    The darkness disappeared as a rush of cold air filled my lungs. A soothing warmth washed over me but it only lasted for a moment before the chill returned. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    I rolled over onto my back to see Zafina kneeling next to me, her hand up as she cast her healing spell. 
 
    “I’m alive,” I sighed. “I guess that’s good enough for now…” I reactivated the Life Rune immediately to wrap myself back in my Battlemancer gear. It wasn’t nearly enough to deal with the cold making me shiver. 
 
    I looked out toward the water and noticed how calm they were. The sun was out but hiding behind some clouds, so there was no chance the cold was going away anytime soon. 
 
    “How long was I out?” I said. 
 
    “Several hours. The waves had the same effect on Rhiannon and me. I only just awoke recently.” 
 
    I sat up to observe my new surroundings. We were on the coast with the tide gently rolling in. But this beach wasn’t the pleasant getaway I was hoping for. The sand was muddy and the boulders on the shore were covered in snow. Opposite from the water, there was a forest of pine trees drenched in powder, blanketing even what was underneath. The clouds overcast a dreary scene. The bitter cold made it all worse. 
 
    Rhiannon stood on the edge of the water with her hands on her hips. “We can teleport to Navica. We have enough Mana to transport ourselves back.” 
 
    “That’s one idea.” I got up from my seat and searched the water. “Our boat is gone along with all of our supplies. We only needed them in case things went bad. We’re here now. I say we finish the job.” 
 
    She nodded and we both turned to Zafina. The Seer looked up and down the forest before pointing in the distance. “There. Do you see it?” 
 
    I followed her finger. Through the thick, gray snow clouds, there was an outline of something. A range of mountains I could barely make out. There was something else though. I squinted to make sure I was seeing it right. 
 
    “Those mountains are… smoking.” 
 
    “There is a village on the mountaintops. The goblins of Dragonpine.” 
 
    “And here I thought I was done walking through snowy mountains. If you ladies are up for it, let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    Rhiannon began walking ahead without hesitating. “Moving will get our blood flowing to help stave off the cold. If we linger for too long, we will undoubtedly freeze.” 
 
    “These conditions are not ideal,” Zafina said to me. “I sense a coming snowstorm. Do not push yourself beyond your limits.” 
 
    I smirked at the thought of freezing to death. “I lived through a polar vortex. If I can do that, I can make it through this and get to Dragonpine.” 
 
    We headed north toward the mountains, following the coast until we were forced to take the path between the trees. Sunlight peeked through the clouds and treetops to give us just enough light to see our surroundings. The cover of trees stopped most of the snow from covering the ground. But the dirt was still frozen solid. Every step was like walking on the polished black granite of the Nerve Center back at the Sota District. 
 
    My breath exhaled as steam from between my lips. It was so cold, I couldn’t even smell the pine or the hard soil or even my own stench. The faint chirp of a bird made me wonder how anything was able to live out here. It was the only indication everything around me hadn’t been completely frozen. 
 
    “Perhaps this will help.” Zafina cast a small fireball in her palm and held it up. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said. “Don’t waste all your stamina.” 
 
    “I will manage.” 
 
    Zafina’s flames made our walk tolerable enough for me to appreciate the moment. 
 
    “There are mountains and forests around the Sota District,” I said. “It’s out in the middle of nowhere, so there’s less chance somebody will stumble on it. Now I’m wandering around a frozen forest. That’s some kind of irony.” 
 
    “Perhaps it is a chance for you to be grateful for what you once had,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    “Way ahead of you.” 
 
    Nearly an hour of walking through the forest had gotten me numb to everything. I kept my eyes focused on the frozen path between the trees lit by the sun blinking through the clouds and treetops. The trees eventually started to clear and we reached a small riverbank. At least, it would’ve been a riverbank if it wasn’t frozen completely solid. 
 
    “Hmmm… I’m guessing this thing isn’t thin ice.” 
 
    I took a knee down next to the ice and wiped away the frost. Beneath it, all of the fish and seaweed beneath had been frozen solid. 
 
    “Poor guys… Never had a chance. Now that just begs the question.” 
 
    “What is that?” Zafina asked. 
 
    “If there are fish down there, they must have been moving at one time or another. Could’ve just recently frozen over.” 
 
    “Or this could have happened eons ago. The sea life is perhaps a fossilization of an ancient time when this land was not so cold.” 
 
    “There’s an idea. This island experienced a private ice age. Any chance Pandora had anything to do with this?” 
 
    “All of Iorus changed when the others came through. It is a likely possibility…” 
 
    Zafina’s words trailed off as the snow clouds began circling above us. The way they moved so quickly wasn’t natural. Bright lights of energy formed and suddenly—BOOM—thunder cracked in the sky. Snowflakes began tumbling down harder, blanketing us and our surroundings. 
 
    But my attention stayed on the energy continuing to gather. 
 
    The ground rumbled. The ice river began to crack, forcing me to step away. 
 
    “They are here.” Rhiannon drew her Mana Dagger. 
 
    “The question is who are they,” I said. 
 
    A flash of light in the sky made me shut my eyes. 
 
    “Raaaaah!” 
 
    I quickly turned my head up to see something rushing toward me with a roar. Some sort of small white beast like a miniature bull. It was only about three-feet tall and just as long. Its pale white hide camouflaged it in the drifting snow. But I could see it coming at me with its massive black horns that were too big for its head. 
 
    The Stone Bruiser summoned, it charged to meet the bull head-on and the two collided in a violent collision. My Golem kept pushing forward and knocked the bull onto its back, making it easy work for Zafina’s blue flames. The bull turned into a small shower of Mana but two more beasts fell from the sky to replace it. 
 
    Rhiannon charged with her burning dagger. My Light Beam tore through the frozen ground, knocking one of them off-balance and giving the Mana Dancer a chance to slice at its neck to finish it. 
 
    “Watch her back.” I summoned the Holy Knight and sent him forward to engage with the next bull. The blue spirit parried its horns. Zafina fired more flames to singe its white hide. A Light Beam pierced the center of its skull between its empty white eyes and Rhiannon moved to separate its head from the rest of its body. Another small explosion of Mana and the battle was over as quickly as it began. 
 
    “Huh… That was fun,” I said. “Good way to get the blood flowing…” 
 
    My eyes immediately moved toward the riverbank. I squinted and watched cracks slowly beginning to appear in the ice. The ice fractured more and more, spreading until it had moved all the way to the other side of the bank and up and down the river. 
 
    “That can’t be good—” 
 
    The ice shattered in every direction as something shot out like a missile from the water. I turned my head up to look at the creature continuing to extend from the water until it leaped out completely. It thudded on the ice and broke it even more between its massive clawed hooves. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    The thing looked just like the bulls we’d beaten. White eyes and a hide as pale as the snow. The black claws on its hooves crunched the ground. But the rest of its body was upright, standing straight up like a normal person. The muscular frame of its torso led to a pair of bulging arms that wielded a giant boulder on its shoulder. And its head… Its head was a bull, complete with the two massive black horns and a nose that let out steam. 
 
    “Grrrr…” It grumbled under its low voice, slobber dripping down the sides of its snout. 
 
    “Is that a bull?” I said. 
 
    “An ice minotaur,” Zafina said. 
 
    “And these minotaurs like to live under frozen water, huh?” 
 
    “I do not think it has been lurking this entire time.” 
 
    “That is irrelevant,” Rhiannon said. “It is standing in our path. Let us remove it.” 
 
    “RAAAAAH!” The beast roared as it tossed the giant stone from its shoulders. Zafina and I just managed to move out of the way as it crashed into the snow behind us. 
 
    Zafina responded with a stream of blue flames that caught the center of the beast’s muscular chest and singed its white hide. 
 
    “Take him down!” I ordered the Stone Bruiser forward. The Golem lowered its body and charged like a bullet in the beast’s direction. The minotaur lowered its head right when the Golem neared and knocked it back without even budging. 
 
    The Holy Knight followed and engaged with the minotaur. The giant white beast swung violently with its massive paws, trying to claw at the knight, who swung at its legs to slow it down. The minotaur was more than ten-feet tall, so doing damage to it was going to be tricky. 
 
    “See if you can find a weakspot,” I said to Rhiannon. “We’ll keep him off of you.” 
 
    The Mana Dancer raced in the minotaur’s direction and fought alongside my knight. Zafina peppered the minotaur with blue flames, scorching its white hide but not doing nearly enough to stop it. 
 
    I sent a Rock Burst at its face and knocked its head sideways. When it recovered, it turned back to me with an angry stare. A hard breath of steam came from both nostrils as it quickly lowered onto all fours and raced toward me. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I ran up the side of the riverbank, just barely managing to avoid getting clipped by its horns. The minotaur gored one of the pine trees behind me so hard, the thing splintered into a thousand pieces like dynamite hit it. 
 
    I tried to turn around and fire a Light Beam but already the minotaur was charging at me again. Another dive and it went sailing back into the broken ice of the river. It stomped on the chunks of broken ice with its hooves as it tried to regain its footing. 
 
    “That’s it,” I said. “That’s how we slow this thing down. Aim for the ice. Melt it down.” 
 
    Zafina pointed her fireballs at the river and shot a volley. The flames burned through the ice quickly, melting it into cold water. 
 
    “RAAAAH!” The minotaur flailed its arms as it began to sink. 
 
    “Keep going!” I fired a Light Beam to help Zafina continue to melt the ice. 
 
    The minotaur kept sinking, clawing at the ice as it tried to pull itself up. Rhiannon sliced with her dagger and the knight swung his sword, both of them cutting the minotaur’s hands to stop it from getting a proper grip. 
 
    Half of the beast’s body had disappeared underneath the water. 
 
    “Finish it off! On Rhiannon!” 
 
    Rhiannon instinctively raised her Mana Dagger. Zafina and I pounded it with our abilities until it shimmered with a bright blue flame. 
 
    Helpless in the chunks of ice and frozen water, the minotaur reached up at Rhiannon as she leaped over its head. Its hand swiped at nothing but air, the Dancer just out of its grasp. Rhiannon was too swift and too high. She landed on the ice, just behind its head and stabbed it with a thrust of white-hot energy that made it roar loud enough to shake the trees around us. 
 
    “RAAAAH—” Its massive scream was cut off when it exploded into orbs of colorful Mana. 
 
    I looked over the edge of the riverbank and watched the orbs sink to the bottom of the riverbed. “You dare me to swim down there and collect that Mana?” 
 
    Zafina smiled softly. “Risking your health in such a manner to gain more levels is not something I would advise.” 
 
    “Yeah… Shame we just beat a giant monster and won’t have as much Mana to show for it…” 
 
    I turned when I heard the shuffling in the trees behind me. I raised my hands and Zafina did the same. One tree shook with the snow falling off its pine needles. Another began to shake next to it. Then the next. They all moved as if something was coming from every exit of the forest. 
 
    Rhiannon moved by my side and stood ready to attack. 
 
    “What is that?” My eyes narrowed to make out the small figure slowly emerging. 
 
    A person. No, it wasn’t a person. Their skin was too white and scaly. They were short, about the height of the small bulls we’d just killed. Crudely crafted white leather armor covered its body. It stared at me with blue eyes shining like sapphires. 
 
    If all of that wasn’t enough, the shape of its head was something I’d never seen before. Its forehead protruded out, bald and as scaly as the rest of its body. Two small bone fangs on its lower lip jutted up. 
 
    “Goblins…” 
 
    I’d only recalled vaguely looking at the goblins in the bestiary. There were late nights in the Junction Room it was slow enough you had to amuse yourself with whatever was available. In person, the thing wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. Even the dozens that began to appear didn’t seem strong enough to stop me. 
 
    They all stood silently on the edge of the forest, motionless as they locked their eyes on me. 
 
    “Not moving…” I said. 
 
    “They are not hostile,” Zafina said. 
 
    “Are you sure about that?” 
 
    A loud thump against the snow broke the silence. Another figure emerged from the trees. More than twice as tall as the others, its muscular frame was just as big. Its giant arms were reason enough to be concerned but the oversized blade in its grip gave more reason for caution. Its edge was dull but it was big enough it could probably bludgeon a man to death. 
 
    The seven-foot-tall goblin marched toward me, dragging its weapon through the snow. It kept moving until it was right in front of me. 
 
    Rhiannon raised her dagger, ready to strike. I put my hand on her wrist. “Wait… Zafina’s right. He’s not hostile.” 
 
    “If I were, you would already be dead,” the goblin grumbled with a gravelly voice. 
 
    “Uh…” I was near speechless after hearing it talk. 
 
    It shifted its eyes down and stared at the center of my chest. “Bearer of the Life Rune. You have come for the Water Rune.” 
 
    “…That’s right. How did you know?” 
 
    He nodded then grumbled again. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Virgil.” 
 
    “I am Ogram. We have much to discuss, Virgil.” 
 
    “Apparently.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 33: Dragonpine 
 
    The short goblin next to me stared forward, his eyes unblinking. His white leather armor covered his shoulders with a couple of flimsy pauldrons. It led down to a skirt over the top of his legs but it looked like one focused Light Beam would be enough to burn right through it. His hatchet was nothing more than a branch with a chiseled rock pounded into one end. From a distance, he might have looked like a kid in a Halloween costume. 
 
    “Not hostile,” I said. “But not so sure you’re friendly.” 
 
    The goblin didn’t change his rigid strides, shuffling through the snow with military-like discipline. 
 
    About two dozen of them had surrounded the three of us. Our escort was led by the larger goblin taking us up the mountainside. 
 
    As we ascended, the snowflakes continued to blanket the ground. A cold breeze froze my cheeks and reddened my nose. But the sight of our destination getting closer made me push forward. 
 
    The first thing I noticed was the wooden walls. Unlike the ones in Malora, these walls were twice as tall and made of logs too thick to wrap my arms around. Their tops had been carved into sharp pikes, threatening to impale even the biggest beasts trying to climb over. A couple of guard towers stood next to the sides of the massive wooden gates where goblins stood attentively. Next to them, white owls with big yellow eyes peered down at me. 
 
    “Those owls don’t look too friendly,” I said. “Goes along with everything else” 
 
    “They are the watchers of the town,” Rhiannon said. “It appears they are prepared better than our friends in Malora.” 
 
    The giant goblin moved right up to the entrance and banged his three-fingered fist against it with four hard thumps. A few seconds went by and the door slowly creaked open, pushing away the snow on the ground. 
 
    I looked through the doorway and saw all of the buildings hiding within. Just a quick glance was enough to know this place wasn’t some ordinary town. Dozens and dozens of wooden log cabins had been carved with the same precision as the wall protecting it. 
 
    “Follow me,” the giant grunted before walking through the town. 
 
    Our goblin escort slowly receded as we made our way through the town. There were other goblins scattered around, all of them minding their own business. They might have looked different from us but they were all doing the same things I’d seen in Navica. One goblin pounded his stick into a rock to make another crude axe. Another appeared to be putting together more pieces of leather gear. Others huddled underneath the awnings of their log cabins to avoid the soft snowfall while they stirred their pots burning over bonfires. 
 
    “A town of goblins on top of a mountain. Never thought I’d see the day…” 
 
    “You are from another world,” Zafina said. “Is it so strange to witness such a thing as this?” 
 
    “That’s when you know how wild it is. Iorus is always amazing me. There are enough Shadows in the bestiary to keep you busy for days wondering if they’re real or not. Goblins are in there, too. I guess this is just another chance to understand what it’s like to be an Omega.” 
 
    Our escort was gone except for the lone giant goblin. He led us between all of the buildings of the sprawling village until we arrived at the northern side. The biggest building of them all only varied from the other log cabins because of its size. Two torches burned near the wooden entrance along with more white owls standing on perches. 
 
    “Look at the eyes on those things,” I said. “They’re staring into my soul.” 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from them,” the giant grunted. “Unless you are foolish enough to draw your weapons.” 
 
    I put my hands up and shrugged. “Not looking for a fight.” 
 
    “Hmph…” The giant might’ve been smiling but it was hard to tell with the way his lower fangs poked his upper lip. He pushed the doors open of the larger building and stepped inside. 
 
    I followed and saw the hall was open wide. There were no tables or chairs. Nothing hung on the walls except for more torches to light the path. It was an ordinary log cabin, about the size of the Main Hall in the Central Keep. The wooden floors were old but sturdy enough not to creak. Up a few steps, there was a chair where another larger goblin sat. 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon followed behind me as we walked the short distance to the other side. It was completely silent except for my armor shifting and the soft burning of the dozen torches all around me. 
 
    The goblin escorting us continued to drag his weapon across the wooden floor until standing just before the three steps leading up to the lone chair on the other side of the room. 
 
    I walked right up to the steps to get a better look at the goblin sitting there. 
 
    He was as muscular as any man I’d ever seen. Like some bodybuilder who ate steroids and Red Mana for every meal of the day. He had the same protruding jaw with the two long fangs poking into his upper lip. His white, scaly skin was weathered and looked rough and dry to the touch, probably from age. The faint wrinkles on his face indicated he’d been around the block. A long, black ponytail was tied around on the back of his head. Besides that, his head was smooth with the same swollen brow as the others. 
 
    He wore a brown loincloth made out of bear fur or some other poor creature he probably slaughtered with his bare hands. His leather boots were lined with the same. Other than that he was shirtless, giving me a perfect view of the shining blue diamond sunken into the center of his chest. 
 
    “They have arrived,” our escort said. “As you have expected. He is Virgil. His companions, Rhiannon and Zafina.” 
 
    “I told you, Ogram,” the goblin in his chair replied. “The sea winds spoke of his arrival. The same as the other. Now he is here.” 
 
    The goblin’s voice was harsh and deep. It matched the stare he gave me as he leaned forward in his seat. His crystal blue pupils focused on the Rune shimmering in my chest the same as his. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” I said to break the silence. 
 
    The goblin got up from his seat and I saw just how tall he was. Even without standing three steps above me, I had to crane my neck to look him in the eye. He was taller than the other goblin, and that guy was already a monster. I’d met some big men in my life. Pro athletes, strongmen, and bodybuilders. But none of them were nearly as big as this guy. 
 
    He slowly moved down the steps, his eyes locked on me. His stare didn’t change, not shifting away from the Rune lodged in my chest. “I should rip your Rune from you and take it as my own.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for,” the other goblin said. “You stand in the presence of Chief Arctis, Leader of Dragonpine, sole protector of the Water Rune. He would split you in two with little effort.” 
 
    “Settle down.” Arctis put his hand up. “You must forgive Ogram. It is not often we have travelers.” 
 
    “Your town is located on top of a snowy mountain,” I said. “Is it that surprising?” 
 
    Arctis observed me for a moment before heading back to his wooden throne. “I heard stories of the one before you. Ludo. How did you come upon the Life Rune?” 
 
    “Well… It’s a long story. But it all started because I wanted to enjoy the view. And then Ludo found me. Rather, the Life Rune found me in Pandora.” 
 
    “Pandora?” 
 
    “The other dimension. I’m… I’m not from Valen. Not from Iorus at all, actually.” 
 
    The two goblins looked at one another. 
 
    “Where do you hail from?” Ogram said. 
 
    “It’s called Earth.” 
 
    “Earth. You are human.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “I have met humans before during training sessions in the other dimension. They are reckless. Overestimating their strength.” 
 
    “Wait…” I put my hands up, my face scrunched in confusion. “You met humans before? An Omega?” 
 
    Ogram nodded. “Earth is far from here. This one traveled a great distance in the other world. The one with the iron fists.” 
 
    “Huh…” I thought about it for a moment. “Iron fists? That doesn’t sound like any Omega I’ve ever heard of. Are you sure?” 
 
    “He is human. It matters not though. Where he was going, venturing so deep into the other world, he is assuredly dead now.” 
 
    “Can’t be an Omega then… No Omega’s ever died before…” 
 
    Arctis put his hand in the air. “That is irrelevant. You possess the Life Rune. And now, as the prophecies have foretold, you come here seeking the Water Rune to forge the Omnirune.” 
 
    “Glad you understand. Now, if you’ll just hand it over, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “Hmm… Are all humans as flippant as you?” 
 
    “Who’s being flippant?” 
 
    Arctis clenched his jaw, a low growl emitting from his throat. 
 
    Zafina stepped forward and bowed her head. “If you know of the prophecies, then you are aware of what is at stake. Blackhart is attempting to take the Runes for himself. He will use them to join forces with the other dimension and leave Iorus in ruins.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Arctis leaned back in his chair, his arms resting nonchalantly on the armrests. “Dragonpine has stood for centuries. Great beasts. An ice age. Invasion from the other dimension. Through it all, we have stood. The goddess Erie has thrived through all of us. You will not intimidate me into thinking my people will fall now when the Siren’s power has never been stronger. I will not coalesce because you order me to.” 
 
    “Blackhart possesses the Death Rune.” Rhiannon walked up one step. “And he also possesses the Fire Rune. Virgil has already harnessed the power of the Stone Rune. You are the only bearer with a sole Rune.” 
 
    Arctis pressed his fingertips together. “Blackhart possesses the power of the Aeon. The Goddess of the End. Truly formidable. But even amplified by the Phoenix, Blackhart’s power does not frighten me. If anything, I can take your Rune now and destroy Blackhart myself. With the Omnirune, I can be the one to unleash whatever power it possesses. Tell me why I should not challenge you now.” 
 
    “Because we’ve got bigger things at stake.” I sighed in frustration. 
 
    I couldn’t argue with his logic. From his point of view, he could get the job done the same as me. I had to convince him I had to be the one to do this. Arctis stayed silent, apparently waiting for me to give him a good reason to see things my way. 
 
    “You believe in prophecies,” I said. “Some fate that was meant to be. Think about what’s happened. I’m not even from here. Now I have two of the Runes. That can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “Perhaps your destiny brought you here… to complete mine.” 
 
    “We are getting nowhere,” Rhiannon said. “We should not be bickering. Our enemy is Blackhart. Until he is dealt with, we are both at risk. I propose a union.” 
 
    Arctis hadn’t taken his eyes off me, looking down his wide nose at me. It was hard to tell what was going through his mind. Jumping down and trying to tear me in half was a good possibility. 
 
    “I agree,” Arctis said. “I know you look at me and see nothing but a callous brute. But I am only a leader willing to do whatever it takes to protect his people. If you’re truly worthy, you’ll be willing to do the same.” 
 
    “I…” I shook my head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Some time ago, our gatherers stumbled upon a location that had never existed. We sent scouts to investigate. We have pinpointed the location of Blackhart’s laboratories. It coincides with the disappearance of several of our townsfolk.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “Blackhart is here?” 
 
    “He is. And he has taken some of my scouts.” 
 
    Zafina had a worried look on her face. “Your people are being captured. For what purpose?” 
 
    “They are being studied. Their essence has been mimicked. Shoddy clones of my people are being conjured in the other dimension.” 
 
    “Wait a second…” My mouth hung half-open at the realization. “I’ve seen goblins in the bestiary before. Are you telling me the goblin Shadows were based on your people?” 
 
    “Is that so strange?” Rhiannon said. “The creatures of the other dimension take on several forms. They are copies of what already exists.” 
 
    “Inferior copies,” Arctis grumbled. “Vulgar perversions that pale in comparison.  The fighters of Dragonpine would not fall so effortlessly. But what is happening at the location we’ve discovered is more sinister.” He looked at Ogram. 
 
    “Our scouts have continued to monitor the location,” Ogram said. “One of Blackhart’s subordinates is there. An Arcanist named Array. He is taking our people and twisting their minds. Allowing the other dimension to mimic them.” 
 
    “The sole intention of the other dimension is to destroy Iorus,” Arctis said. “What better way to do that than to use those who already live there?” 
 
    Everything Arctis said was plausible, as inconvenient as it was. At least he wasn’t as hostile as he could have been. For the time being, I had to stay on his good side. 
 
    “I’ll help you,” I said. 
 
    “Spoken without hesitation. But now you must prove it. Go to the location and destroy the facility. Wipe it out completely. When Blackhart returns, I expect him to find nothing but ashen remains hidden by the snowfall.” 
 
    “Wait… You said your people have been captured.” 
 
    “They are already lost,” Ogram said. “Their minds twisted by Array’s spells. Death frees their souls and grants them the eternal peace the Arcanist denies.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have the power to blow up an entire Arcane Circle and leave it in ruins.” 
 
    Ogram walked right up to me and held his palm out. Red energy began to form until turning into an orb the size of an orange. It burned like a bonfire, its flames resonating with a soft pulse. 
 
    “Take this Mana Mine. Set it within the heart of the lair and it will detonate. Be sure to stay out of its radius to avoid being consumed yourself.” 
 
    “Uh, how long is the timer on this thing?” 
 
    Arctis stayed relaxed in his seat. “Do this. It is your only chance for me to consider your proposal of uniting the Runes.” 
 
    He didn’t answer my question. Of course, he didn’t. 
 
    I looked at Zafina and Rhiannon. Both of them already knew we didn’t have any other choice. 
 
    The Mana Mine pulsing in my hand, it warmed my palm with an undeniable energy. “Fine. But I don’t think they’re just going to let me walk in and set this thing up.” 
 
    Arctis shook his head. “If you are worthy of the Life Rune, this should be a trivial matter for you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 34: Demolition Squad 
 
    “Damn, this smells…” 
 
    I rubbed my nose to try and blow away the stench. The clothes Ogram had given us smelled even worse than they looked. A hood over my head and black robes covering the rest of me, I looked like a hobo Jedi. My mother would’ve thought this was perfect for the York winter ensemble though. 
 
    My companions didn’t complain, only smiling to acknowledge my discomfort. Being able to take off the robes was the best reason I wanted to get this over with as quick as possible. 
 
    Zafina, Rhiannon, and I headed back down the mountainside and into the forest. Ogram gave us some vague directions about what we were supposed to be looking for. Judging from the gravity of his tone, it wouldn’t be difficult to spot something hidden in the middle of a snowy forest. 
 
    So we trudged through the snow and over the frozen ground. My hood at least did a decent job of stopping the snowfall from wetting my face. 
 
    We’d been walking for an hour through the forest. The only sounds came from birds fluttering through the treetops. The creatures I expected to hear hiding in the bushes were probably frozen to death. 
 
    “That Mana Mine,” I said to Zafina. “The timer on it hasn’t already started, has it?” 
 
    “It is controlled manually. Rest assured it will be activated when the time is right.” 
 
    “All we have to do is find the right place to put it. Too bad they didn’t give us better directions. Funny… You never realize how helpful a GPS is until you need one.” 
 
    “Look.” Rhiannon put a hand on my shoulder and stopped me in my tracks. “Up ahead. There is something in the clearing.” 
 
    I searched between the trees and could barely make it out. There were some buildings there. People were moving around, too. But we were too far to see anything clearly. 
 
    “Arctis really thinks we can just waltz in there because they gave us some robes, huh? You think they’ll notice we don’t look like them?” 
 
    “Blackhart has no soldiers,” Zafina said. “He is alone.” 
 
    “It looks like there are people there.” 
 
    “There is no one loyal to him except for those given to him from the other dimension. They are no different from the beasts that attack us. This Arcanist the goblins spoke of… He is an exception.” 
 
    “That’ll make it even harder for us to blend in.” 
 
    “Perhaps not,” Rhiannon said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Rhiannon took the lead, slowly moving forward as she hid behind every tree in our path. She kept moving until suddenly climbing up. The way she deftly scaled the trunk and sat upon the highest branches was nothing short of acrobatic. 
 
    Her head down, she peered forward in silence. Zafina and I stayed on the ground while we watched the figures moving about. They wore the same dark robes as us. I couldn’t see their faces because their hoods were up. 
 
    Besides them, there were other buildings. Makeshift huts thrown together with logs and mud. At the center of it all, there was a bonfire burning as tall as I was. 
 
    Rhiannon descended from the trees. “I count twenty,” she whispered. “But there could be more lurking within the buildings and in the surrounding forest. Five buildings. One of them larger than the other, which I believe is the Arcane Circle.” 
 
    “Zafina?” 
 
    “The Mana Mine should be powerful enough to do what is asked of us,” the blond said. “However, we will need to place it in the precise location for maximum efficiency.” 
 
    “Hmm… I say you just chuck it into that fire. That’ll work, won’t it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. The Mana Mine has a certain weight to it. It cannot be thrown without great strength. Even Arctis himself would have trouble doing so.” 
 
    “No wonder he’s making us do it…” 
 
    “Regardless, I do not think that would do what they asked of us,” Rhiannon said. “The Arcane Circle is where they are performing the experiments on the goblins they have captured. It would be wise to place the Mana Mine within there.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You keep forgetting the part about us not being able to just walk in there and set it down. They see us, they’ll know something is up. I don’t see how we get by everybody and then set a Mana Mine inside of the Arcane Circle without anybody noticing.” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon looked at one another. At this point, I was tired of pointing it out, so I just sighed with my hands on my hips. 
 
    “If we keep a low profile, our subterfuge will succeed,” Rhiannon said. “They are soulless automatons.” 
 
    “We only need to activate the Mana Mine,” Zafina said. “There is no spell I know of that will be able to stop once that is done.” 
 
    “Okay, okay…” I said. “Let’s see if I got this straight. We put our heads down and keep our hoods up. We walk into the Arcane Circle. We find a nice place to hide it. Then we fly like a bat out of hell. I wish I could think of a better plan…” 
 
    “Sometimes the optimal solution is the most practical.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call walking into a clearing with the people we’re fighting optimal… But it is practical. Stick by my side.” 
 
    I slowly crept forward until I was right on the edge of the clearing, hiding behind a tree to observe everybody. 
 
    Up close, I was finally able to make them out. Their skin was pale and their eyes were white and empty. Their movements were stiff and unnatural, moving back and forth like zombies. They moved wood and stones from one side of the clearing to the other in some kind of assembly line. There were others who appeared to be working some sort of colorful red Mana like dough on a table, likely crafting weapons or armor. Whatever they were doing, they all seemed to be distracted. 
 
    “All right,” I whispered. “Follow my lead.” 
 
    I stepped into the clearing with my head down. The Arcane Circle, a wooden hut larger than all the others, stood on the other end about fifty meters away. Rhiannon and Zafina followed closely. We moved at a brisk pace but not enough to draw any attention. 
 
    I couldn’t believe Ogram’s robes were actually working. My own excitement distracted me long enough I didn’t see where I was going. 
 
    I got too ahead of myself. I bumped right into one of the robed figures and stopped them in their tracks. 
 
    A pale man stared at me. Black ink lined his face and surrounded his white eyes. The guy looked like he’d been dead for a few weeks. Then again, he wasn’t a guy. There was something about him. A lifelessness that made him seem more like a creature from Pandora than a person. 
 
    I immediately put my head down and stepped forward. One step. Then another. Then another. I shuffled through the snow, hoping he wouldn’t do anything. I turned my head slightly to see the figure had returned to his task of moving supplies. 
 
    “Whew…” I sighed under my breath. 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon moved back behind me. We managed to get all the way to the entrance of the Arcane Circle without anybody seeing. The doorway was covered by an old deerskin. I waited a moment before slowly pushing the skin away and stepping inside. 
 
    The spacious room was twice the size of the laboratory where Araceli did her work. Torches illuminated all of the strange concoctions scattered across the table. But that was where the similarities ended. 
 
    The scent of blood combined with something more rotten nearly made me gag. Surgical saws and scalpels were covered in sticky crimson. Some of the dark blood dripped off the wooden tables and pooled around on the floor. They weren’t experiments as much as they were some sort of macabre torture. 
 
    At the other end of the room, there was a figure standing with its back turned to me. The same tattered black robes as everybody else were unassuming. But it glowed with a black aura swirling around it like smoke. The same black aura I’d seen from Blackhart and his soldiers. 
 
    I took a step forward and the figure turned around. 
 
    It was a man. At least, it looked like a man. His skin wasn’t pale. Rather, he looked like an ordinary person with fair skin. His head bald, he wore a thick pair of black-lensed goggles to cover his eyes. From the way he hunched over, age had taken a toll on him. 
 
    “Yes?” he said, his voice shaky. 
 
    Great. The guy was staring at me like he wanted something from me. I had nothing though. All the times I had to sweet talk shareholders. All those times I’d hit on girls. When I was a teenager and had to lie to my mom when she asked me where I was last night. All that practice had led to this and none of it had paid off. 
 
    I stayed silent and held my place. 
 
    “Blackhart’s minions,” he muttered. “Creatures from the other world are truly a strange thing. Get back to work!” He turned back around to work on whatever it was he was doing. 
 
    A soft sigh escaped from my nostrils as I started walking forward. I’d only taken a few steps when I noticed something on the table next to me. There was so much blood everywhere I almost didn’t see it. 
 
    A goblin laid on one of the wooden tables. His pale, white-scaled body was bare except for a loincloth. His mouth hung half-agape. His eyes were open but lifeless. 
 
    Zafina reached out and closed his eyes. “Be at peace,” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    I shot her a look, my eyes wide. She nodded and began searching around the room. 
 
    “Center,” I whispered. “Under the table.” 
 
    Zafina knelt down as Rhiannon and I watched the figure on the other side continue to work. The Seer summoned the Mana Mine into her palm. The bright red light illuminated the room. Zafina worked her hands and the light glowed strong enough it bounced off the walls and got the man’s attention. 
 
    “What are you doing?” The stranger spun around and eyed all of us. He turned his head sideways as he stared at the Mana Mine under the table. “What is that—” 
 
    “Go!” I raised my hand and fired a Light Beam right into his chest, knocking him back against the wall then down to the floor. “So much for being subtle. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The three of us immediately ran out of the building and back into the clearing. Only a few steps through the snow was enough to get the attention of the robes. Two of them turned toward us with their hands raised, firing blasts of white energy right at us. 
 
    “Dammit.” I summoned the Stone Bruiser and it took the brunt of the blast of energy. 
 
    Zafina responded with a blue fireball and engulfed the two robes. 
 
    More of them began to take notice. A group of five blocked our path with their hands up. 
 
    Rhiannon quickly dashed forward and activated her Mana Dagger. A lightning-fast slice severed one of their heads and turned it into Mana. 
 
    “Go!” I summoned the Holy Knight and he worked together with the Stone Bruiser to take down another two of the hoods. 
 
    Zafina and I fired in unison, a combination of flames and rocks making the last two explode into Mana. 
 
    “Keep moving!” I ripped my robes off completely and more hoods began chasing after us. 
 
    We all headed into the forest with my golem and knight doing just enough to keep them at bay. But even the trees didn’t stop them from continuing their pursuit. 
 
    The hoods followed us like they were coming from all angles. Blasts of energy tore through the branches and sent pine needles scattering in every direction. 
 
    I turned around and fired a Light Beam, cutting down a tree to block the path and buy us a few more seconds. 
 
    “What’s the blast radius of that Mana Mine?” I said. 
 
    Zafina jogged by me as she sent another fireball back. “…Keep running.” 
 
    “Ungh.” I rolled my eyes and moved even faster. 
 
    They didn’t stop their pursuit. My Golem and knight had fallen apparently, because now it seemed like even more of the bastards were chasing us. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Rhiannon said. “On me!” 
 
    She ran forward and quickly scaled a tree. The Mana Dancer lived up to her name, striding gracefully from one treetop to the next. She’d gained enough distance between us, I wondered if she was just going to leave us behind. But as she got farther away, I realized what she was doing. 
 
    “Zafina. Mana Font. On my call.” 
 
    Zafina ducked to avoid another energy blast then charged another fireball. I activated my Rock Burst and sent the stones up toward Rhiannon. Zafina followed with her blue flames. 
 
    Rhiannon raised her Mana Dagger and absorbed the energy. Her whole body was covered in a fiery blue sheen. She stood on the treetops, waiting for her moment. 
 
    Zafina and I ran faster than ever to catch up to her. Just as we passed under her, Rhiannon came sailing down and crashed into the ground. The Mana Font activated, she slammed into the frozen dirt like a meteor, sending a shockwave in every direction. The thrust of fire and stone was so strong it ripped through the trees and sent a cloud of smoke and snow into the air. 
 
    I grunted through gritted teeth from the noise piercing my eardrums. But a glance behind me to see the hoods had stopped chasing made it all worth it. 
 
    Rhiannon fell back to the ground and ran alongside us as we rushed through the forest. I didn’t know how long we’d been running. One minute turned into two. Two turned into three. Zafina didn’t slow down. 
 
    “Are you sure we’re far enough?” I said. “The blast can’t be that big.” 
 
    “We need to make sure.” 
 
    “There’s making sure and then there’s overdoing it—” 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    The explosion behind us shoved me hard in the back and knocked me onto my stomach. I stayed flat on the frozen ground. The heat passing over me burned the back of my head. 
 
    There was nothing I could do except lay there as it passed over me. I was caught in the middle of a nuclear wind. 
 
    It felt like ages until it finally stopped. The faint ringing in my ears faded. The ground shook less violently. I pushed myself up to my feet then turned around to find the snowy white forest behind us had been replaced with a blackened, burned down wasteland. The tall pine trees were nothing more than melted stumps with smoke rising from them. 
 
    “I am certain the Arcane Circle did not survive,” Zafina said. 
 
    “No kidding.” 
 
    I sighed and looked up to see the gentle snowfall. The sun peeked out from behind the clouds, lighting the path back up to Dragonpine. The task complete, now I could focus on my main objective. 
 
    “Let’s get that Water Rune.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 35: The Frozen Wave 
 
    I stood outside of the gates of Dragonpine, looking down through the clouds. The explosion from the Mana Mine wasn’t hard to spot. A giant spot of scorched black in the middle of the forest looked like a meteor crash. Some of the smoke was still billowing in the air as the snowfall covered the debris. 
 
    “You did well.” Ogram squeezed his hand around my shoulder, his fingers so big they reached my chestplate. 
 
    “Their base wasn’t that big,” I said. “The Mana Mine did a lot more damage than necessary.” 
 
    “I had to be certain the job was done. I can see from here you succeeded.” 
 
    “Sound reasoning… I guess…” 
 
    “Come. Arctis is waiting for you.” 
 
    The wooden gates creaked open. Zafina and Rhiannon walked with me as we followed Ogram through Dragonpine. The wooden huts all stood quietly. Flames continued burning torches to provide some warmth from the bitter cold. 
 
    I noticed some goblins all standing in a line. I kept moving and saw even more of them, their blank stares locked on me. 
 
    “What’s this now?” I headed into the center of the village and saw the circle of goblins. There must have been more than a hundred of them surrounding the clearing, each one standing with the same rigid posture as the next. 
 
    In the center of the circle, Arctis stood with his hands at his sides. “Come.” He motioned for me. I headed toward him with Rhiannon and Zafina close behind. 
 
    “No,” he grunted. “Only you.” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon hesitated for a second before nodding to me. 
 
    A circle of goblins watching with Ogram standing guard… Owls with their giant yellow eyes watching… It was clear Arctis was up to something. 
 
    I kicked away the thin layer of snow and stood about five meters away from Arctis. 
 
    “You have proven your loyalty to Dragonpine,” he grumbled. “Perhaps you are worthy of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “From what I understand, the Life Rune doesn’t just pick anybody. It chose me for a reason.” 
 
    “The Life Rune chose you but that means nothing more. You claim you wish to take the Water Rune and form the Omnirune. If that is true, you should have no issue wresting it from me.” 
 
    The goblins all brandished their weapons. I’d never seen them swing their hatchets but I wasn’t eager to see a hundred of them trying to take me down. Even Ogram with the size of his obnoxious blade looked as formidable as any Shadow I’d fought. 
 
    “I see… A throwdown in the middle of Dragonpine. Winner take all.” 
 
    “Are you afraid, human?” 
 
    I couldn’t help a smirk as I nodded. “Afraid… Afraid I might kill you.” 
 
    “Hmph,” he grumbled. “Arrogance is not befitting for a bearer of the Rune.” 
 
    “You don’t seem too humble yourself.” 
 
    “The Frozen Wave has no reason to be humble. If you do not survive this demonstration, then I will know you are not the one to wield the Omnirune.” 
 
    Arctis raised his left hand and a bright blue energy formed in it. But the energy didn’t burn like the fire I was used to seeing Zafina make. No, this one flowed. A small drop of water gathered, growing until he aimed at me with a bright blue blast. 
 
    I rolled out of the way then watched as his beam began to solidify into ice, freezing the snow underneath it. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that.” I fired a Light Beam back at him. It clipped his shoulder, scorching his bare white scales. But he brushed it off and responded with another blast of cold water that froze solid. 
 
    He started moving forward. The clearing was large enough I had all the space to get around. The water shot from both hands as he tried to slow me down. 
 
    Another Light Beam aimed at his chest missed and caught him on the arm, parrying the next blast he was trying to aim at me. 
 
    “Let’s see how you handle this.” I followed with a Rock Burst. The stones materialized from the ground before me and zoomed like bullets at him. The stones pelted and pounded his face and body with hard smacks, forcing him to put his hands up and block them. 
 
    “You got no chance,” I said. “Two Runes are better than one.” 
 
    I summoned the Holy Knight and Stone Bruiser. The Golem immediately moved into a dash and rammed into Arctis’s leg, bending the giant’s knee in the wrong direction. 
 
    “Grrr!” he grunted as he slapped the Golem away with a hard backfist before it could gather for another charge. 
 
    But that only gave the blue knight the opening he needed. He swung his sword with ferocious intent. Left and right slashes came down on Arctis. Arctis put his hands up, taking the blade against his forearms. The dark crimson spilled from his wounds but not enough to down him. 
 
    “You’re outmatched!” I said. “Stand down!” 
 
    “I have been blessed by the goddess Erie the Siren herself… You have not yet witnessed the power of the Frozen Wave!” 
 
    The knight raised his sword for a giant slash but Arctis aimed both palms and fired with a blast that caught the armored spirit in the chest. The shot hit the knight so hard, he went tumbling across the snow and crashed into some of the goblins standing guard. The other goblins continued to watch observingly as Arctis regained his composure. 
 
    His hands still up, he pumped one arm. Suddenly, one of the owls standing guard next to one of the homes moved away from its perch. The bird flew up into the sky, going above the clouds. 
 
    “What’s this now?” I was so distracted by it, all I could do was stand in place and watch. I waited until suddenly, the owl reappeared engulfed in a blue aura that made it five times as large. 
 
    “Uh-oh…” I stepped out of the way but I wasn’t nearly fast enough. The owl caught me right in the chest and knocked me back. It was like a fifty-pound dumbbell pushing every ounce of air out of me. The weight of the blow was already bad enough but just the owl’s presence alone made my cheeks numb from the cold aura flowing around it. 
 
    “Not strong enough,” Arctis grunted as he aimed to finish me off. 
 
    “Virgil!” Rhiannon shouted. “You cannot fall now!” 
 
    I gasped to fill my lungs back up as I watched the owl ascend back into the sky. Arctis was charging another blast. There was a target on my back. Just one of them hitting me would be enough to end this. 
 
    I had to do something quick. I resummoned the Stone Bruiser and sent it charging at Arctis. It distracted him enough, forcing him to use his blast to slow it down. 
 
    “Go!” Another Holy Knight moved in front of me just as the frozen blue owl dived at me like a missile. 
 
    “Virgil!” Rhiannon called out again. 
 
    A split-second was all I had to get to my feet. The owl crashed into the knight and knocked him back. But even though the knight had taken the worst of it, the owl fluttered in a slight daze. 
 
    That was my chance. A point-blank Light Beam right at the bird’s head missed. My aim was bad but not bad enough. I caught it in the chest, knocking it down to the ground. 
 
    “Finish it!” 
 
    The knight regained his footing and stabbed the owl, turning it into a mist of energy. 
 
    I quickly turned my attention back to Arctis, who was still busy with the Golem dancing around him. My legs moved as fast as they could, pumping hard until I was right up on the giant goblin. 
 
    Arctis smacked the Golem away with a forceful slap then aimed at me. I raised both hands and fired a Light Beam as I saw the water blast coming at me. The energy collided into a bright explosion that filled the entire clearing with sparks. 
 
    “You are not… stronger… than the Frozen Wave!” 
 
    Arctis’s ability was overwhelming. I could see it through the explosion. A giant tsunami threatening to wipe out my beam and wash over me. If I got hit, the thing would freeze me to death. 
 
    Down to one knee, I clenched my jaw, trying to fight him back. He’d overpower me. But I still had a chance. I just had to hold on. 
 
    “It is over, Virgil. Submit and I will end this. I am not your enemy.” 
 
    “It’s not… over… yet…” 
 
    Every fiber in my being was straining. My muscles were exhausting, threatening to tear apart. My lungs were on fire as I tried to breathe. I put every ounce of energy to keeping my beam up. 
 
    A few more seconds. That was all I needed. 
 
    “You will not beat… the Frozen Wave…” 
 
    “Go!” I yelled out. 
 
    As soon as I did, my Stone Bruiser recovered and went charging into Arctis’s side. It plowed into Arctis’s leg and bent his knee again. He stayed on his feet but his blast weakened, giving me the chance to roll out of the way. 
 
    I aimed right at Arctis’s face and pounded him with a Light Beam. 
 
    “Argh!” He stumbled back in pain as the energy blinded him. I kept it focused on his face as I ran forward. One hand firing a Light Beam, my other sent a Rock Burst to the back of his legs to knock him down to his knees. 
 
    Arctis struggled, swinging violently and shooting blasts in every direction. He missed completely, plowing through some of the goblins watching. 
 
    I didn’t relent until I was finally up on Arctis. I held on for as long as I could before my exhaustion forced me to stop. 
 
    Arctis fell onto his back. His legs were bruised. His face scorched. His mouth hung open as he gasped for air. 
 
    I dropped to my knees right next to him. I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. But I forced myself to keep my palm open and aim at his face. A point-blank beam threatened to finish him off. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “We’re not enemies. I can’t kill you. But if I have to…” 
 
    He grumbled and blinked his eyes open. The Light Beam left his face burned and blistered. 
 
    “That is enough,” he said. “I have seen all I needed to.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I stood with Rhiannon and Zafina outside of the wooden building where Arctis resided. An hour had gone by since my duel with him and I had mostly recovered. But there were still questions. 
 
    “He does not seem convinced,” Rhiannon said. “Even after displaying your own strength. He must know we are running out of time. Blackhart’s power grows and he continues to scour the lands. It will not be long until he is able to locate us.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said as I shook my head. “I’ve been doing everything Arctis asked. Maybe I’ll just have to beat Blackhart without the Water Rune. That could convince him.” 
 
    “It is not over yet,” Zafina said. “Arctis has made no indication of his decision. Do not lose hope.” 
 
    The other goblins had returned to their business. It was as if the battle in the center of their village didn’t even happen. As cold as it was, there was something relaxing about watching a bunch of goblins working underneath the gentle snowfall. 
 
    “Virgil.” Ogram’s gravelly voice was unmistakable. “Arctis wishes to speak to you. Alone.” 
 
    I gave Zafina and Rhiannon one last look before heading into the hall. My armored feet tapped against the wooden floors until I was standing before Arctis. 
 
    The massive goblin leaned back in his wooden throne. The injuries on his face were still there but he showed no signs of being in pain. His arms rested comfortably on the armrests as he stared at me with his shining blue eyes. 
 
    “How long have you possessed the Life Rune?” 
 
    “I haven’t been keeping track. Couldn’t be more than a few weeks.” 
 
    “Only a few weeks. You have not reached your full potential with a single Rune yet you wish to possess all of them.” 
 
    “I don’t wish to possess anything. I’m only doing what I have to do to stop Blackhart.” 
 
    Arctis looked away. It was hard reading the people in Iorus, and it was even harder to read a goblin. 
 
    “Where you are from… Are there people like me?” 
 
    “Like you?” I shook my head. “No goblins.” 
 
    “No goblins but perhaps they share something in common with me… What is it you see when you look at me, Virgil?” 
 
    He could’ve been going anywhere with this. Offending him was out of the question. Getting on his good side would seem like I was trying to butter him up. So I just went with the truth. 
 
    “I see the one who possesses the Water Rune. I see someone strong. Powerful. A leader of Dragonpine.” 
 
    “Hmph. You are correct. But what does that mean?” He pushed himself up from his seat and stomped down the steps to stand next to me. “The invasions from the other dimension have increased. Array’s experiments have ended but the damage has already been done. Clones of my people have been made at the cost of many lives. 
 
    “Do you know how many people resided in Dragonpine? There were hundreds. Now that number has dwindled. Combat with the other dimension. Abductions. My people have experienced a greater loss than they have in their history. Ogram and I remain but there are few who will grow to be as big and strong as us when they become elders. Our future has diminished.” 
 
    “It’s going to be even worse when Blackhart is through with you. Pandora is intent on wiping out all of Iorus. When everybody’s dead, nothing will be left. It’ll just be some empty rock floating in space.” 
 
    “You speak dramatically.” 
 
    “I speak the truth. You know I’m right. I won’t lie to you. I know how serious of a threat Pandora is to Earth. And I’m doing everything I can for my people. I want to get back home. But if I can save Iorus, I’m not going to sit back and do nothing.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Arctis looked away. His face was always intimidating. It was hard not to be with a melon his size. But even though his blue eyes were empty, I could tell what he was contemplating. 
 
    “I am not some warmonger,” he said. “I am not a conqueror. I only wish to do what I need to do to allow my brethren to live. I was chosen by my predecessor to wield the Water Rune to do just that. 
 
    “But I also sense it. A cold wind more bitter than the ones before it. There is a storm coming. Perhaps your arrival is a prelude to that storm.” 
 
    “I’ve heard talk about prophecies and fate and destinies. Honestly, I don’t know what to believe. All I know is I’m willing to do whatever it takes to finish this.” 
 
    “I believe you.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    He put his massive hand on my shoulder. It was hard to believe someone’s paw could be bigger than Ogram’s but Arctis’s was. The big goblin could’ve pressed me into the floor if he wanted to. But he just stared, his head turned slightly. 
 
    “I have no desire to possess the Water Rune,” he said. “I am only doing my duty. If giving it to you allows my people to live in peace, I will do what must be done. My people are strong and capable but in their hearts, they have no desire for combat.” 
 
    “Duty. I… I understand…” 
 
    Arctis sighed a deep breath through his nose. “I will pledge the Water Rune to you so that the Omnirune may be formed. My people will fight alongside you in the great battle to come. One last conflict for eternal peace. I am willing to pay that price.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, Arctis smirked as he patted me on the shoulder. 
 
    I let out a soft sigh of relief and nodded. “I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. Even for your own self-preservation… But first, a celebration of our alliance. Tonight, you stay in Dragonpine. A chance to proclaim our unity against the coming darkness.” 
 
    “Sounds like a party.” After everything we’d been through, nothing sounded better. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 36: Curtains 
 
    There was nothing quite like being on top of a mountain peak. The entire world was below you. The forests. The open fields. The frozen rivers. The never-ending waters surrounding the island. Even some of the clouds. I was so high, everything looked like Legos I could reach out and grab. 
 
    When the sun went down and the stars replaced it, I felt like I could touch them just the same. A black sky with full, fluffy clouds drifting by sprinkled Dragonpine with another soft blanket of snowfall. 
 
    I didn’t mind the snow though. There were so many torches to give me light and warmth, I forgot about how blisteringly cold it was. 
 
    I sat underneath the awning of one home while a fire burned next to me. The goblins all chattered with one another. It was some sort of gibberish that was more sounds than actual language. The colorful expressions on their faces told more than any noise they could make. 
 
    Zafina sat by my side and giggled as one goblin suddenly forced a wooden bowl into my hands. A cauldron burned over the fire, its contents steaming with a strange aroma I couldn’t place. He grabbed the ladle and sloppily heaped a spoonful of the bubbling stew into my bowl. 
 
    “Hmmm…” I held the bowl to my nose and sniffed the green-ish stew. “Smells like meat. I think it’s seasoned, too.” My spoon sifted through it. “There are some vegetables. Green beans… I recognize those. But what’s this?” 
 
    I shot the goblin a look. He peered into my eyes, one eye opened wider than the other. His brow furrowed, attempting to raise an eyebrow he didn’t have on his smooth forehead. 
 
    “Mmm. Mmm.” Some soft grunt came from his lips as he motioned with his hand. 
 
    “How come every celebration always turns into me trying some new food?” I sighed knowing I couldn’t get out of it. A small spoonful of the stew found its way into my mouth. 
 
    “Mmm…” The goblin observed me close, tilting his head sideways. 
 
    “How is it?” Zafina asked. “It’s… It’s soft. More tender than I thought it would be. Lots of flavor, too. Who would’ve thought you could get something so savory in a place where everything is frozen? What is it?” 
 
    The goblin stepped back and moved on all fours. It turned its head up and emitted a soft howl. 
 
    “Is that a… wolf?” 
 
    The goblin nodded then reached down toward its stomach, pointing with its long-clawed finger. 
 
    “Wait… What are you pointing at? Are you pointing at your balls?” 
 
    The goblin grumbled and shook his head before poking my stomach. 
 
    “Oh… Insides. Intestines?” 
 
    The goblin nodded then moved back to the cauldron to prepare more stew for the other goblins gathered around. 
 
    “Wolf guts,” I sighed. “Not bad.” 
 
    “The goblins are not wasteful,” Zafina said. “All of the people in Iorus know to make good use of every resource around them. It would only seem appropriate for those secluded in a frozen village hidden in the mountains.” 
 
    “Makes sense. I got a question. How come Ogram and Arctis can talk but these other goblins just grunt and whistle at each other?” 
 
    “They are the same brethren. Ogram and Arctis are older but not all of them grow to be as big as them, nor does their speech evolve. Rest assured, they understand one another.” 
 
    “I guess that’s why they’re the ones in charge around here.” I scooped another spoonful into my mouth. The hearty stew warmed my insides and satisfied my appetite. It was nice to finally get a chance to sit down. Even just climbing the mountain tired me out more than usual. Having to stay in Battlemancer form drew even more endurance from me. 
 
    Over on the other side of the village where everybody was gathered, Rhiannon stood with Ogram and another group of goblins. She wielded her Mana Dagger and demonstrated how she used it. The goblins stared wide-eyed, their jaws lowered in awe. 
 
    “Rhiannon,” I said with a smile. “Can’t go a minute without practicing.” 
 
    “She is a Mana Dancer. The aggression needed to do what she does is constantly boiling in her blood. It has been that way since birth.” 
 
    “I’m not putting her down. I’m glad she is who she is.” 
 
    Zafina stared at the fire burning. The flames danced in the reflection of her blue eyes. The light shined off her bronze skin. She was so still. 
 
    “Nice to have a peaceful moment like this,” I said. “You want some?” I offered her a spoonful and she smiled and shook her head. 
 
    “I do not need to sustain myself as much as an ordinary person. I draw my energy from the Mana and eat only when it is convenient.” 
 
    “That sounds like somebody who’s trying to get out of eating wolf intestines. You miss Yuma’s food back at the tavern?” 
 
    “Yuma’s cooking is satisfying but not lacking it for only a few days is not suffering.” 
 
    “C’mon. You’ve got a favorite food though. The fish. The deer. Vegetable stew. What do you like most?” 
 
    Zafina twisted her lip, her eyes still on the fire. “I do not have a preference.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. “You have a preference. Everybody has a favorite food.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. Nothing better than a nice deep dish. Any place in the North Side. Best pizza in the world. I’d put my fortune on it. And don’t let anybody ever tell you it’s not pizza. They’re only jealous.” I wagged my index finger at her. 
 
    Zafina only gave a puzzled look before giggling softly. “This pizza. You’re quite fond of it.” 
 
    “It’s life. Even better than the robot stuff you get on the District, and that’s pretty damn good. You’d think they could program a robot to make a good deep dish. I guess the scientists on working on other, less important things. These wolf guts are okay but what I wouldn’t give for a pie right now. I’d eat the whole thing by myself.” 
 
    “It will not be long until you get the opportunity again.” 
 
    I ate another bite from my bowl and realized what she was getting at. I was so used to being out here I almost forgot where home was. 
 
    “Ludo used the last of his strength to create a portal for all of us to teleport to Navica without Blackhart being able to trace us. When you possess the strength of the Omnirune, you will have the power to travel across dimensions.” 
 
    “I can get all the way to the other side of Pandora. There has to be hundreds of active Junctions I’ll be able to walk through.” 
 
    Zafina smiled softly. She’d been so kind to me ever since the beginning. Strange to think her mood had never changed. I knew the real her right when I first met her. 
 
    “There is still a lot more we have to do though,” I said. “The biggest challenges are ahead of us.” 
 
    “I agree. But that does not mean we cannot enjoy this moment as Arctis intended we should. There is something I must say to you.” 
 
    “Sure. Anything.” 
 
    “Not here. Away from the others.” 
 
    “Yeah… No problem.” I was definitely curious but didn’t have any expectations. I just set my bowl down and got up with her. 
 
    Zafina led me around the buildings until we moved to an area off to the side of the village near the gates. 
 
    “In here.” She ducked inside one of the buildings. It was a small room with nothing more than a couple of bear furs lining the ground. My apartment bedroom was bigger than this. It was quaint at least with a torch softly burning to illuminate our surroundings. 
 
    “You sure they don’t mind us hanging out in here?” I said. 
 
    “I am certain. Tonight is a celebration. It has been a long time coming for them. Freedom from the obligation to the Water Rune.” 
 
    “Never thought of it that way.” 
 
    “Now you will be the one to carry that burden.” She put her head down and laughed softly. “There was a time when I thought Ludo would be the one to carry the mantle and possess the Omnirune.” 
 
    “Ludo… He was a hard-working man.” 
 
    “He was obsessed with his duty. It was the one thing that drove him. It was the reason he and I…” She swallowed to clear her throat. “…It was the reason he and I could never be together. His allegiance was to the Rune. As was mine.” 
 
    She shifted her eyes away. I bit my tongue, not sure what to say to comfort or console her. 
 
    “You are different. I sense something inside of you. Not only the strength to wield the Omnirune but something else. I… I am compelled to be by your side. I enjoy your company, Virgil.” 
 
    “I like being with you, too, Zafina.” I laughed at the comment and shook my head. “That’s an understatement. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine what this journey would be like without you.” 
 
    Her smile grew. “I feel the same way.” She took a step toward me, her arms at her sides. “I do not know what the future holds. But I know tonight, I am here with you. We have a bond. If you are not opposed to it, I would like to be with you.” 
 
    She was saying what I thought she was. “I’ve never heard it put so eloquently before.” 
 
    “What is on your mind, Virgil?” 
 
    I looked up and down her body. The green robes didn’t do much to cover her but right now, it was still more than I wanted. “You know what’s on my mind.” 
 
    She inched closer until the light silk fabric brush against me. I deactivated the Life Rune and my armor receded. Her lips moved to mine as she whispered. “Let us see if we are thinking the same thing.” 
 
    I closed my eyes as I put my lips to hers. A soft kiss ignited a fire inside of me. The inferno burned in my gut and spread through the rest of me. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around her soft waist and pulled her close as our tongues tangled in a messy kiss. Our lips smacked together, joining the sound of the torch burning next to us. 
 
    Zafina moved her hands to my shoulders and gently pushed me away. I stared at her, watching her reach behind her neck and tug on her collar. Her robes slowly began to move until cascading down to her waist, freeing the breasts she’d been hiding this entire time. Her breasts had the same golden tan as the rest of her. 
 
    I reached out and squeezed one between my fingers. She gasped softly, her eyes still locked on mine. Her size was modest, small enough to fit in my grip. Her flesh was soft as I kneaded her gently. With all of the fakes I had to deal with back home, it was nice to have something natural. 
 
    She moved back in for another kiss as she removed my tunic off me. Our kiss made us work even harder. I reached for her skirt and tugged it down. She returned the favor, tugging on my pants until my swollen length was free. 
 
    Her scent filled my nostrils. Her soft body pressed against mine and made me stiffen even more. Soft moans filled my ears between kisses. Everything about Zafina had me eager to take her. 
 
    I moved away from her to find her robes in a messy pile around her ankles. Her entire body was exposed to me. The pink slit between her legs dripped with a drop of fluid leaking down the inside of her bronze thigh. My mouth watered in anticipation but I couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    Zafina was thinking the same thing. Her blue eyes locked on me, she moved to the floor. She sat down and leaned back. Her legs spread to give me an even better view of her wetness. Her body was calling out to me, inviting me to take the only place I wanted to be. 
 
    I crawled on top of her, not moving my stare from hers. 
 
    “I’ve wanted this for a long time,” she whispered. “Just this. To lose myself to a moment of desire. I crave you inside of me, Virgil.” 
 
    Her words made me swallow hard to dry my suddenly wet throat. I moved close in search of another kiss. My length twitched as I guided myself to her folds. Her wetness was so warm, she wasn’t hard to find. I pressed against her entrance then plunged myself in with a hard, deep thrust. 
 
    She gasped into my mouth, wrapping her hands around my neck to pull me close. Her legs ensnared me to make sure I couldn’t move. 
 
    I didn’t want to be anywhere else though. All I wanted was to give her what she wanted, too. 
 
    My hips moved on their own. Forceful thrusts made her whole petite body shift. My hilt slammed against her folds with every deep stroke. The sound of our bodies clapping together echoed through the small wooden hut. 
 
    I laid her down so I could get a better look at her. Zafina writhed underneath me. Breasts bouncing. Mouth agape. Eyes flickering. Her pretty face in agony. Her bronze body glistened with sweat underneath the torch as I worked her even harder. 
 
    My endurance might have been better than it ever was but I couldn’t hold back. My body tightened up. My heart raced and my lungs struggled to get the air I needed. My length was throbbing, teetering on the edge with everything I’d been holding back. 
 
    “Zafina…” I grabbed her waist and pulled her up, pressing my lips to hers as we collided against each other. 
 
    The Seer worked with greater force as she rode me. She moaned harder, bouncing on top of me like she was desperate to reach her end. 
 
    Her nails dug into the back of my neck. Her eyes widened before shutting tight. Suddenly, her body convulsed on top of me. Hard spasms made her nearly slip out of my grip. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and fell over the same as her. A flood of my seed spilled out and splashed against her insides. I wanted to give her every drop I could. Forceful contractions made every thick pulse seem like my life was draining out of me. 
 
    I held on for as long as I could until everything left me. We both collapsed on the fur beneath us. I stayed on top of her, too tired to move. 
 
    Breaths deep. Bodies sweating. Muscles aching. Hearts slowing. 
 
    There was something on my tongue. Some smart comment about how good it was to be inside of her. But I didn’t need to say anything. The moment was enough for me. And I knew it was the same for her. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I lay on the ground, propping myself up on my elbows as I watched Zafina climb back into her robes. Her backside was as tight and tan as the rest of her body, stirring feelings inside of me even though I was already exhausted. 
 
    She turned around and smiled softly. “You should get dressed. The festivities are not over.” 
 
    “Take your robes off and we can continue with the festivities.” 
 
    “That is not what I was referring to,” she said with a laugh. “The most important part of the night has not yet occurred. Arctis waits for as at the center of town.” 
 
    “Back to business,” I sighed. 
 
    I forced myself up to my feet and climbed back into my linens. The Life Rune activated to cover me in the white body armor to help deal with the cold waiting outside. 
 
    Zafina and I headed back to where everybody had gathered. More than a hundred goblins stood around the sprawling clearing. Bonfires and torches burned as observant white owls watched from their perches. 
 
    Arctis stood at the center of the circle with Ogram by his side. The two giant goblins waited patiently for us to approach. 
 
    Rhiannon walked by my side and nodded. “It is time.” 
 
    It was only a formality but I knew how important this moment was. I stood silently and waited along with everybody else. 
 
    Arctis raised his hands to get everybody’s attention. “Today is the day all have been waiting for. But not only those of us who stand here. Our ancestors as well. Every goblin who has sweat and bled in Dragonpine has contributed to this moment. I am grateful for the opportunity to have led our people to this point. And I am proud to have the chance to continue to lead our people toward limitless heights.” 
 
    He held his hand out toward me. “Virgil. The bearer of the Life Rune. A human has come from another dimension, crossed the great ocean, and scaled the mountains to arrive here. His destiny is the same as ours. 
 
    “We are a proud people. We fear no being. Each one of us would spill every drop of blood within us even if we were to face an impossible challenge. But our days of combat are over. There is one last hurdle to the peaceful eternity our ancestors envisioned for us. And we will smash through that hurdle together.” 
 
    Arctis moved toward me. The big guy was more than two feet taller than me, so it was like staring up at a monument. But as intimidating as he was, his lips curled into a friendly smile. There was nothing quite as funny as seeing a goblin smiling, their bottom fangs jutting out to make their grin even more pronounced. 
 
    “Virgil. The Water Rune is yours. Take it and fulfill the destiny the ancients foretold all those years ago.” 
 
    His massive hand hovered over the center of his chest. The deep-blue light shimmering within the jewel began to glow bright, turning whiter and whiter. The pulse became so intense it was blinding. 
 
    I turned my head away and closed my eyes. The warmth from the energy warmed my cheeks but faded quickly. I looked back to see the jewel out of his chest. His white scales reformed over his body. 
 
    Arctis held the diamond in his mitt and nodded. “I put my faith in you. Do not make me regret this, or you will regret this.” 
 
    He held the blue jewel out to me. I nodded as I reached out to grab it. “I won’t let you or anybody else down.” 
 
    The jewel pulsed with a soft blue glow in my palm. I almost couldn’t believe I’d finally gotten it. I closed my eyes and smiled as a wave of relief washed over me. 
 
    “There is a greater battle ahead,” Arctis said. “I pledge to you the support of Dragonpine. We will bleed so that those of us who remain will not.” 
 
    “Thank you, Arctis. We’ll get this done. Together…” 
 
    The goblins pounded their hatchets into the ground and kicked snow into the air. A loud howl came from every one of them, shaking the entire village. 
 
    “They’re a rowdy bunch,” I said. 
 
    “Tonight is a celebration!” Arctis shouted. “To Dragonpine!” 
 
    Another howl erupted from the crowd. 
 
    “Hoot hoot hoot…” 
 
    An owl suddenly flew off its perch and landed on Arctis’s shoulder. The white bird widened its big yellow eyes as it stared into the sky. 
 
    “Hoot hoot…” 
 
    It spread its wings and suddenly everybody fell silent. 
 
    I looked around in confusion. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “There is something here,” Ogram grumbled as he stared above. “The wind has changed.” 
 
    I searched the clouds, trying to find some sort of energy cloud. Shadows of Pandora could strike at any moment. Blackhart took the Fire Rune. No doubt this was the perfect chance for him to take the Water Rune. 
 
    “Zafina.” I shoved the Water Rune into her hand. “Return to Navica.” 
 
    “I do not think—” 
 
    “Return to Navica. We can’t let Blackhart get a chance at it.” 
 
    “You are the Battlemancer. You should be the one—” 
 
    “No. Rhiannon and I will stay behind to defend.” 
 
    “He will attempt to take the Life Rune from you.” 
 
    “He won’t. I won’t take any chances. But I have to stay here to assist.” 
 
    Zafina sighed softly through her nose and nodded. She took a step back and cast a spell of white light, consuming her whole body until she disappeared in a flash. 
 
    “They will attempt to take the gates.” Rhiannon moved by my side and activated her Mana Dagger. “If they get through—” 
 
    “They won’t get through. Not if we beat them to it. Arctis. Open the gates. Whoever’s out there, we’ll meet them head-on. We have the higher ground.” 
 
    Arctis turned to Ogram and nodded. 
 
    “Follow me,” Ogram grunted as he began stomping through Dragonpine. 
 
    A small contingent of thirty goblins walked with us toward the front gates. 
 
    “Open them up!” Ogram shouted. “They have brought their destruction upon themselves!” 
 
    The massive wooden gates slowly creaked open. Ogram and I took the lead and moved out. We stood at the edge of the peak, looking down the mountainside. Snow continued to gently drift down around us, blanketing the mountain in a thick layer of white. 
 
    I scoured for anything moving but there was nothing. “Are you sure your owls are working?” 
 
    “There is a presence here,” Ogram grumbled. “It is merely hiding like a coward.” 
 
    “I sense it,” Rhiannon said. “It is there. Hidden.” 
 
    “It’s there, huh? Let’s see…” I raised my hand and fired a Light Beam down the mountainside. It burned through the snow, melting it and the ground beneath it. I trailed the Light Beam like a laser and erased the snow slowly. 
 
    “This is kind of like a snowplow. If I had one of these during a—” 
 
    My beam suddenly hit something beneath the snow. As soon as it did, a figure popped up and began racing up the mountainside. They were Shadows. Something like black wolves, howling at us with a feral intensity as they charged. There were more than fifty of them all ripping through the snow toward us. 
 
    “Attack!” Ogram raised his giant blade and moved to meet them. 
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Rhiannon raced by his side as the other goblins followed with their hatchets in the air. 
 
    I stood my ground and summoned the knight and bruiser. The Golem curled into a boulder and began sliding down the mountain like a giant bowling ball. Even without seeing where it was going, it knocked through a group of the black Shadows and sent them scattering like bowling pins. 
 
    The knight engaged along with the goblins as the fight broke out into a wild melee. 
 
    I aimed the best I could, picking off the Shadows with my Light Beam. But the more intense the fight became, the harder it was to find a target. 
 
    “There you are.”  
 
    I turned and looked at the man standing twenty yards away. Tattered black robes. Black goggles covering his pale face. A lanky, lurching figure inching closer toward me. Array had somehow survived. 
 
    “That explosion—” 
 
    “Your Mana Mine was quite powerful. It destroyed all of my work.” His voice was wobbly, almost shrill. “But I survived. And I’ve done enough for Blackhart to strengthen him.” 
 
    “You’re on the wrong team. You’ve still got a chance to join the right one.” 
 
    “Indeed. I do have a chance. Imagine the reward he will give me. I will be showered with praise, presenting the Life Rune to him after I kill you.” 
 
    “Not likely.” 
 
    “We shall see… Grrr…” He threw his hands up and fired a blast of black energy like smoke. I countered with a Light Beam. The clash of energy sent black and white sparks flying across the mountainside. 
 
    “You are weak,” the pale-faced man grumbled. “You will have to do better than that to escape.” 
 
    “All right, I will.” I summoned a Rock Burst and sent a shower of stones at him. Despite his fragile stature, he was surprisingly agile. I only managed to clip him as he dodged out of the way. 
 
    Another black beam of smoke shot at me and again I was forced to parry it with another Light Beam. 
 
    The Arcanist bore down on me, stomping forward through the snow to close the distance. “Enough of this!” He kept his blast focused until he was right in front of me. Still firing with one hand, his other hand shot forward and gripped the Life Rune in my chest. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” I moved my hand and grabbed his wrist. The added strength from the levels I’d gained gave me enough to twist his arm. 
 
    “You really expect to just rip it out of me?” I said. 
 
    Even with his goggles on, I knew he was glaring at me based on his wrinkled brow. 
 
    He shot another beam from his hand and cracked me right in my chestplate. The point-blank blast cratered my armor and sent me tumbling back through the snow. I landed so hard it rattled my brain. 
 
    “Dammit…” I groaned as I regained my bearings. My vision blurred but I just managed to sit up to see him stomping toward me. 
 
    “Now… It is time for you to return what is owed to Blackhart—” 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon came streaking from behind him, stabbing her Mana Dagger right into his left shoulder. 
 
    “Argh!” The stranger howled in pain as he fell to a knee. 
 
    “The only thing owed to Blackhart is my blade.” Rhiannon clenched her jaw, driving her dagger deeper into him and making him squeal. 
 
    “Please… Mercy… I…” 
 
    Rhiannon kept digging her blade through his shoulder, spilling black blood on his robes and all over the snow around us. 
 
    “I… I cannot…” 
 
    I watched in amazement as Rhiannon drained the life from him. My eyes shifted to his hands as he struggled with the snow. But then I saw it. Black energy beginning to swirl around his hands. Gathering so quickly I barely noticed it. 
 
    “Watch out—” 
 
    “Raahh!” The stranger raised his hands before I could finish, hitting Rhiannon with a shot that sent her stumbling back. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” I shot a Light Beam at his chest and sent him tumbling down the mountainside. 
 
    I rushed up to Rhiannon’s unconscious body and flipped her over. 
 
    “Rhiannon! Hey! Rhiannon!” 
 
    Her eyes were lifeless, staring up into the sky like she was mesmerized by the stars. 
 
    “Hey!” I grabbed her jaw and shook her face. “Rhiannon!” 
 
    There was no response. Her body was suddenly colder than the snow. She was completely still. As the seconds went by, my heart slowly started to sink into my stomach. 
 
    I stopped thinking. I didn’t care about the battle. The sound of fighting on the mountainside disappeared in a flash as I teleported back to Navica. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 37: Last Dance 
 
    Virgil York 
 
    Level 25 Battlemancer 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 100 
 
    Endurance 100 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 12 (+2) 
 
    Fire (Speed) 17 (+1) 
 
    Water (Durability) 11 (+1) 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 20 (+2) 
 
    *** 
 
    Available Runes and Abilities 
 
    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 4) 
 
    Holy Knight (Level 2) 
 
      
 
    Stone (Bulwark of the Juggernaut) 
 
    Rock Burst (Level 4) 
 
    Stone Smasher (Level 2) 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
    Divine Blade 
 
    Mana Fort 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 5: 20% Ability Damage Bonus 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 4: 10% Summon Speed Bonus 
 
    Araceli - Level 3: 10% Rune Endurance Drain Decrease 
 
    Sawyer - Level 2: 5% Physical Attack Damage Bonus 
 
    Yuma - Level 2: 5% Damage Resistance Bonus 
 
      
 
    “You have increased a total of six levels. Your Rock Burst ability has increased by one. Your Stone Bruiser summon has been upgraded to Stone Smasher. Your bond with Zafina and Rhiannon have both increased by one.” 
 
    Cybil’s disembodied voice went in one ear and out the other. 
 
    “Can you do something with this?” I held the Water Rune up and the white podium appeared in front of me. I set the Rune down and the podium receded back into the floor, disappearing without a trace. 
 
    “I will begin processing the Rune so that you may absorb its power.” 
 
    I’d gained six levels. My stat improvements were noticeable with how much firmer my muscles were. Just walking seemed quicker. I acquired the Water Rune, too. It wouldn’t be long until I would add more abilities. 
 
    But I couldn’t shake the feeling I had. My heart was still in my stomach. It was a rock now. I just wanted to reach in and pull it out. 
 
    My hands on my hips, I limped back and forth in frustration. 
 
    “I detect a certain level of dissatisfaction from you.” 
 
    “Dissatisfaction,” I scoffed. “That’s an understatement…” 
 
    “If you relay the details of your dilemma to me, I may be able to provide you with some assistance.” 
 
    I wasn’t hopeful but there was no point in holding back. 
 
    “It’s Rhiannon. That guy hit her with some spell. He did something to her. She’s lifeless but there’s something strange. It’s like she’s there but… not.” 
 
    “Can you describe the condition of your companion?” 
 
    “I don’t know how to describe it,” I said with a shrug. “It’s just like I said. She’s lifeless. No pulse. She’s not breathing. Her body is cold. Eyes open and staring at nothing. She’s covered in some black aura. Smoke surrounding her…” 
 
    “I have limited knowledge outside of the realm of Zion. However, what you are describing is located within my index.” 
 
    “Wait… What?” I moved closer to the display and looked up at it. “You know what’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “Your companion is not under a curse nor has she perished. Her spirit has been separated from her body. She appears lifeless because her essence has been removed.” 
 
    “Her essence has been removed… Where did it go?” 
 
    “There is another world. A dimension separate from Iorus or what you call Pandora. It is referred to by those on Iorus as the Eternal Twilight.” 
 
    “The Eternal Twilight…” All of the possibilities were running through my head. At this point, even just a glimmer of hope was all I wanted. “…What is it?” 
 
    “The Eternal Twilight is the undead limbo. A place where souls are trapped, separated from their true beings. Only those banished by a dark power exist there. If they exist there for long enough, the essence eventually fades and the body it was attached to suffers the same fate.” 
 
    “Okay. This Eternal Twilight… Rhiannon’s essence is there. I can go there and get it back.” 
 
    “You may transport there by using the same means you used to travel to Zion.” 
 
    “All right!” I slapped my hands together. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Cybil, you’re beautiful.” 
 
    “You intend to travel to this dimension and retrieve your companion’s essence.” 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    “Be warned. The Eternal Twilight is a treacherous place. Those who reside there will not be so fond of your presence. If you fail in retrieving your companion’s essence, you will fade and suffer a fate worse than death itself. Your spirit will be tortured and your energy drawn slowly until you are nothing.” 
 
    “Is that all?” I sighed. 
 
    It was obvious there was a catch. I didn’t expect to have a chance without having to take a risk. 
 
    “I do not advise this,” Cybil said suddenly. 
 
    For a second, I thought she’d raised her voice. She was never emotional though, so it was probably in my head. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You are the bearer of the Life Rune. Your sole task, as stated by you, was to create the Omnirune. The loss of your companion is regrettable. Attempting to save them is an unnecessary risk.” 
 
    “You’re right. But I was never one to make the best decisions all the time… Just tell me whether or not I can actually get to the Eternal Twilight.” 
 
    Cybil didn’t respond. I scrunched my brow in confusion, wondering if she didn’t hear me. 
 
    “You can,” she finally answered. 
 
    “Okay. Process the Rune. I’ll be back after I save Rhiannon.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Rhiannon lay motionless on the bed. Her skin was as powdery white as a vampire, so disturbingly pale like she’d been dead for several days. Her eyes stayed open, staring into nothingness. Black lines trailed around her eyes and over her cheeks. Her mouth was half-open, frozen in agony. 
 
    I reached my hand against her arm and felt how cold she was. The black smoke flowing around her was thick but my hand moved through it like it wasn’t there. 
 
    The door opened behind me and footsteps followed. I kept my eyes focused on Rhiannon. 
 
    “Ogram defeated the small contingent of Shadows,” Zafina said. “The one responsible for this… Array… He appears to be some kind of sorcerer in addition to an Arcanist. Arctis has pushed him for answers as to remedy this. Arctis promises him death. Array welcomes it with open arms. He remains in captivity while Arctis waits to proceed.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Array will get what’s coming to him, whether or not he fixes what he did. Tell Arctis to do whatever he wants short of killing him. I’ll deal with him when I come back.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    I finally turned to Zafina to see the confusion on her face. “What do you know about the Eternal Twilight?” 
 
    She blinked. A moment of hesitation was enough to tell me how concerned she was. “It is a story. A fable some know. An underworld where damned spirits are sent to be tortured. It is only a myth.” 
 
    “According to Cybil, it’s not a myth. Array did something. Cast some spell and sent Rhiannon’s spirit there… And that’s where I’m going.” 
 
    “Then I will go with you—” 
 
    “No. It’s too risky. It’s…” I sighed and closed my eyes, trying to maintain my composure. “Rhiannon is already in danger. I won’t put you in danger, too.” 
 
    “I have always been in danger during our travels.” 
 
    “This is different. If you suffered a fatal wound, the Revival Pool would be enough to bring you back. If you fall in the Eternal Twilight, there’s no coming back.” 
 
    “Yet you risk yourself?” She bowed her head. Zafina didn’t try to hide her frown. Her brow furrowed, she looked like she was on the verge of tears. “I regret what happened to Rhiannon. But there is something greater at stake. If you are lost, Iorus will fall. Pandora will spread chaos. Your home, Earth, will be destroyed—” 
 
    “If it was you, Zafina, in Rhiannon’s place, what would you tell me to do?” I asked her a question I already knew the answer to. 
 
    “I would tell you to focus on the Omnirune and stopping Blackhart.” 
 
    “And I’m sure Rhiannon would say the same thing now if she could. But look at her. Tell me to leave her spirit in the darkness. To let her essence fade and experience an end worse than death.” 
 
    Zafina shifted her eyes to the bed. The somber look on her face didn’t go away. 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder. “Now isn’t the time to argue. We can’t waste our energy being upset. I understand your reasoning. But I know you don’t mean any of it. You don’t want me to just leave Rhiannon.” 
 
    “I have known Rhiannon since I was a child. If it were my decision, I would go and save her by myself. I would take that risk.” 
 
    “But it’s not your decision. Let me make that mistake. And if it’s truly a mistake, I’ll be the one to pay for it.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and bowed her head. “I miss her already…” 
 
    I looked at Rhiannon. The frozen look on her face filled me with all of the focus I needed. “I’m heading to the Eternal Twilight. And I’m not coming back unless she’s with me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 38: The Eternal Twilight 
 
    The orb sat on the podium like a giant marble, blue energy swirling within it. 
 
    “Cybil said this will take me there. All I have to do is focus my thoughts… Transfer my energy to the darkness… Convince the other side I want them to take my soul…” 
 
    Zafina stood with me. Despite her reservations, she wasn’t going to try and stop me. She leaned closer and kissed me on the cheek. “Remember… Not even Rhiannon herself would fault you if you fail. Do not lose yourself.” 
 
    “I know. But I’ll get this done. Now…” I reached out and placed my hand on the orb. 
 
    My eyes closed, the worst thoughts began to swirl around in my head. Destruction. Suffering. Despair. Pain. Hate. Anger. Death itself. I imagined all of the misery a person could go through. I wanted to let the darkness consume me. I wanted to go where Rhiannon was forced to go. 
 
    I kept my energy focused. Nothing had changed. There were no sounds. There were no smells. I didn’t feel anything either. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    I opened my eyes and cut myself off. The orb remained on the podium but Zafina and everything else in the room were gone. 
 
    The sky was black without any stars or a moon. Gray smoke drifted by me like a thick fog. Beneath my feet, a stone pathway had crumbled like it had been there for ages. Around me, there were structures. Some sort of ancient temples with columns carved from stone. The same kind of buildings I imagined you’d find in Ancient Rome or another lost civilization. They were all black and gray, painted with ash and soot. 
 
    No matter where I looked, everything had that same dark gray tint. The only thing that had any color was the Life Rune resonating with a soft yellow shine. 
 
    “Hmmm…” I turned around and saw another building in front of me. A temple the size of an apartment complex had been carved right into the side of a mountain. A couple of gray stone columns signified the entrance along with some torches burning next to it. The torches themselves flickered like any normal flames but the light coming from them was white and gray like everything else. 
 
    There were no trees. There were no animals. There weren’t even any boulders. There was only darkness illuminated by the gray torchlight, shining on all of the strange temples around me. 
 
    The thought of heading back crossed my mind. But only for a second. 
 
    “Rhiannon…” 
 
    With no other obvious direction, I walked up the broken stones leading toward the temple entrance that stood at least five-stories high. I looked between the columns and saw the darkness inside was lit by more torches along the walls. A narrow pathway led into a larger hall. 
 
    It was an open room, about as big as the Main Hall in the Central Keep. Stone statues stood more than ten-feet tall but still not big enough to reach the high ceiling above. The figures themselves were strange. Beasts with man-like features all held their hands up. Gargoyles. Minotaurs. Snake-headed men. There were eight of them total, four on each side to line the path. 
 
    “A sign of things to come?” I walked down the cobbled stone pathway to the next entrance. Another torch ignited on its own as soon as I stepped into it. I kept moving until I was in the next room. 
 
    More torches burned on the walls, growing brighter all around the room. It was spacious. No, that was an understatement… The circular room was as big as one of the Drill Rooms back at the Sota District. It would take me at least a minute to sprint to the other side. 
 
    The walls were made from the same crumbling stone as the pathway. Above me, the ceiling was high enough the gray torchlight couldn’t reach it. But there was nothing else. No path to keep walking. No entrance to another room. Not even a ladder to climb. 
 
    “Maybe I should punch through the walls.” 
 
    “I would not advise that.” A disembodied voice filled the air like it was all around me. I looked up in search of it but there was nothing. 
 
    More thick fog from outside the temple began to flood into the room. I stepped back and watched it flow in front of me about ten meters away. The mist billowed, growing thicker until suddenly beginning to take shape. 
 
    It was a man. At least, I would’ve thought that if it wasn’t floating a foot above the ground. Its long, dark robes extended over its entire figure. Arms hung by its side. I squinted to make sure I was looking at it right. The arms were just bones. The hands and fingers were just long digits, aged and brittle. A hood covered the figure’s face but it didn’t hesitate to reveal itself. 
 
    “What…” My mouth hung half-open, staring at the skull looking back at me. A skeleton couldn’t have any expression. Not without any skin on it. But this one was looking right at me with a gray smoke burning from its eye sockets. 
 
    It hovered above the ground, gently bobbing up and down. 
 
    “You will not find what you are looking for if you were to destroy the walls.” Even though it was right in front of me, the ethereal voice still sounded distant. 
 
    “Where is she?” I said. 
 
    The figure didn’t respond as it slowly tilted its head. “You… You are a strange one. I sense something. Strength… Life…” 
 
    “That’s right. I’m alive. And my friend is, too. Where is she? Where’s Rhiannon?” 
 
    “…Interesting. You do not know where you are or what you are dealing with yet you persist.” 
 
    “I know she’s here. Her spirit… Her essence… It’s here. She doesn’t belong here.” 
 
    “Everything that is here, belongs here.” 
 
    I summoned the Holy Knight and he immediately took his stance, ready to run forward with his sword. 
 
    “Ah… Now I see. You wish to take what is our property.” 
 
    “Rhiannon was never your property.” 
 
    “But she is. Everything sent here is done so because of a bargain made. It is a deal written in blood. It cannot be broken.” 
 
    “I don’t know what deal you made with Array. But I’ll deal with him after I deal with you.” 
 
    The apparition floated back and raised its hand. I watched as a glowing red light sparkled in its hand before creating an orb. It was slightly larger than the Red Mana orbs I’d seen Shadows drop, big enough to fit in the palm of my hand. 
 
    “This one you call Rhiannon. Her essence is the one you seek.” 
 
    “Glad we could come to an agreement. I wish all business meetings were like this back home. Now… if you’ll just hand that over to me, I’ll be on my way—” 
 
    “I do not think you understood, so I will restate it. Everything here belongs here. The agreement has been made. It cannot be broken.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    “Curious. I have never met one so defiant. A living being willing to travel to the Twilight in order to withdraw from a contract written in blood.” 
 
    “I didn’t sign any contract. I didn’t make any deals. You can tell Array to go blow himself. Now… Either hand Rhiannon back to me or I’ll take her from you.” 
 
    The figure was motionless. “I am the Reaper of Souls. I hold no grudge against those who do not wish to strike a deal with me for the power they gain. You cross the line. Attempting to break a vow solidified as any other. But… I am not a mindless being who cannot see the unique opportunity presented before me.” 
 
    It held its hand out with the red orb resonating brighter than ever. “If you wish to leave with the one you call Rhiannon, all you have to do is take this.” 
 
    “Thank you…” I sighed and took a step forward. But the skeleton raised its other hand and wagged an index finger at me. 
 
    “If you are unable to take this from me, then your soul will also be mine.” 
 
    I chuckled. Not because there was an obvious catch but because I was already expecting him to say it. 
 
    “You have a chance to walk away—” 
 
    “No chance. Go!” I summoned my new Stone Crusher. My gray Golem was bigger than the Bruiser it used to be. Its arms and legs were made from thicker stones and its torso bulged like a giant boulder. Even though it was only a few inches taller, I could tell how much more damage it could do. 
 
    It immediately moved into a sprint with the Holy Knight racing behind it. 
 
    The Reaper immediately floated back and raised its other hand high above its head. More mist formed around its body, creating a barrier. 
 
    The Crusher slammed into the barrier and knocked the Reaper back a few inches but couldn’t take the barrier down. The knight followed up and slashed at the smoke to try and cut through. 
 
    I readied a Light Beam but noticed the smoke coming down from the ceiling. It filled the room until it was completely misty. The mist got so thick, I couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me. 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    Suddenly, a figure rushed at me. A ghost made of nothing but smoke. No face. No legs. Only a small torso with long arms coming out of it. It might have looked like smoke but when it clawed at me with its long fingers, it shredded through the armor on my arm. 
 
    I immediately raised and fired a Light Beam to burn a hole right through it to turn it into mist. I spun around just in time to see another spirit coming toward me with its swing. Another Light Beam put it out before it could hit me. 
 
    They were coming at me from every direction. Behind me. Above me. Some appeared low on the ground. It was target practice with the Light Beam as I turned them all to dust. 
 
    But I wasn’t getting anywhere. The sounds of my two summons trying to take down the Reaper were faint. I couldn’t stand here and fight all day. I had to get to Rhiannon. 
 
    I listened for the sounds of combat and moved toward it through the fog. With every Light Beam I fired, my endurance continued to drop. Sweat dripped down my temples even though the temperature was falling. But I kept pushing until I could finally see the Reaper wrapping itself in its barrier. 
 
    I cleared the last ghost coming after me and fired another beam right at the Reaper. The bright light crashed against the barrier. I kept the laser on the smoke, trying to burn a hole through it as my two summons tried to help. 
 
    “Enough of this.” The Reaper raised its hand and all of the smoke and fog suddenly gathered into its palm, clearing the room completely. 
 
    “You persist,” the floating apparition said. “I will grant you the eternal captivity you desire.” 
 
    The energy formed in its hand, it sent the ball of smoke right at me. I rolled out of the way and it crashed behind me, ripping up all of the stones on the ground with an explosion that shook the entire room. 
 
    “Take him down!” 
 
    I ordered the Golem to charge again. With no barrier to stop it, my summon zoomed like a bullet and knocked the Reaper right in the chest to make it stumble near the ground. The Holy Knight followed and stabbed the spirit right in the chest with its long blade. 
 
    “Grrr…” The Reaper grunted in pain. 
 
    There was only a split-second. This might have been my only chance. 
 
    “Go!” The Stone Crusher charged again, pounding the vulnerable spirit hard enough to make its arms shoot forward in the opposite direction of its body. The red orb in its hand flew out and tumbled through the air. I ran as fast as I could then dived to catch the orb just before it hit the ground. 
 
    “Damn… What a catch…” 
 
    “You will not escape! Raaagh!” The Reaper let out a shriek that made the whole room shake. Rocks and stones began to fall from the darkness of the crumbling ceiling. My Holy Knight moved next to me and slashed at a boulder that nearly crushed me. 
 
    “I guess that’s my signal to leave.” 
 
    I darted for the exit with the Holy Knight in tow while the Stone Crusher kept the Reaper distracted. As soon as I stepped back into the main hall, the gargoyle statue began to move. The rocks crumbled around it as the figure inside of it broke free. 
 
    I’d never seen a gargoyle up close before. Even in the bestiary, it was hard to figure out what to make of it. I suppose it looked like a goblin. Tiny little horns on its temples. Short fangs on its bottom jaw. Empty eyes with no pupils. The claws on its three-finger hands were as long and sharp as daggers, matching the ones on its toes. The same gray tint as everything else in the Twilight. 
 
    It flapped its wings, stretching them out wide like a giant bat, twice as long as it was tall. 
 
    “Raaaaah!” The gargoyle screeched and swung its wings out, crushing the statues next to it. 
 
    “All right, big fella. If you don’t mind, I’ll be leaving now…” 
 
    I ran for the entrance but the gray gargoyle swooped forward and landed in front of the entrance, crushing the stones beneath its feet. Ten-feet tall, there was no way I could squeeze around it. I didn’t need to beat it but it wasn’t giving me a way out either. 
 
    The Holy Knight dashed forward and slashed at the gargoyle, managing to cut its stone chest but not drawing any blood. The gargoyle swung in response and impaled the knight with its clawed hands. 
 
    “Back off!” A Rock Burst pelted the gargoyle in the face and chest, forcing it to use its wings to block my attack. But it didn’t move from blocking the exit. 
 
    There had to be a way around it but the only way I could think of was right through it. 
 
    “Raaaah!” The gargoyle screeched and suddenly zoomed toward me. The thing was so fast, I wasn’t ready. I imagined this was what getting hit by a bus felt like. My arms and legs flailed as my momentum forced me back. Even with my Battlemancer armor to take some of the brunt, the wind knocked out of me completely. But still I held onto the orb. 
 
    The gargoyle perched on top of me as I fell onto the hard stones. One hand holding my chest down, it slashed at my face. I immediately felt the blood leaking from my cheek and above my eye. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Another slash made me grunt in pain as another gash was opened up. The warm crimson dripped down my face like sweat, some of it getting into my lips so I could taste it. 
 
    I couldn’t stop now though. I focused as much as I could and caught my breath. 
 
    The gargoyle reared back with another swipe. I raised my free hand and summoned a Rock Burst to smash its head on both sides. A stream of stones pelted its face, forcing it to fall back. 
 
    The Holy Knight recovered, digging his blade into the gargoyle’s side. 
 
    “RAAAAAAGGH!” The gargoyle’s scream boomed even louder, making the walls crumble around us. 
 
    “Get off!” I switched to a Light Beam and burned its eyes. It stumbled back even farther, freeing me enough so I could get back to my feet. The Holy Knight grabbed my arm to help me up. 
 
    “You will not escape! You will not take what is not yours!” 
 
    I turned around to see the Reaper shooting through the air toward me. 
 
    “Hold him off for me!” 
 
    The Holy Knight stayed behind and blocked the Reaper’s path as I sprinted for the exit. I’d never moved my legs so fast in my damn life. Another look behind me, I watched my summon get vaporized into a cloud of dark mist as the Reaper kept floating forward. 
 
    I stumbled out of the temple and pounded the stones with hard and fast stomps. The orb shimmered with a dull gray light in the distance. It was only fifty yards away from me and closing. 
 
    Almost there. Almost. All I had to do was get my hand on it. 
 
    I squeezed Rhiannon’s essence tight in my grip as I raced through the fog growing all around me. It got so thick, my path started to disappear. I just needed to keep going forward. 
 
    Suddenly, it got so thick I had to push even harder to get through it. My feet were in quicksand. I was fighting through the dense fog, trying to get closer by swimming with my arms. 
 
    “I told you. You will not escape.” 
 
    The Reaper’s voice was all around me but I ignored it, pushing forward through the thickening mist. I squinted and could barely make out the orb’s light in front of me. 
 
    “Almost…” 
 
    “You will never leave. You will remain here for all eternity.” 
 
    The mist wrapped around one of my ankles, ensnaring me completely. I tried to tug my leg free but it was stuck in cement. 
 
    “C’mon…” I muttered through gritted teeth as I grabbed my leg with all my strength, straining my muscles to try and break free. 
 
    The Reaper floated closer until it was inches away. The skull moved right up to my face, staring at me with the glowing light in its eyes. There was an icy aura resonating around it, chilling my skin. 
 
    “You should have never come here. Now you must remain. It is in the contract. You are bound by blood.” 
 
    I turned back to see the orb through the fog. It was only a few feet away. If I could just reach out and grab it. That was it. 
 
    There was only one option I had. Before the Reaper could do anything, I did it. 
 
    “Sorry, pal. Deal’s off.” I activated a Light Beam and blasted the fog around my ankle. It loosened slightly but not enough to free me completely. That had to be enough. 
 
    With everything I had left, I bent down then jumped forward as hard and as far as I could. My hand reached out for the orb. I felt its smooth, glassy surface underneath my fingertips, sliding down toward my palm. I stretched out, damn near pulling my shoulder out of its socket. I held on until suddenly everything around me disappeared. 
 
    I floated in the air for a second before landing on the ground with a hard thud. 
 
    “Virgil!” 
 
    Zafina fell to her knees and activated a healing spell. The cool sensation running over my skin and through my body was relieving. I let out a deep sigh as I looked up at her. 
 
    “Did you…” 
 
    I turned toward the red orb in my hand. I had been squeezing it so tight my palm was sweating. But I hadn’t lost my grip. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 39: Emotional Detachment 
 
    I rushed to Rhiannon’s quarters in the Central Keep and moved to her bedside with Zafina trailing behind me. 
 
    “This is it… Her essence… Her soul…” 
 
    My hand extended out with the orb tight in my grip. I held it above her chest and it began to burn an even brighter red. Energy flowed from my palm, spilling in every direction like mist over her body. The bright red energy trailed along her chest, up over her neck, then over her face. It moved into her open mouth and up her nostrils. 
 
    “Come on…” 
 
    The orb began to dissipate in my hand as more of the energy continued to flow out. My grip squeezed tighter until there was nothing left inside of it and I was just clenching my fist. The mist cleared, disappearing completely inside of her. 
 
    “Come on…” 
 
    Zafina and I were both holding our breath, staring at Rhiannon’s frozen face. Every second was an eternity. 
 
    “Hngh!” Rhiannon suddenly shot up. Her eyes widened as she gasped deep breaths. 
 
    “Thank goodness…” Zafina closed her eyes with her hands on her chest. 
 
    Rhiannon looked at her surroundings, eyes wide in bewilderment. “Where…” 
 
    “It’s all right,” I said. “You’re in Navica. You’re okay. You’re… safe.” 
 
    It took her a few seconds before she recognized me and sank into the mattress. 
 
    “Do you remember?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded softly. “I… I was on the mountainside. Fighting with the goblins. The battle… Did we win?” 
 
    Zafina and I looked at one another and smiled. That was the Rhiannon we both knew. 
 
    “Whether or not you realize it, you have been through a great ordeal,” Zafina said. “Rest. You have the time to recover. There is other business Virgil needs to attend to.” 
 
    With Rhiannon seemingly back to her normal self, my attention shifted to finishing all of this. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    I sat on my wooden chair at the end of the Main Hall of the Central Keep. During my time away, the townsfolk added some furnishings to it. Round wooden tables were spread around with enough chairs to seat every Navican at once. The window holes had tapestries hanging next to them. Vibrant reds and purples and blues had illustrations of lions, tigers, and dragons stitched into them. Torches burned to light the hall though there was more than enough sunlight to see everything. 
 
    Sawyer stood with his hands behind his back. Next to him, Araceli had her hood up and her head down, hiding her face in shadows as she waited with everybody else. 
 
    Zafina was by my side, staring at Ogram as he stood only a few meters away from me. The towering goblin looked as menacing as always. Strange to think he wasn’t even the biggest from his town. 
 
    Next to the giant goblin, a man in tattered robes hunched over. His eyes hidden behind a pair of goggles, Array looked every bit the mad Arcanist he was. He smiled and revealed a set of yellow, broken teeth. He was the only person in the room in a good mood. 
 
    I could have told Ogram to snap his neck and be done with it. But that was too easy. 
 
    “You failed,” I said. “You sent Rhiannon’s spirit to the Twilight. I got it back.” 
 
    “Impressive,” Array replied. “I believe that is the first time anybody has ever willingly traveled to the Eternal Twilight and lived to tell about it.” 
 
    “The magic you used,” Zafina said. “It is like nothing I have ever witnessed before.” 
 
    “I would expect as much. Blackhart has harnessed the power of the Death Rune in ways never imagined. Through my studying of its essence, I have been able to use Mana to communicate with the other dimension itself. A deal was struck. A blood pact that allows me to end my opponents permanently that not even a Revival Pool can bring them back.” 
 
    The thought of what happened to Rhiannon made me clench my jaw to hold back. Ogram appeared ready to follow my orders at any second. 
 
    “What are you doing for him, Array?” I said. 
 
    “What is wisest. Blackhart will acquire the Runes and wield the Omnirune. It is inevitable. By conducting experiments on the goblins, I was able to study essence directly.” 
 
    “You butchered my people for your grotesque science,” Ogram grunted then turned to me. “If Arctis were here, this man would already be dead. But your companion was the one who suffered most. Arctis advises you to remember this when you give this man his sentence.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “I remember everything he did. He’ll get what’s coming to him.” 
 
    “As will you,” Array said. “As will all of you. Even with only the Death Rune, Blackhart is already the most powerful being in all of Iorus. The Fire Rune only amplified his strength. He is limitless. And with the aid of the other dimension, he will conquer not only Iorus, but every other world that chooses to stand in his way.” 
 
    “Blackhart’s an idiot,” I scoffed, making my point as bluntly as possible. “I’ve seen what Pandora is capable of for myself. If he’s fighting alongside them, he’ll be the first one to be destroyed.” 
 
    Array grinned, still the only person in the room smiling. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “You are foolish. Ignorant. Your pride will lead to your downfall. You possess the Life Rune but its power pales in comparison to Blackhart. When Blackhart summons the World Destroyer, there will be no stopping it.” 
 
    “What?” Zafina’s eyes widened, unable to hide the concern in her voice. “The World Destroyer… That is only a legend—” 
 
    “Where do you think all of our legends come from? The ancients. The ones who passed them down in the first place. The prophecies were written long ago by the gods themselves. Now is the time for them to be fulfilled.” Array’s smug chuckle made me want to give Ogram the order but I swallowed to keep myself in check. 
 
    “Blackhart won’t succeed,” I said. 
 
    “It is already too late. Even with the Water Rune, Blackhart has bonded with the Death Rune. He is one with it. You will never be able to wield your power at the same level. Fight with the goblins. Fight with the savages of the other villages. Bring all the forces of Iorus together. You will fall.” 
 
    “And you will, too,” Ogram grunted. “I have heard enough of this charlatan. Allow me to sever him with my blade. He will bleed a slow, painful death.” 
 
    “Do you hear that?” I said to Array. “You’re going to die.” 
 
    Array scoffed. “I do not fear death. All of us will be together. Our essence is nothing but sustenance for a higher power. I fall on my knees and embrace my opportunity to serve the one above me.” 
 
    “A madman,” Sawyer said. “But he may prove useful. Allow me to bring him to the Manaworks.” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” I said. 
 
    Sawyer walked up to Array and looked down at him. “He must pay for his crimes. I can use him as a mold. I will cast on him directly. Let him feel the searing pain of iron and steel burning against his body. He will suffer and then he will die.” 
 
    “Another form of torture.” Araceli stepped forward, her rose-colored lips curling into a subtle smirk. “Earnest has proven a useful guinea pig. But it is rare I have a live specimen I do not have to care for. I can use this man for more extreme experiments without concern for him. He is an Arcanist who would help another Arcanist. Consider this. The concoctions I will be able to create will strengthen you, Lord Virgil.” 
 
    Everybody was lining up to kill Array. Each offer was tempting. If I could choose, I’d pick all of them. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked Zafina. 
 
    The blond remained silent, her eyes focused on the sorcerer in front of her. “Array has manipulated Mana as nobody has ever done before. A pact with the undead themselves. It is a frightening prospect. No punishment would be unjust.” 
 
    “I agree.” I got up from my seat and walked over to Array. “But I won’t draw this out. Array will relish in dying. I don’t need a constant reminder of how we’re all going to lose.” 
 
    I activated my Battlemancer armor then snatched Array’s throat in my hand. I squeezed him gently at first, enough to hear him gurgling. I leaned in close to make sure Array couldn’t look anywhere else except right in my eyes. 
 
    “Blackhart once held me like this. Trying to take my life from me.” My hand tightened. “He failed. And he will fail again. Just like you have.” 
 
    I squeezed my armored glove harder. Array gritted his teeth, trying to maintain his smile. But his face began to redden. Underneath his goggles, I knew his eyes were doing the same. I ripped them off to make sure. Empty white pupils stared back at me, flickering more and more with every passing second. 
 
    “You will die, Array. And your last memory will be of me, with my hand at your throat, knowing you failed the one served.” 
 
    “I… did… not… fail…” He struggled to get the words out as he took his last breaths. 
 
    “Your Mana will strengthen me. And I will use that Mana to defeat Blackhart. All of your hard work… for nothing.” 
 
    “You—” 
 
    I gripped even harder, digging my fingers so hard into his skin, his neck cracked. I squeezed until his bones snapped and his eyes turned bloodshot. His life left him and his body slumped but I squeezed harder to make sure. It was a long moment before I released him, letting him fall like a stone. He began to fade into a mix of blue, red, and green energy. The Life Rune brightened and absorbed all of the Mana orbs he left behind until nothing remained. There was some satisfaction in taking his essence to add to my power though it likely wasn’t enough to gain a single level. 
 
    “I could have used his body,” Araceli said. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure another way to help out,” I said. 
 
    “Arctis has important information,” Ogram said. “He advises you to gather everybody together. All of Iorus is at stake.” 
 
    I looked to Zafina and she nodded. “I will head to Chenai and Malora.” 
 
    “Get back as fast as you can,” I said. “It’s time to prepare for Blackhart.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 40: Battlestations 
 
    Couture’s big-toothed grin grew the longer he stared up at Arctis. The leader of Malora might have been the only person who would look so whimsically at it. 
 
    “You are quite the specimen,” the skinny man said as he reached out and put a hand on Arctis’s swollen bicep. “Truly a remarkable being.” 
 
    In contrast to Couture’s childlike curiosity, Arctis grumbled and looked toward me. “Your Seer has set the Mana Point in Dragonpine. We have much more to discuss. Let us begin this meeting already.” 
 
    “Hold on,” I said. “There’s still—” 
 
    The door to the council chambers opened. Zafina stepped inside with Ekko by her side. The sun was beginning to go down but the torchlight made sure I could see everybody. 
 
    Arctis stood opposite from me with Couture next to him. On the other end of the table, Zafina stood with Ekko. And on the other end, Araceli and Sawyer waited patiently. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Now we can begin. Arctis.” 
 
    We all turned our attention to the giant goblin. “Owls were sent scouting to see if there is any further evidence of Array’s treachery. We’ve located Blackhart’s base of operations on a small island far north from Dragonpine.” 
 
    “We know where he is?” Sawyer said. “Then all we have to do is strike.” 
 
    “Not likely. There are not enough Mana reserves to teleport that far. Even Blackhart himself cannot transfer here. I know this because he is building the ships he needs to come here himself.” 
 
    “So… Blackhart is sailing here,” I said. “How big is his army?” 
 
    “His army is made of nothing but spirits and beasts from the other dimension. Those loyal to him are only empty husks who have died long ago. I estimate a thousand units, not counting the additional assistance he will need from the other dimension.” 
 
    “A thousand?” Couture said. “That is still considerable.” 
 
    “A hundred from Malora,” I said. “The same from Chenai. More than a hundred goblins. Half that from Navica. We’re still outnumbered.” 
 
    “He will need many ships to move that many people,” Arctis responded with no hesitation. “We will have time to prepare before his ships arrive on the coasts of the Bright Plains.” 
 
    “How much time?” 
 
    “Seven days. Perhaps more. My scouts will remain watching.” 
 
    “We won’t take any chances. We’ve got less than a week to get ready.” 
 
    Zafina unfurled a piece of parchment and spread it out across the wooden table. Everybody leaned in closer to get a better look at it. 
 
    “I have spoken with Rhiannon,” she said. “With the combined efforts of all our forces, we must optimize our defenses for Blackhart’s assault. These are her recommendations based on the abilities of the leaders around you. I’m sure they are familiar with the details just as well.” 
 
      
 
    FORTIFICATIONS 
 
    Stone Towers 
 
    Fire Walls 
 
    Ice Barrier 
 
      
 
    ARTILLERY 
 
    Stone Cannons 
 
    Ice Launcher 
 
    Fire Burner 
 
      
 
    SUPPORT 
 
    Burn Traps 
 
    Stone Divots 
 
    Moats 
 
      
 
    “It all looks good to me,” I said. 
 
    “I’m afraid all of it will not be possible,” Zafina said. “Even combined, we are still few in numbers. It will take effort from all of Chenai, Malora, or Dragonpine to form these structures.” 
 
    “Right… Let’s go down the list one by one. Fortifications?” 
 
    “Blackhart will need to get to Zion. He can absorb the other Runes but the Life Rune’s power is bound to Zion. It is the only way he can unleash the true power of the Omnirune. That must be how the World Destroyer is summoned, as Array mentioned.” 
 
    “What do you think, Ekko?” 
 
    The older man nodded. “My people wield the power granted to them by the Stone Rune. Stone Towers are sturdy. They can take the most damage. They can also serve as a firing point for the others.” 
 
    “Sturdy is one thing,” Couture said. “But hit something with enough force and it will eventually crumble. A Fire Wall will deter Blackhart from recklessly charging and sacrificing his forces to break through.” 
 
    “A Fire Wall can be extinguished,” Arctis said. “An Ice Barrier is as sturdy as a Stone Tower with more bite to it. If it were to crumble, the jagged remains will impale anybody continuing to push through. The cold is most formidable.” 
 
    “All good reasoning,” I sighed. 
 
    I had a hard decision to make. It was a good problem to have. 
 
    “Whatever you choose, all of the resources must be put into it to make sure it is completed,” Zafina said. “You will not be able to transfer them to another project.” 
 
    “Let’s look at the artillery,” I said as I pointed at the next line of options. Stone Cannons. Ice Launcher. Fire Burner… Hmm, that one sounds redundant…” 
 
    “Redundant is only another word for efficient,” Couture said. “Nothing hurts like fire. It not only hits its target but continues to do damage after.” 
 
    “We will be on the battlefield to fight,” Arctis grumbled. “Ice Launchers freeze an opponent. And with my soldiers, an opponent who can’t move is a dead one.” 
 
    “Why freeze or burn them instead of killing them outright?” Ekko said. “Stone Cannons will obliterate anything in their path and what hides behind it.” 
 
    “Another decision…” I sighed and crossed my arms, scratching the side of my chin. I couldn’t make any immediate choices but I knew I couldn’t sleep on it either. “Traps?” 
 
    “The traps are self-explanatory,” Zafina said. “Blackhart is coming for us. It would be wise to use our surroundings to our advantage. Since we will have time to prepare, the Bright Plains will be our battlefield.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “You possess the Runes. Despite the aggressiveness of their advisement, it is solely your decision.” 
 
    “Aggressive?” Couture put his hand on his chest like he was offended. “I am merely guiding the Battlemancer to the right choice.” 
 
    “If you want him to make the right choice, you will quiet yourself,” Arctis said. 
 
    Couture wasn’t the least bit intimidated, looking up and grinning at the goblin glaring back at him. 
 
    “There is no wrong decision,” Ekko said, his voice calm and steady. “Go with what you believe is correct. Working together will be the ultimate determinant of our success.” 
 
    I nodded at him and made my decision. “Sitting on this any longer won’t make a difference. Arctis, work your people to begin construction on the Ice Barrier. Ekko, build the Stone Cannons and see if you can build the towers into the barrier. That should take fewer resources. Couture—” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I will have my people set the Burn Traps. When Blackhart’s troops step onto the battlefield, they will succumb to the flames one way or another. Are you certain the Ice Barrier is wise? He has access to the Fire Rune.” 
 
    Couture’s question made me reconsider. 
 
    “The barrier will stand,” Arctis muttered. “You have my assurance as the one blessed by the Siren.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “Stick with the ice and fortify it with stone. Our stockade is open to you and all resources are available. Now… We all know what to do. Is there anything else?” 
 
    “There is,” Araceli said. “I have perfected it. The endurance potion I gave to you. It will take time to gather the resources but it can be done on a larger scale. Or if you like, I can focus my efforts on creating a more potent potion for you and you alone.” 
 
    “Pick myself over the rest of our forces… Why should I do that?” 
 
    “Because you are the most important fighter on the battlefield, Lord Virgil. Blackhart will be targeting you. The success of this entire conflict is your success.” 
 
    Araceli had a point. Blackhart was gunning for the Rune. But when I looked at the others around me, I knew the decision wasn’t that simple. 
 
    “Make as much as you can, Araceli,” I said. “I want everybody on the battlefield to have all the energy they need. Blackhart’s coming for me but I won’t win this fight alone.” 
 
    “As you wish, my lord.” 
 
    I leaned forward across the table and looked at everybody one by one. “I don’t have some heartfelt speech for all of you. I don’t have to explain to you what’s at stake either. You all have your orders. Let’s keep working and get ready. When Blackhart gets here, I want him walking into a battle he won’t win.” 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait!” Couture slapped Arctis on his muscled arm. “This is truly exhilarating! I cannot remember a time when such passion coursed through my veins!” 
 
    Arctis grumbled as he stomped out of the room, Couture following close behind him. Ekko smiled softly and chuckled as he left with Zafina. Araceli bowed then swiftly exited. 
 
    Sawyer walked up to me. “Virgil. Do you have a moment?” 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “There is something I would like to show you at the Manaworks if you have the time.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Navica cold compared to the Manaworks was night and day. A couple of torches hanging from the walls provided enough warmth but the furnace burning to the side of the spacious room reminded me of a sauna. The sweet scent of the beeswax melting filled my nose, making my stomach rumble to point out the appetite that had been building up for a long time. 
 
    Tables were covered in all sorts of metals and tools for smithing. Lowell was busy himself, hammering away at a piece of iron with hard, noisy swings. His hair was messy and dripping with sweat along with the rest of his shirtless body. But he worked like he was embracing how much he had to push himself. 
 
    Sawyer stood next to one of the other wooden workbenches on the other side of the room and motioned for me to come to him. There were blueprints and tools scattered all over it but I recognized immediately why he wanted to speak to me. 
 
    “Is that them?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded and picked one of them up. “Mana Bracers.” 
 
    I’ve never worn bracers or any type of armor before I became a Battlemancer. These bracers were noticeably thicker with a polished silver shine that was apparent even underneath the torchlight. They were smooth with a few ridges along the edges. The craftsmanship of the plate metal was so precise it was a wonder how Sawyer was able to do it without a machine. 
 
    “How does it work?” I asked. 
 
    He picked the other one up and held it out. “Why don’t you try them on?” Sawyer’s smirk underneath his thick beard was something you’d only get from a scientist who was excited about having a finished product. Even a big man like him could be a little nerdy about things. 
 
    I activated the Life Rune and my armor surrounded me. Sawyer moved the bracers onto my arms and then clamped them down. 
 
    “They should automatically integrate into the armor… There we are.” 
 
    A rush of adrenaline surged through my body as the bracers molded along with the rest of my armor. There was something else, too. A flowing white energy moving from the bracers and moving through all of the lines on my armor. 
 
    Sawyer made a fist and hammered me gently on the chest. “They are now a part of the armor itself. But it is not simply a matter of wearing protective gear. You are bonded to the Life Rune. You are not a man in armor. You are a Battlemancer, one and the same. Because the bracers are a part of the armor, they are a part of you.” 
 
    “I can see that… I can feel something, too. This aura…” 
 
    “The aura is an added layer of protection. When you take damage, your whole body feels it, not just the spot where the injury lands. Your heart. Your lungs. Your brain. Your internal organs can cause you to fall the same as anything superficial. If you take enough damage, you lose consciousness.” 
 
    “That’s how they explain it to Omegas. Your hit points drop to zero and you’re out.” 
 
    “The Mana Bracers increase your resistance to losing consciousness. In more simple terms, they will increase your HP.” 
 
    I put both arms up and examined the new bracers. “I have to admit. It’s nice having some new gear to look at, even if it’s just my arms. Must be the eye for fashion I inherited from my parents. More hit points though… I can fight with a lot more confidence knowing I can take more damage.” 
 
    “Lowell is a hard worker. He and I will spend all of our time in the Manaworks. We won’t rest until everybody in the battle to come is as formidable as they will be.” 
 
    I deactivated the Life Rune and my armor, along with the Mana Bracers, were replaced by my plain linens. 
 
    “I want to thank you,” he said. 
 
    “Thank me? For what?” 
 
    He looked at the table and began running his fingertips over the blueprint. He was suddenly silent like his mind had gone somewhere else. It was a few moments before he finally spoke up. 
 
    “You know I learned everything from my father,” he said. “It wasn’t just him though. All of the Navicans who came before me, even the ones I never knew… They were the ones who paved the way for me to be here. I imagine they are jealous of me wherever they are right now.” 
 
    He let out a hearty chuckle. 
 
    “It is truly amazing. I was the one who received the opportunity to forge the Mana Bracers.” He raised his head and stared at me. “And I am the one who gets to witness the true power of the Omnirune in the hands of the Battlemancer.” 
 
    He put a hand on my shoulder, squeezing me tight enough to make sure he was getting through to me. “You have done an amazing thing.” 
 
    “We’re all working together on this. I haven’t done it alone.” 
 
    “I do not speak about the union of our neighbors. No, I speak of what you have done for me. Giving this man a chance to avenge those who were lost. Thank you for this opportunity, Virgil.” 
 
    His eyes glazed over slightly, reflecting some of the torchlight shining bright. Sawyer’s determination had never been so clear. 
 
    I patted him on the arm and nodded. “If everybody is as focused as you are, there’s no way we can lose.” 
 
    “We are focused because of you. A great battle draws near. I cannot wait to celebrate our victory.” 
 
    “The battle isn’t here yet. Let’s go to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 41: Sacrifices 
 
    Work began. The people of Chenai, Malora, and Navica worked with the goblins of Dragonpine. Despite how different they all were, being unified under a common goal made sure nobody got out of line. 
 
    We worked through the night and into the morning. The days blended together. There was always someone helping to construct the Ice Barrier fortified by the goblins or set the traps hidden by the Malorans. 
 
    But even the strongest of us had to take a break. It was early in the evening and the tavern was filled to capacity. The tables were full. The cauldrons overflowed with boiling stews, their pungent aromas filling the air. The ale flowed and spilled out of every cup. The conversation was loud and lively like there was a celebration going on. It was like being at a fancy nightclub with torches instead of fancy lighting and honest people instead of the rich snobs I was used to seeing. The only thing missing was some music. There was a lute player but he was drowned out by all the noise and conversation around him. 
 
    With the look on Arctis’s face, it was hard to tell he was someone who was supposed to be relaxing. The chair he sat on looked like one of those kiddie chairs three sizes too small. Even the way he leaned against the table wobbled from the weight of his elbows. He swallowed down a cup of ale like a thimble then sat quietly to listen to the conversation at the table. 
 
    “Surely, you must do something besides work all day!” Couture stared perplexed at the older man sitting across from him. 
 
    Ekko remained calm in his seat, a smug smile on his lip as he sipped a spoonful of venison stew. “I don’t work all day,” he said. “I find the time to lay my head down as all do.” 
 
    “And what do you do when you lay your head down?” 
 
    “I lay my head down.” 
 
    “What?” Couture exclaimed, his brow twisting with even more confusion. The skinny man leaned forward like he was about to jump out of his seat in disbelief. “Surely, you must have a passion.” 
 
    “My life is my passion. And when none of my people seek advisement, I put my head down. As I said before.” 
 
    “What a life. Celebrating the passing of time by doing nothing. How about you, big guy?” Couture shifted his stare toward Arctis. “You must do something for fun.” 
 
    “I do not care for fun,” Arctis barked. “My life is dedicated to leading my people. Nothing more.” 
 
    “All right…” Couture leaned back from the table. 
 
    I knew Arctis wasn’t about to do anything. Just the threat from his stare was enough to get his point across. 
 
    I sat quietly and observed as Couture whimsically ran his thumb over the rim of his glass. 
 
    “It’s cold in Dragonpine,” Couture said. “Do you ever get lonely—” 
 
    “What are you implying?” Arctis groaned. 
 
    “I mean, there are female goblins, are there not? You must have some pleasures… Otherwise, the other goblins wouldn’t exist.” 
 
    “Couture,” I finally spoke up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe you should talk about something else… Um, how is everything progressing?” 
 
    “The barrier will be finished before Blackhart’s arrival,” Arctis said. 
 
    “The traps are being set,” Couture sighed. “Just like I already told you…” 
 
    “The cannons will be ready to fire,” Ekko added. “The towers will integrate seamlessly into the barrier.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I got up from my seat and patted Couture on the shoulder. “We’ve all been working hard. Maybe it’s for the best we try to talk about something a little more light-hearted.” 
 
    “What’s more light-hearted than the passions burning inside someone?” Couture looked up at me, his eyes widening with a growing smirk on his lips. 
 
    I sighed then let out a chuckle as I walked out of the tavern. A rush of the cold air hit my face, a refreshing feeling considering how stuffy it was inside. 
 
    Goblins and other villagers had gathered just outside. They sat around the grassy area, huddled around bonfires as more cauldrons bubbled with pots of stew. 
 
    I noticed Tai and Yuma sitting on the grass, keeping a lone goblin company. They watched closely as the small white creature stirred the stew slowly with his ladle. He sloppily poured some of the bubbling soup into a wooden bowl then held it out to Tai. 
 
    Tai looked hesitant. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said. “It’s pretty good.” 
 
    Tai looked up at me and nodded before taking it in. Yuma watched closely as Tai gingerly put the spoon to his lips. The goblin’s eyebrows danced up and down. He looked like the type to attack someone if they insulted his soup. 
 
    But Tai smacked his lips and nodded. “It’s good,” he said with some relief in his voice. 
 
    “The goblins live on a mountain a lot colder than this,” I said. “They’ve got a good handle on spices and seasoning.” 
 
    The goblin gave me a nod. The way his lips shifted, I almost thought it was a smile. He went back to stirring the cauldron while Tai enjoyed the rest of his soup. 
 
    “Virgil.” Yuma popped up from the ground. “Do you have a moment to speak?” 
 
    “Sure. Is this serious?” 
 
    “Not serious. Just… wanted to talk to you, is all.” 
 
    I dug my makeshift cane into the grass as I walked through all of the people around the field. His head down as he walked with me, Yuma looked dejected enough I thought for sure something was wrong. 
 
    “This is incredible, isn’t it?” he said. “I can’t remember the last time there were this many people in Navica. Even before Blackhart attacked and things were thriving… Everybody’s so different.” 
 
    “What do you think of the goblins?” 
 
    “The goblins? They look strange. I expected them to act as strange, too. But it’s just their looks. There’s a bit of a communication barrier but they’re ordinary. Even the two big ones who seem to be in charge. If anybody’s strange really, it’s the Malorans. Always so relaxed and carefree about everything. It’s like nothing ever bothers them.” 
 
    “They live on the coast in Southern Valen. Couture has them living a life of leisure.” 
 
    “That sounds nice. I mean, not that I don’t mind being around Navica. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere besides the lake. But Malora… Malora sounds like a lot of fun.” 
 
    I chuckled and patted him on the arm. “I get what you’re saying. Take a trip there when this is all over.” 
 
    We kept walking through the grass until we were far away from the group. There was so much open space between Navica and the eastern lake, it suddenly became quiet. 
 
    Yuma kept staring at the ground, scratching the side of his shaved head as he shrugged. “I’ve been doing some thinking. About the last time we talked.” 
 
    “That was a while ago.” 
 
    “I know. It was a lot of thinking I did. I did a lot of worrying, too.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to be worried, Yuma—” 
 
    “I know.” He looked up at me, a smile suddenly appearing. “I… know. I see all those people out there. Everybody from every major city left on Iorus. They’ve all come to Navica to prepare for Blackhart. All these prophecies and predictions and fates and destinies. They all seem to be coming true.” 
 
    “It appears something is going to happen. Can’t say anything for certain.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then you’re going to be the one to do it. You’ll form the Omnirune and beat Blackhart. The evidence is right there in the village. I’m… I’m not afraid anymore.” 
 
    Yuma was only a few years younger than me but he had even more youthful enthusiasm than someone his age back on Earth would have. Maybe it was because of how skinny he was and how gaunt his fair-skinned cheeks were that made him look like a teenager. It made me think about his obligation and what he was forced to do along with all of the other Navicans. 
 
    “We’re not just fighting for our lives. The entire existence of our world is at stake. Maybe yours, too.” 
 
    “When you put it like that… This is a pretty big deal,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    “It won’t be easy. It absolutely won’t. I… I know it doesn’t mean much but… I want you to know I’ll be out there. I’m not much good with Mana but I’m going to give it everything I got. After seeing what you’ve already accomplished, it only makes sense.” 
 
    Yuma pursed his lips. His eyes glazed over, reflecting some of the moonlight above. He inhaled a sharp breath and swallowed to hold everything back. 
 
    But even if he had let his emotions get the best of him, I was still proud to have him on my side. 
 
    “Back in my world, sometimes there would be nights like this when everybody was celebrating and I stepped out to look at the stars.” I turned my head up and Yuma looked along with me. “Sometimes I’d wonder what was out there. We can’t imagine just how big the universe is. Even when you’re the most important person in the world, you’re still insignificant in the grand scheme of things.” 
 
    “Are you saying none of this matters?” 
 
    “No… Just the opposite. Everything matters. And… I want you to know even though I’m not from Iorus and I’m trying to get back home, I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure we win.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, his hands on his hips as he burst into laughter. “I already knew that. Blackhart… I can’t wait for you to kick his ass.” 
 
    I joined him with a chuckle. “I’m looking forward to it, too.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 42: Battlecry 
 
    As the days passed, everybody pushed harder to finish. The barrier in the Bright Plains had been put up. The traps had been buried along the coastline. The towers stood, ready to fire upon Blackhart’s fleet and invading army. When the structures were built, the goblins took the opportunity to spar with the Navicans. Even the Malorans were willing to join in with the Chenains to make sure they were ready for combat. 
 
    The evidence of all the hard work was all around me. The goblins slept peacefully on the grass on Navica’s outskirts. A hundred goblins splayed out. Their swollen bellies rose and fell with every breath, their snores surprisingly quiet. It was a sight enough to make me smile. 
 
    The people of Chenai rested inside of the homes of Navicans who were willing to open their doors. The only ones who were still awake were some of the Malorans. 
 
    Arctis watched as Couture wrapped his arm around Nuria, the two of them celebrating next to a bonfire with an intimate dance. 
 
    “The fool,” Arctis grumbled. “He is wasting his energy as the battle nears.” 
 
    “Couture’s used to it,” I said. “Pulling an all-nighter won’t stop him from being effective.” 
 
    “Let us hope there is some competency in the traps he has set.” 
 
    “What’s Blackhart’s status?” 
 
    “My owl scouts have indicated he has finished construction of his fleet. Blackhart will set sail for Valen and arrive at the western coast of the Bright Plains when the sun reaches its apex.” 
 
    “That sounds like we’ve got just enough time to get ready.” 
 
    Arctis reached out his massive paw and wrapped it around my shoulder. His blue eyes narrowed with an intense gaze that made him look more intimidating than he already was. 
 
    “I have lost many to the other dimension,” he said. “I have ventured through the gates to try and stop it myself. Ogram has even tried to save one of your own from trying to face them.” 
 
    “The Omega he said he fought… Strange I’m not the first one to encounter Iorus in Pandora…” 
 
    “Their power is something I cannot fathom. But Blackhart is of this world. He is not a god, only a betrayer of his people. A man who claims to be greater than he is. When we meet him on the battlefield, he will bleed.” 
 
    When an eight-foot-tall goblin said something about hurting somebody, it was hard not to believe it. 
 
    “The time for preparation is over,” I said. “Get some rest.” 
 
    Arctis bowed his head then walked over to lay with the other goblins. Zafina moved by my side and the two of us began walking back to the Central Keep. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anxious. Excited. Nervous. Confident. Optimistic. And a whole lot more.” 
 
    “I believe I understand,” she said with a laugh. “Tomorrow is a monumental day. Everything you have worked toward has led to this. You should take pride in what you have accomplished.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it by myself. You were with me every step of the way.” 
 
    The Seer smiled softly and leaned forward with a kiss on my cheek. She didn’t stop there, wrapping her arms around my neck and squeezing me. 
 
    “Hmm…” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” she said, pulling away. 
 
    “No. But that’s the kind of hug you give someone when you’re saying goodbye.” 
 
    “Customs on Earth must be different here. I am… grateful to be with you. To have experienced all of this… I never imagined I would get this opportunity.” 
 
    Our walk the rest of the way to the Central Keep was peaceful. I stepped inside and Zafina gripped my arm softly. 
 
    “Rhiannon wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” 
 
    “She is well. I assume she merely wants to make certain our preparation is secure.” 
 
    “That’s Rhiannon for you.” I chuckled as I made my way to her room. 
 
    Off to the eastern side of the Main Hall, there was a long hallway that led to different quarters. My room was just next to the Revival Pool. And next to that was Rhiannon’s room. 
 
    I knocked on the wooden door and waited for a response. When there was none, I gently pushed it open. 
 
    Rhiannon’s quarters were as modest as every other room, no bigger than what an average teenager would spend their time in. Of course, it was different with the stone walls and flooring. A small, rectangular hole on the wall let some of the moonlight in but most of the lighting came from a lone torch hanging above a wooden table. 
 
    I closed the door behind me when I saw Rhiannon laying on her bed with a sheet over her and her back turned. 
 
    “Rhiannon?” I took a step closer and realized her armor and robes were resting at the foot of the bed. 
 
    She turned her head around and her eyes widened. “Oh!” 
 
    “Oops…” I spun around immediately. I never got embarrassed. Dealing with models in the fashion industry, you’d see them changing during shows before they got on a runway. Rhiannon’s sudden modesty made me forget about how much experience I had. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I faced the wall. “Zafina said you wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “I know. It’s all right. You… don’t have to look away.” 
 
    I turned around to find her sitting up. She held her covers over her chest. The way her dark hair was scattered made her look like she’d just woken up. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked. 
 
    “I feel fine. I… I just needed a chance to rest. I’m sorry I did not contribute as much as the others.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize. What you went through isn’t exactly normal.” 
 
    I took a seat on the edge of her bed. As the room fell silent, I smiled at the growing awkwardness. 
 
    “Everything’s finished,” I said. “Blackhart will be arriving when the sun is up. It all comes down to this.” 
 
    Rhiannon nodded then looked out the window. The way the moonlight shined on her face made her pale skin even more youthful and unblemished than it already was. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you assuming I’m thinking of something? Perhaps I am merely enjoying the view of Navica.” 
 
    “Fair enough… My mistake.” 
 
    “Your assumption was correct.” She turned back to me with a smirk. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and chuckled. “You were never one to make jokes.” 
 
    “No… But nothing is absolute.” 
 
    The smile slowly left her face. Her throat bobbed up and down with a swallow loud enough to hear. 
 
    “It was strange,” she said. “Being stuck in the Twilight. I was in a nightmare. I kicked my legs and swung my arms but nothing would break me free. It never ended. No matter how hopeless I felt, I kept doing it. Then I awoke. I saw you standing there with Zafina. And do you know what happened after that?” 
 
    I shook my head and stayed silent. 
 
    “It made me realize just how much of a nightmare I was in. Just thinking about it is enough to bother me. The thought of being trapped there…” 
 
    “Array paid for what he did. I made sure he suffered. He deserved worse.” 
 
    “The ordeal made me realize something else though. I truly understand why you were chosen by the Life Rune. Though you are not of this world, there is something innate within you. I do not know what your destiny is. But I do know you are capable of something amazing.” 
 
    She reached out and put her hand on top of mine. Her hand was soft but her grip was firm enough to let me know it was there. Rhiannon was the most vicious fighter I’d ever fought alongside. I had to remind myself again she could be delicate. 
 
    “Something will happen tomorrow,” she said. “We will be victorious in a way nobody has ever seen. But there is still a trepidation that beats within my heart. I cannot deny it.” 
 
    “That’s nothing to be ashamed of—” 
 
    “I am not ashamed of it. It makes me feel alive. Tonight though… I want to feel alive in another way. I want to forget about our obligations and the destiny that awaits us. You are truly incredible, Virgil. I…” She looked down suddenly and laughed softly. “…I am not good with words.” 
 
    Sensing what she was feeling, I leaned closer and moved my face next to hers. “It’s okay. I… I understand.” 
 
    She stared at me, purple eyes so deep I lost myself in them. She didn’t blink as she lowered her other arm down. The fabric of her sheet slowly fell and revealed the rest of her. Her breasts were as pale as the rest of her body, large and firm enough I couldn’t fit either one in my hand. 
 
    But I only looked for a second before returning my stare back to hers. Our lips moved together and our kiss immediately deepened. Our tongues met and tangled. Rhiannon reached her hands out and wrapped them around my neck, pulling me closer with a sudden aggression that caught me off guard. Her mouth trailed along the side of my cheek and moved to my ear. 
 
    “Take me…” Her words were warm against my skin. Just hearing Rhiannon’s throaty sigh was enough to make me stiff. 
 
    I pulled my linen shirt over my head then climbed out of my pants, kicking them away before joining her on the bed. Our lips stayed stuck together as she leaned back on the mattress. She pushed the sheet away completely to reveal the rest of her. 
 
    I sat before her and admired the view for a moment. Silky smooth pale skin from head to toe looked like she’d been sculpted from ivory. Her legs were long and muscular, the striations running along her thighs. Her stomach was so lean and flat, I couldn’t help but reach out and run my palm over it. It wasn’t a sight I hadn’t seen before but seeing all of her made it that much more enticing. 
 
    She spread her legs to force me to look down. Her pink slit was smooth, glistening with a wetness that made my mouth water and my shaft twitch. Her expression didn’t change though. Just the same focused intensity she had when she fought. 
 
    I crawled forward on top of her and put my lips on hers. My length searched for her opening like it was a magnet pulling me in. I kept my tongue in her mouth as I pushed my shaft into her with a deep thrust. She gasped between my lips, wrapping her arms and legs around me at the same time. 
 
    “Take me…” she whispered in my ear again. “Virgil…” 
 
    “I’ve thought about this for too long…” 
 
    A soft giggle escaped her before she groaned again. “As have I…” 
 
    I thumped my body against her. Rhythmic thrusts made our bodies clap in rhythm. Her slick opening squeezed around me, pulling me in with every stroke. 
 
    My hands moved around her back, pulling her closer as I forcefully dug her into the bed. The mattress shifted, its wooden frame squeaking to our motion. 
 
    Rhiannon lay underneath me but she wasn’t helpless. Her nails dug into the back of my neck and her legs ensnared me so I couldn’t escape. Even her kisses became more forceful as her desire ramped up. She was different from everybody else I’d been with. Araceli. Zafina. The women back home. Rhiannon moved against me like it was a contest. She wrestled me to show her aggression even though I was in control. I had to grip the sheets to keep my position on top of her. 
 
    A tinge of sweat covered her hard body, rubbing against me as I pressed down on her. Her moans grew louder and forced her to move her lips from mine for air. She cried out loud enough I was sure everybody in Navica could hear but neither of us cared. 
 
    “Virgil…” Her jaw dropped as she moaned my name softly one last time before seizing up beneath me. 
 
    The tightness squeezing around my shaft forced me over the edge along with her. One last hard stroke and I buried myself deep. The first spurt of my seed made my whole body tremble. The hard shocks surging through me took control of me. There was nothing I could do except enjoy the pleasure of my orgasm. 
 
    Rhiannon groaned in my ears as if she wanted me to give her even more. I emptied every drop I had into her before collapsing on top of her in an exhausted, sweaty mess. 
 
    After a few moments to recover, I finally pulled out and rolled over onto my back. I looked at her but her attention was elsewhere. 
 
    Her pale body shining with sweat in the moonlight, the Mana Dancer stared unblinkingly at the empty grasslands. Her black hair was messier than it was when I first came into the room. Her face was less intense. But I knew her mind was heavy with what was going to happen. 
 
    Without looking at me, she reached out and took my hand in hers, interlocking her fingers with mine. 
 
    “I do not know how it will happen,” she said. “But I know you will be victorious.” 
 
    I had all the confidence I needed. Everything was going according to plan. But hearing the words from Rhiannon inspired me like nothing else. 
 
    I leaned forward and kissed her on top of her head before getting up from the bed. “Get some rest.” 
 
    “Rest with me. Tonight…” 
 
    “I will. There’s just one more thing I need to do.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
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    Life (Creator of the Calm) 
 
    Light Beam (Level 4) 
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    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 5: 20% Ability Damage Bonus 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 5: 20% Summon Speed Bonus 
 
    Araceli - Level 3: 10% Rune Endurance Drain Decrease 
 
    Sawyer - Level 3: 10% Physical Attack Damage Bonus 
 
    Yuma - Level 3: 10% Damage Resistance Bonus 
 
      
 
    “Hold on. I think I got this. Double hit points. Stronger bonds with Rhiannon, Sawyer, and Yuma. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    There was a short pause before Cybil responded. “That is correct.” 
 
    “Not many changes but a lot of bonuses. You know, I’ve been getting closer to everybody. I don’t need some chart to tell me that. But seeing the bonuses listed… It makes me think about it and I can feel it. Something is changing inside of me.” 
 
    “All Mana is connected. Your bonds allow you to draw upon the strength of others and use it as your own.” 
 
    “With what’s coming up tomorrow, I need all the strength I can get.” 
 
    My arms crossed, I reached up and covered a yawn. 
 
    “You are fatigued,” Cybil said. 
 
    “Fatigued is a strong word,” I said with a chuckle. “Just tired. I’d probably be sleeping next to Rhiannon right now if this wasn’t so important. What do you have for me?” I rubbed my hands together in anticipation. 
 
    Even though I was excited, Cybil spoke with the same robotic voice she always did. “I have completed the processing of the Water Rune.” 
 
    The podium in front of the display rose. A glowing ball of bright blue energy swirled around like electricity. I reached my hand out slowly and the energy began to flow through my arm like mist into a vacuum. The soft pulse warmed my body until it all swelled in the center of my chest. 
 
    The Life Rune shined a blue as bright as any sapphire I’d ever seen before returning to the soft yellow I was more familiar with. 
 
    The black display cleared and blue text appeared. 
 
      
 
    Water (Tempest of the Siren) 
 
    Frozen Jet (Level 1) 
 
    A powerful stream of water that freezes on impact 
 
    Iceberg Owl (Level 1) 
 
    Summon a soaring bird that homes in on targets 
 
      
 
    “Frozen Jet. That’s self-explanatory. But the owl…” 
 
    I raised my hand and summoned it. The owl appeared hovering before me. It was a brighter blue than my Holy Knight, its body clear like a solid ice cube. The owl wasn’t very big, small enough if it landed on my shoulder it wouldn’t weigh me down. It moved right next to me and did just that as if it was reading my mind. I immediately felt the frost emanating from its icy body against my cheek. 
 
    “That’s pretty… cool. Eh? Get it, Cybil? Cool because the owls are… never mind.” 
 
    I sighed at Cybil’s non-response then returned the owl back to the energy it came from. 
 
    “Blackhart is coming tomorrow. When the sun is up.” 
 
    “He will attempt to take the Rune from you. If he succeeds, he will come to Zion using the power of the Life Rune.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve pieced together as much as I can. The World Destroyer though… I don’t think you’ve ever mentioned it before. Is that why he needs to get to Zion? To summon the World Destroyer?” 
 
    Cybil didn’t respond. Every second that went by made me more curious. “I cannot tell you because I do not know. I only know for certain you must succeed at all costs. The fate of your world, and perhaps all worlds, is at stake.” 
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I’d think there was some desperation in Cybil’s voice. “…Are you feeling all right?” 
 
    Cybil paused again before responding. “I am functioning normally.” 
 
    “Right…” I sighed a deep breath and put my hands on my hips. “You’ve made it clear to me how important this is. I’m not taking this lightly. Honestly, I’d be lying if I said I have this in the bag. But… I know I can do it. Any last words of encouragement for me?” 
 
    “I have witnessed your progression from a novice to one worthy of truly being the Battlemancer.” 
 
    “The question is, have I made enough progress?” 
 
    “I believe you have.” 
 
    “That’s all I needed to hear… Next time you see me, I’ll have Blackhart’s Rune with me. I’ll make the Omnirune and I’ll use its power to finish this.” 
 
    “I await your return, Virgil.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 43: Navica 
 
    To the northern and western sides of Navica, there was nothing but the sea. There was no coastline, as the water hit the mountain ranges immediately. If Blackhart tried scaling the mountains and tried flanking from behind, we would have the advantage of the highest ground. It would only be a matter of throwing everything at him and sending him back into the water. 
 
    The eastern side of Navica would be even worse for him. Not only would he have to contend with the sea and mountains but venturing through the forest and then crossing the eastern lake narrowed his path even more. 
 
    Ludo chose Navica’s location because of its terrain. There was only one way Blackhart had a chance of getting through. That was through the southern hills coming from the Bright Plains. 
 
    And even that wouldn’t be easy for him with the structure the goblins had built. Arctis and Ogram ordered all of their troops to work for nearly a week straight to make sure it got done. 
 
    More than two-stories high, a solid wall about ten-feet thick and half-a-mile long stretched from one end of the hills to the other. Fortified by Mana, it was frozen solid and harder than any stone or mortar anybody else could come up with. The goblins made it clear they were just as skilled ice masons as they were warriors. 
 
    I stood on one of the stone towers built into the barrier. Ekko did his part to work with the people of Chenai and the goblins to make our fortress even more formidable. Stone cannons capable of launching volleys as big as the people operating them stood ready to fire. Their construction wasn’t fancy. Nothing but rusted iron molded into the shape of a giant barrel resting on two wheels. They were empty at the moment but an infusion of Mana was all they needed to make them deadly. 
 
    Along with the barrier and the dozen towers aimed south, the Bright Plains below were already treacherous. Fire traps were hidden underneath the dirt, ready to detonate on Couture’s command. 
 
    Everything was set. Navica was secure. The only thing left to do was wait for Blackhart to make his arrival. 
 
    I stood on top of one of the towers, looking out on the plains and watching the wildlife go about their business. Rhiannon stood to the left of me and held her head high. 
 
    “Ekko told me a hundred of his people are ready,” she said. “Couture has the same number of people.” 
 
    At the foot of the gate, they stood ready. The Malorans were nearly undressed in nothing but their loincloths, their sun-kissed skin glistening underneath the rising sunlight. The Chenains were easy to tell apart simply because they wore the gear provided to them by Sawyer and Lowell. The goblins wielded their crude wooden clubs and hatchets. Though smaller in stature, they were no less formidable. 
 
    Zafina appeared to my right and looked out toward the distance. “Arctis’s owl scouts have returned. Blackhart is just over the horizon. He will arrive on the coast shortly.” 
 
    I didn’t have to take her word for it. The outlines of dozens of ships appeared in the distance. Even though they were so far away, it wouldn’t be long before they got here. 
 
    “There is no more time,” Rhiannon said. “Everybody is ready to follow your orders.” 
 
    “My orders. Hmm…” 
 
    It was one thing to tell Rhiannon and Zafina what to do. Even managing my summons was easier. Now I had an army of hundreds that had to face an enemy that was at least three times as large. 
 
    A moment of doubt slipped into my mind. I closed my eyes to steady myself. A deep breath filled my lungs. That was when I realized I’d done this before. 
 
    I’d given speeches in front of packed charity events. I’d gone toe-to-toe with shareholders who doubted me. I’d hit on swarms of models and left them wanting to marry me. It didn’t matter who it was. I was never intimidated. This wasn’t going to be any different. Not with the people with me now. 
 
    I opened my eyes and my thoughts cleared. Blackhart’s ships continued to grow as they sailed closer. An entire armada of dark wooden ships bobbed up and down in the waves, nearing the coastline. The battleships themselves weren’t anything impressive but I could make out the figures on them. Soldiers in blackened armor with an aura around them. They weren’t his men. They were just mindless zombies constructed from Mana, no different from the Shadows Omegas fought in Pandora. 
 
    “Just like we planned,” I said. “Let them come to us. While we have the advantage, we’ll whittle them down. Our defenses hold, Blackhart’s army will fall and we can overwhelm him. He’s only got two Runes.” 
 
    “Remember,” Zafina said. “Blackhart’s target is you and then Zion. You are the key to victory. We can win this battle while you remain right here.” 
 
    “I was hoping for a fight. But if everybody else gets the job done, I’ll take it.” 
 
    Blackhart’s ships hit the coastline. I stood and watched as they began to set anchor. Troops in black armor began marching out in formation, tearing through the sand and making their way across the grass. They were about two-hundred yards away as the ships emptied. The soldiers stood rigidly in their formation as if they were waiting for orders. There were enough of them they took up the whole coastline. 
 
    “How many is that, Rhiannon?” I said. 
 
    “There are fifty troops in each battalion. There are more than twenty battalions.” 
 
    “I can do the math. That’s more than a thousand.” 
 
    The breeze picked up, blowing through my hair and against my cheeks. There were so many people but it was so quiet. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and searched the ships. “No sign of Blackhart…” 
 
    “There is something else,” Zafina said. 
 
    I didn’t have to look hard to see it. Something was coming off the ship. They rushed out like ants as they stormed the coast and began ripping through the plains. Hundreds of black beasts that looked like wolves galloped forward with no regard for what was in front of them. The herds of bulls ran out of the way. The rabbits buried themselves in the grass. The beasts headed right toward our barrier like a wave ready to knock us down. 
 
    “Couture!” I yelled. “Do it now!” 
 
    Couture stood on another tower with Nuria by his side. The two of them charged a fireball over their heads. The flames gathered in a swirl of bright orange and red. The fireballs grew bigger than the size of their entire bodies. 
 
    The beasts kept tearing through the grass and dirt. The closer they got, the more I could see the dog-like beasts weren’t like any animal I’d ever seen before. Just more Shadows willing to do Blackhart’s bidding. 
 
    “Now!” I yelled. 
 
    Couture and Nuria fired in unison, sending two giant fireballs down onto the plains. The flames hit like a missile and created a towering inferno as tall as a building. The explosion set off a chain reaction, detonating all of the traps underneath. One by one, the traps ignited across the grass and engulfed the beasts in a growing red wildfire. 
 
    There were so many fires, the entire plains would be scorched by the time they went out. 
 
    Dozens of beasts were caught in the blasts. But those that survived continued to charge forward without holding back. They closed the distance until they were right at the foot of the hills. Hundreds of them began running up the hillside right toward our barrier. 
 
    “Steady! Aim your shots! Fire at will!” 
 
    The Chenains and Malorans raised their hands and fired. Blasts of bright crimson flames and gray stones showered down the hillside, pelting the beasts as they ascended toward us. They tumbled back down the hillsides before evaporating into black mist. 
 
    The sound of all of the attacks was deafening. The beasts continued charging despite the overwhelming attack raining down on them. They persisted enough until they got right up to the barrier. 
 
    Now it was time for the goblins to take their turn. 
 
    “My people!” Arctis shouted. “Show these creatures their inferiority!” 
 
    “Gaaaah!” The little white goblins screamed in unison as they attacked the dark beasts trying to take them down. What they lacked in size, they made up in viciousness. They weren’t trying to kill. No, they swung their hatchets and clubs like they were trying to make the beasts suffer in the most brutal way possible. 
 
    “Virgil.” 
 
    Over the frenetic noise of combat on the hillside, Rhiannon’s voice made me perk my head up. The armies along the coastline began marching onto the plains and heading toward us. Despite their numbers, they were already less than two-hundred yards away and closing. 
 
    At the foot of the barrier, everybody was still trying to hold off the beasts attacking us. From what I could see, we hadn’t taken any casualties. I intended on keeping it that way. 
 
    “Ekko! Fire the cannons!” 
 
    The older man stood at the tower to my left with Renald by his side. The two of them gave the order by raising their hands into the air. The Chenains operating the cannons charged the Mana in their hands and fired into the barrels like loading a cannonball. 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Blasts shot out from the barrels like a drum was being pounded and rained down on the Bright Plains. Giant boulders crashed into the grass and dirt, sending more dirt and grass into the air around the roaring fires. 
 
    Blackhart’s troops were caught in the blasts. Some of them took the full brunt of a rock crushing them. Some of them went flying just from the impact next to them. But those who survived marched forward, emotionless at the explosions around them. Their numbers were dropping but there was still an army nearing. 
 
    Our people at the foot of the barrier kept firing at the beasts, fighting alongside the goblins. Cannons ripped up the plains to lower the numbers of the army. But less than a hundred yards away, they were too close to stop completely. 
 
    “Dammit… We have to engage.” 
 
    “It is all right,” Zafina put a hand on my shoulder. “The battle is in our favor. We can sustain this until Blackhart’s forces are depleted.” 
 
    “It’s not our forces I’m worried about…” 
 
    I looked out at the ships and saw him. Blackhart stood at the eastern coastline with a contingent of ten black-armored soldiers surrounding him. Even from so far away, the black aura flowing around his body and the dark energy pulsing in his chest was clear. His horned mask covered his face but his eyes glowed purple. 
 
    “Blackhart will not be formidable without his armies,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    The remainder of his troops avoided the flame traps and the stones raining down on them, making it to the foot of the hillside to Navica. There must have been at least a few hundred of them, enough to keep the fight in question. 
 
    “He’s still got an army,” I said. “If we want an advantage, we have to take them down. Arctis!” I yelled down at the goblin standing guard at the foot of the barrier with Ogram by his side. “Get ready!” 
 
    He looked up at me and nodded. His hand in the air, he summoned a massive battle maul made from ice. The thing was as big as my entire body but in Arctis’s hand, it wasn’t very big. 
 
    “Dragonpine!” he shouted. “They wish to see the true power of our people! Erie power flows through our veins! Let them feel the impact of the Frozen Wave!” 
 
    Arctis raised his hammer and mashed a black beast into the ground as it tried to charge at him. He slowly stomped down the hillside with Ogram by his side. The goblins not engaging with the remaining beasts quickly joined him. More than a hundred goblins moved down and broke into a sprint. 
 
    Blackhart’s troops responded, running up the hillside as they yelled and raised their swords and shields. The two groups collided in a clash that echoed through the sky. I watched from a distance as the battle took place right in front of me. Seeing hundreds slash and stab at each other was surreal. For a moment, I forgot where I was. 
 
    But in the distance, Blackhart kept moving forward. Through the flames exploding and the boulders crashing into the grass, he was undeterred. 
 
    “Even if his troops succeed, he cannot break through the barrier,” Rhiannon said. “Blackhart has little chance of getting through to Navica.” 
 
    I clenched my fists and my jaw at the same time. 
 
    Zafina squeezed her hand around my shoulder. “I know you are anxious to engage.” 
 
    “Is that hard to tell?” I said. “Everybody else is fighting and we’re sitting on the sidelines.” 
 
    “Do not give Blackhart what he wants. You do not have to beat him by your own hand. You can outwit him.” 
 
    “If we lose, it’s not outwitting him.” 
 
    The battle raged on the hillside. Goblins began to fall along with their opponents. The Chenains and Malorans worked together to finish off the remainder of the black beasts but the battle showed no signs of ending with the number of Blackhart’s troops engaging. 
 
    Blackhart moved closer, about fifty yards away from the hillside. Then he stopped. He began to raise his hands slowly. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” I narrowed my eyes to try and get a better look. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    Thunder cracked the sky louder than anything I’d heard today. My eyes shot up to see the dark clouds gathering in the bright blue sky. They billowed together, growing larger and larger until they blocked out the sun. 
 
    “Pandora… Something is coming…” 
 
    A figure slowly began to emerge from the clouds above. Some humanoid figure. Arms. Legs. I would’ve thought the thing was a man if it wasn’t so damn big. That and it was completely black with no defining characteristics. 
 
    “It looks like a…” 
 
    “It is an Obsidian Golem,” Zafina said. “The Death Rune is capable of summoning creatures. Just as your Runes are. An Obsidian Golem is a formidable creature. I have only heard it spoken of in legends. It appears the other dimension truly is amplifying Blackhart’s power.” 
 
    “Getting a Mana bonus from Pandora itself. What a cheater.” 
 
    The Golem stomped onto the grass more than twenty-feet tall and just as wide, just a mass of dark matter piled on top of each other. It was motionless as Blackhart took his side next to it. 
 
    “I think he’ll be able to break through the barrier with that thing,” I said. “I don’t want to give him that chance. There’s no more time to waste.” 
 
    “Are you certain you wish to engage now?” Rhiannon said. “Our armies are still in combat.” 
 
    I looked out across the battlefield and saw the armies beginning to overwhelm our forces. “I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    I activated the Life Rune and took my Battlemancer form. Zafina and Rhiannon rushed down the tower by my side and we joined in the fight as we moved down the hillside. 
 
    “Keep fighting!” I yelled out. “Don’t let up!” 
 
    I blasted my Light Beam through a pair of armored soldiers in my way. A beast leaped at my side but another shot burned through it and turned it into dust. 
 
    We moved down the hillside and onto the plains where Blackhart stood with his contingent and the Golem. 
 
    “And we meet again.” Blackhart’s voice was filled with the same disdain I remembered from last time. “The final time. You can end this. Give me the Rune and accept your fate.” 
 
    “You don’t expect me to give up that easily, do you?” 
 
    “Whether I take it from you or you hand it to me, giving up easily is inevitable.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that. Let’s go!” 
 
    Zafina charged a fireball and ignited two of the soldiers before they had a chance to move. The others dashed forward and Rhiannon moved to meet them. 
 
    “Go!” I summoned the Holy Knight and he immediately ran by her side to engage. My Stone Crusher moved into a charge and bowled over one of the unsuspecting soldiers. My Iceberg Owl joined in, rising into the air and swooping down to take down another soldier, slamming into the grass like a frozen meteor. 
 
    “Your power has grown,” Blackhart muttered. “All the more satisfying to take from you.” He snapped his fingers and more armored soldiers appeared to take the place of the ones I’d beaten. 
 
    Rhiannon didn’t relent, slashing violently as they tried to converge on her. The Holy Knight fought by her side while my other two summons picked their spots to take down unsuspecting soldiers. 
 
    Zafina stayed by my side as we both fired to clear away the soldiers without much trouble. 
 
    “Time for the prize.” I aimed a Light Beam at Blackhart and fired. The white energy shot like a laser right at him. But the Golem stomped in front of him with surprising speed, blocking the blast with the bottom of its leg. 
 
    “You are still inferior,” Blackhart said. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” I turned my attention to the Golem and fired at its chest. A Light Beam slammed into it hard enough to wobble it. “You like that, pal?” The Obsidian Golem stomped forward and swung with its massive fist. I rolled out of the way just as it hammered the grass beneath me. It swung so hard the earthquake it caused nearly made me stumble to the ground. 
 
    “You’ll have to do better than that.” I shot a Frozen Jet at its legs. My level one ability was only a narrow beam but it was still strong enough to keep the Golem’s attention. It spun around and tried to hammer me again. And again, I just managed to roll out of the way. 
 
    I couldn’t keep this up. I wasn’t doing much damage. Rhiannon was busy dealing with the stream of soldiers coming out. And Blackhart himself was watching from the sidelines in amusement. 
 
    I shot a Light Beam at Blackhart to get his attention. He raised his hand and summoned a dark barrier around himself to absorb the energy. 
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    “Virgil!” Zafina called out as she cast a fireball right at the Golem. The blue flames hit it right in its back, making it spin around and moved toward her. The Seer backed up as she continued to blast her streams at it. 
 
    “Go!” I ordered all three of my summons to change targets and converge on the Golem. Just as it raised both hands to bring them down on Zafina, the black giant took the full brunt of my own Golem and owl crashing into its legs. It stumbled forward, giving my knight a chance to cut into its massive leg. 
 
    The Golem spun and angrily smacked away the knight with a massive swing. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon disengaged from the other soldiers and charged forward with a feral scream. She stabbed her bright red Mana Dagger into the giant’s leg and began climbing up its side. She was nearly at its torso when a blast of black energy slammed into her back and knocked her down. 
 
    “Now, now, now.” Blackhart wagged his finger. “You will have to do better than that.” He summoned more soldiers around him, forcing all of us to move away from the Golem and defend ourselves. 
 
    The Golem stomped forward and swung at me. I managed to dodge it but the giant kept moving, swinging again and catching Zafina. Its massive fist hit her whole body like a wrecking ball, twisting her and sending her tumbling across the grass. 
 
    “Zafina!” I rushed up next to her and saw the blood leaking from her mouth as I helped her up. 
 
    She cast a healing spell on herself but it only stopped the bleeding as she was still hunched over in pain. I looked at Rhiannon and my summons as they continued to engage with the soldiers. The Golem didn’t stop coming toward Zafina and me. 
 
    “Dammit… Look at him. Blackhart’s been watching while we’ve been doing all the fighting. Screw this. I beat him and this is over.” 
 
    “You can’t near him with the Golem blocking our path. It’s not a fair fight.” 
 
    “How about now?” A voice behind me said. 
 
    I turned around and saw Sawyer coming toward me. Araceli was by his side along with Tai, Yuma, and a few other Navicans. 
 
    Blackhart’s armies were slowly losing the battle, allowing more of our own troops to move down the hillside. 
 
    “That thing is pretty scary,” Yuma said. “But I think all of us together can give you the chance you need.” 
 
    Couture came running forward along with Nuria, sending burning fireballs up at the Golem to knock it back. “I think we can take it from here,” Couture said. “You’re the bearer of the Life Rune. You have a job to do.” 
 
    A giant stone pelted the Golem in its chest and again made it stumble. Ekko came onto the plains with Renald and the others from his city joining the battle. 
 
    “You will feel Erie’s wrath!” Arctis charged at the Golem recklessly with his maul, followed by Ogram and dozens of other goblins. 
 
    “This battle will not end unless Blackhart falls,” Zafina said. 
 
    I nodded and turned my attention to the man in black armor. I ran at Blackhart with Zafina behind me. 
 
    “You think you can stand with me?” Blackhart said. “So be it.” 
 
    He raised his hand and fired a black beam of energy at me. I countered with a Light Beam. The two blasts collided in a blinding display of black and white sparks. 
 
    “Ahhhh!” Rhiannon appeared from the air, tumbling through the sky and stabbing her Mana Dagger in Blackhart’s shoulder. 
 
    He grunted in pain as he grabbed at her, taking her by the throat then sending her skidding across the grass with a violent toss. “Insolent wench.” 
 
    The sight of Rhiannon struggling to push herself up filled me with an anger that made me fire at him again with both hands. Two Rock Bursts shot out, sending a shower of stones to pelt him. He put up his dark barrier but I kept firing to break through it. 
 
    “Zafina!” 
 
    She sent a blue fireball right at my blasts, igniting the rocks enough to rip through his barrier and make him stumble back. Seeing him hurt was all I needed to know I could beat him. 
 
    “That’s it! Keep going!” I summoned my owl and sent it zooming toward him. 
 
    “Enough of this!” Blackhart straightened up and slammed his fists together. A burst of crimson flames surrounded his entire body. Just as the white owl crashed into him, it exploded into dust. 
 
    Blackhart stared at me, his eyes glowing an intense shade of purple I’d never seen before. “You do not understand the power you are dealing with. I will show you the mistake you have made.” 
 
    He raised his hands and sent a shining red fireball the size of a car right at Zafina. She shot out her own fireball to counter it but she was no match as it quickly consumed her energy. Blackhart’s blast continued its path, engulfing the Seer and knocking her onto her back. 
 
    “Ahhh!” Rhiannon made it back to her feet as she charged from behind along with my Holy Knight. 
 
    Blackhart quickly turned and the flames around him burst, catching both of them. Rhiannon went tumbling back across the grass while the blue spirit was vaporized completely. 
 
    “No!” I ran at him with both hands up, firing a Water Jet to try and douse his flames. They managed to dissipate some of his aura but not entirely. 
 
    “You will not win.” He fired another dark beam at me, catching me on the arm and chipping through my armor. I kept moving forward as another beam caught me in the leg to trip me up. 
 
    I shot a Light Beam but it was blocked by his barrier. 
 
    “Pitiful,” he muttered. “You have grown in power. But you were so inferior during our first encounter. It remains a child’s task to face you. You are a novice.” 
 
    My anger got the best of me. I kept running despite the pain in my arm and leg until I was right in front of him. I swung at him along with a right fist that caught him on the side of his head. His helmet moved crooked on his face but the rest of him didn’t move. 
 
    “Is that all you have?” 
 
    “No… Not yet…” I summoned a Crusher to come charging at him. 
 
    “Yes, I think it is.” He put his hand out behind him. Without even looking, he fired a Dark Beam that pushed my summon back until it disappeared completely. 
 
    I swung again with another right hand but Blackhart parried it with a punch that shattered my armored glove in a thousand shards of metal. He followed up with a fist to the gut that caved my stomach in and knocked me to my knees. The wind left my lungs so fast, I couldn’t even grunt from the pain. 
 
    “You escaped me the first time… You will not escape me now…” 
 
    He grabbed me by the collar and forced me up to my feet. His eyes. Burning purple. Just like I remembered back in Pandora. 
 
    His hand squeezed around my throat, his armored fingers digging into my skin like nails. My jaw dropped as I tried to gasp for breath. I tried to yell to the others for help but nothing came out. More dark soldiers appeared to prevent anybody from getting near Blackhart. 
 
    “I only want the Rune,” he said. “Then we will all share the same fate. You will see. Iorus. Your world. All things must end. That is life.” 
 
    His hand moved over my Rune. His fingers pressed into me. 
 
    Energy flowed through my body, coursing through my veins and out of my chest. I blinked my eyes as I tried to remain conscious. 
 
    “Yes… That’s it… Just let go…” 
 
    Blackhart’s eyes began to burn even brighter. The dark aura around him grew more intense. There was a warmth coming from him, like standing right next to the sun. Then a light shined. It was so bright I had to close my eyes. I clenched my jaw as a searing pain burned through my skin, hot enough I could feel it in the center of my chest 
 
    “Ahhhhhh!” Blackhart let out a primal scream. 
 
    Then suddenly, he released me. I fell to the ground like my legs had gone out from underneath me. My eyes blinked open. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. My armor had been broken off of me. The Rune in my chest no longer pulsed with any light. My whole body was weak. I only had enough strength to turn my head up. 
 
    There Blackhart stood. His arms up at his sides, he looked up at the sky as his dark aura flowed even more intense than before. 
 
    “Yes… This is the power I have been looking for… Finally…” 
 
    “You’ll never get it,” I said. “You’ll never get to Zion. We’ll stop you…” 
 
    “Zion? I have no need for Zion now. I will show you the power I possess.” 
 
    He raised his hands into the air. More dark clouds billowed in the air, blocking out the sky completely and turning it into night. 
 
    “No…” I stared in disbelief as more Golems began coming down from the air. More than ten of them landed on the grass and immediately began attacking our combined forces. 
 
    “Zion,” Blackhart scoffed. “With the Omnirune, I will fulfill the destiny of our people. Iorus will be brought to the end it deserves. As will your world.” 
 
    “You can’t…” I reached out and grabbed his ankle in one last, pointless attempt. 
 
    “I must.” He kicked my hand away and vanished without a trace. 
 
    I looked around and watched the fires continue to roar. The char of the burning plains flooded my nostrils but I was too weak to even cough. Our troops engaged with the Golems stomping around. Clashes of Mana echoed into the air along with the craters being pounded into the grass. Even if our forces managed to win this fight, it wouldn’t matter. We’d lost the Runes. 
 
    There was nothing left in me. A white light began to consume me. My exhaustion forced my eyes closed. Maybe it was death. I tried to stay conscious but the light grew more intense until engulfing me completely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 44: Vow 
 
    A blinding light forced my eyes shut. It was so bright, even with my eyes closed I could still see it. Beneath me, the grass disappeared, replaced by a solid floor. The scent of the burning soil was gone. In the background, the explosions of energy and screams of combat were gone. Instead, there was music. Faint strings being plucked to a simple, soothing rhythm. I was in a dream. But the longer the song played, the more familiar it became. 
 
    I opened my eyes and I knew exactly where I was. I didn’t know how I got to Zion but there was no mistaking it. 
 
    Using the last bit of strength I had, I pushed myself up to my feet. My armor had been broken off and wounds bled. There was no telling how much soot was on my face, worsened by the sweat dripping down my brow. None of that mattered now though. All I could think about was the last thing I saw before I ended up here. 
 
    “Cybil?” I stared up at the display floating in the air. The green line running across the empty black screen didn’t move. Suddenly, the display itself began to dissolve like dust right in front of me. The only thing left in Zion was the orb sitting on a podium behind me. 
 
    I wasn’t alone for long though. A blue mist floated through the air. It moved before me and piled together, taking the shape of a figure. Staring from the legs and leading up to a body, then a pair of arms, then up to a head with long, flowing hair. Her body was shapely but had no other definable features. Even her face was just a blue outline, like a sculpture from an ancient civilization. 
 
    The lines of energy making up her body flowed like smoke into the air, moving to the rhythm of a nonexistent wind. 
 
    “Cybil?” 
 
    She bowed her head. “I know what happened. Blackhart absorbed the power of the Runes. I transported you here.” 
 
    I put my hands on my hips and sighed. “I figured Blackhart wanted to get here, too. That’s why I built the barrier. Teleporting to Zion was the last thing he needed to do to unleash the power of the Omnirune… But… What’s going on?” 
 
    Cybil’s face was as emotionless as the statue she looked like. She held her hands together, her blank stare locked on me. 
 
    “Long ago, the gods created Iorus. They gave life to everything you see. They filled the seas with water. The planted the trees to make the forests. They created the people and the wildlife so they could live in abundance and in harmony with one another. The gods were pleased with their decision as they saw their creation thrive from generation to generation. 
 
    “Everything changed when something arrived. A malevolent force threatening to destroy all of Iorus. Nobody knows where it came from. 
 
    “The people could not fight it. The gods wished for the life they created to be autonomous but their intervention was necessary. So they fought. They battled the great destroyer. Its power proved an immense challenge for even the gods. Only through harmonious unity were they able to combine their power. But even then, they were not able to defeat the destroyer. They did what they could. They sealed it away then locked it with a key created by the power of the gods. And the key…” 
 
    Cybil paused. Her tone was so unwavering, it was strange just to hear her hesitate. 
 
    “What happened to the key?” I said. 
 
    “The gods used all of their strength to create the key. They did not have the strength to destroy it. Instead, they broke it into five pieces.” 
 
    “Five pieces…” I only had to think about it for a second to put it together. “Five Runes?” 
 
    “Each Rune represents the power of a god who took part in creating it.” 
 
    Just as she said it, more energy appeared from the sky like mist. All of it flowed down until taking a shape similar to Cybil with the same deep blue tone. The four of them lined up next to Cybil as she listed them off. 
 
    “Ky the Juggernaut. Haruko the Phoenix. Erie the Siren. The Aeon… Amara. And the Creator…” 
 
    “…Cybil,” I whispered it softly under my breath. “You’re not some liaison for the gods. You are one of the gods. Why didn’t you just tell me that in the first place?” 
 
    “I did not know your true intentions. I could not risk it. I only needed you to perform this task.” 
 
    “And what task is that? Something tells me you never wanted me to form the Omnirune in the first place.” 
 
    “Forming the Omnirune took tremendous strength. We decided to preserve what strength we had by parsing the Rune itself and scattering it. Five different Runes to five different nations.” 
 
    I shook my head in confusion. “You knew what kind of power the Runes had. And you just left it on Iorus? You had to know something like this was possible.” 
 
    “Indeed. Perhaps it was our hubris. A naive benevolence allowed us to make our decision blindly. But over the centuries, our decision proved correct. The Runes always guided themselves to the proper bearers. Only those who were worthy could wield it. The Life Rune in particularly has the strength to detect those worthy across dimensions.” 
 
    I scratched the side of my head, trying to make sure I was putting the details together correctly. “Okay. The Runes were in good hands. That wasn’t going to last forever.” 
 
    “It did not need to last forever. That is why you were encouraged to gather them. So they could be brought to Zion and finally disposed of once and for all. To complete the process we started eons ago when the destroyer was first sealed away.” 
 
    “You never wanted me to have the power of the Omnirune… You wanted me to destroy it. Why didn’t you just tell me that in the first place?” 
 
    “We could not risk it. The promise of immense power is more compelling than the task to destroy it. You can witness this in Blackhart himself.” 
 
    “Right… Blackhart though… It’s obvious the guy has a screw loose. He and I are not the same.” 
 
    “Everything changed with the arrival of the others. Even confined here, we could detect the malevolence of the other dimension, the world you call Pandora. Their influence was so strong it was able to twist the mind of Blackhart. Under their influence, Blackhart was offered a chance to be spared if he were to assist in bringing the Runes together.” 
 
    “And now he’s done it. He’s got the Omnirune and…” I didn’t want to say it because it already sounded bad enough in my head. “He’s going to summon this destroyer.” 
 
    “The World Destroyer will wipe out Iorus as it tried to do long ago. But those in Pandora will not stop there. They will use it to further their goals. They will start with Earth and then move on to other worlds who refuse to bend to them.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to paint a bleak picture, you’re doing a damn good job of it.” 
 
    Blackhart had the Runes. He was summoning a World Destroyer to help out Pandora. And there was still a war being fought with the Golems back on the Bright Plains. The more I thought about it, the more I wanted this to be some dream where I’d wake up back in my cushy North Side apartment. 
 
    “There is still an opportunity,” Cybil said. 
 
    “A Hail Mary, huh? I guess everything is on the table at this point.” 
 
    “You must be the one to stop Blackhart and the World Destroyer.” 
 
    “Uh… I don’t know if you noticed, but Blackhart absorbed the power of the Life Rune and every other Rune I had. Back with the Legion, a level twenty-five Omega wouldn’t even make it to Silver.” 
 
    “You still possess the Life Rune. Even though its power has drained, it can harness energy like nothing else. Along with the Red Mana already flowing through you, there is another power you can access.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Ours.” 
 
    I looked at the other four figures but they remained motionless. 
 
    “Wait. You mean, you can give me your powers? I thought you said you’re still recovering.” 
 
    “We are. But combined we can give you something significant enough to stop Blackhart. If you can take the Omnirune from him, you can prevent the summoning of the World Destroyer.” 
 
    “All right!” I slapped my hands together and started rubbing them. “One more shot. I don’t know what you’re giving me but I’m not going to give up now.” 
 
    “There is one caveat.” 
 
    “Of course.” I rolled my eyes and sighed. 
 
    “This is not simply an amplification of your own power. By transferring our strength to you, you would be more than what you see in a mirror. You would be less of a man and possess the power of a god.” 
 
    “Hmm… I’m trying to figure out why that’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “It is not something to treat so frivolously. You must cast aside your mortal coil. We will not so willingly grant this power to enable another tyrant. You will have an obligation to the life we have made. You must vow to become Iorus’s protector. Break this vow and you will feel the wrath of your betrayal.” Cybil took a step toward me. Even though her eyes were empty and she showed no emotion, the avatar had never seemed so intense before. “You will no longer be Virgil. You will be Ultima, Battle God and arbiter of our will. Are you certain you wish to shoulder this burden?” 
 
    I looked away from her. When she put it like that, it was a lot deeper than just becoming stronger. I didn’t have much time to think about it. I had to make a decision now before it was too late. 
 
    “I understand what you’re asking,” I said. “I… I never wanted this kind of power. Hell, just being rich was a problem. I only want to do what’s right. For Iorus. For Earth. If this is the only way…” 
 
    “This is not a decision we are eager to make either. Though your intentions seem pure, the power we are giving you may allow you to turn into the very thing you are attempting to destroy.” 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    “Are you certain, Virgil?” 
 
    I swallowed and clenched my jaw before nodding. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    The other four avatars stepped forward and raised their hands. Cybil did the same. Their palms open, the blue aura glowing around them began to trickle across the arms, over their fingers, then through the air into the Rune lodged in my chest. The Rune continued pulsing brighter and brighter. 
 
    I stared at it for as long as I could until the feeling took over my body. A strange sensation. My insides were burning hotter and hotter. It was like my skin was on fire, melting away from me. My bones felt like they were fracturing into dust. Every part of me was getting destroyed at once. The pain grew so intense, I couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “Ahhhhh…. AHHH!” I shouted out as loud as I could to try and deal with the painful energy coursing through me. 
 
    A bright light filled Zion, blinding me completely. I squeezed my fists together as much as I could then collapsed to the ground. 
 
    The light faded. The pain subsided. I gasped deep breaths to fill my lungs but I was restored. My wounds were healed. I looked down to see my armor had been put back together. Not only that, but it was noticeably bulkier, too. There was even a brighter polish to it with trimmings of gold energy running along the ridges of my chestplate. Though it looked more durable, everything weighed lighter on my body. And at the center of my chest, the Life Rune resonated with a golden light. 
 
    I raised my hands and stared at my new armored gauntlets. “Whoa…” Inside, a rubber texture molded to my fingers. The armor itself had ridges along the joints and a white shine, crafted with precision as fine as any LOD engineer. 
 
    “How do you feel?” Cybil asked. 
 
    “I feel… stronger.” 
 
    “You are stronger.” 
 
    The display rematerialized before me. Blue text began to run across the screen. I didn’t have to read them all to notice the change in my stats. 
 
      
 
    Ultima 
 
    Level 60 Battle God 
 
      
 
    Hit Points 300 (+100) 
 
    Endurance 200 (+100) 
 
      
 
    Earth (Strength) 20 (+8) 
 
    Fire (Speed) 25 (+8) 
 
    Water (Durability) 20 (+9) 
 
    Life/Death (Control) 30 (+10) 
 
    *** 
 
    Elemental Levels 
 
    Light - Level 3 
 
    Dark - Level 1 
 
    Water - Level 2 
 
    Fire - Level 1 
 
    Stone - Level 2 
 
    Abilities 
 
    Radiant Channel (Level 4) NEW 
 
    Control energy and manipulate it into the power of any or all chosen elements 
 
    Spectral Summon (Level 2) NEW 
 
    Summon an autonomous familiar with the element of your choosing 
 
      
 
    Unified Abilities 
 
    Divine Blade 
 
    Mana Fort 
 
    *** 
 
    Mana Bonds 
 
    Zafina - Level 5: 20% Ability Damage Bonus 
 
    Rhiannon - Level 5: 20% Summon Speed Bonus 
 
    Araceli - Level 3: 10% Rune Endurance Drain Decrease 
 
    Sawyer - Level 3: 10% Physical Attack Damage Bonus 
 
    Yuma - Level 3: 10% Damage Resistance Bonus 
 
      
 
    My level had nearly tripled. Every stat jumped. Even my hit points and endurance went up. With a couple of new abilities, a renewed hope filled my heart. 
 
    “Radiant Channel… Does this mean what I think it means?” 
 
    “You can now control all the elements around you. Use them at your discretion. You are stronger but you are not invincible. Though you have greater power, you must use what you have learned as a Battlemancer to win this fight. The long journey you have made and the battles you have fought have prepared you for this moment. Your judgment, not the power you wield, will determine your success.” 
 
    Light Beam. Water Jet. Rock Burst. Now I had the abilities of the Fire and Death Runes I never had, too. Or I could just combine them all. Being able to manipulate every element gave me the arsenal I needed. But there was still a job to be done. 
 
    “We have given you all of our remaining strength,” Cybil said. “We have attempted to restore as much of the affinity you already gained with each element. It must be enough for you to succeed. All of Iorus is at stake. You are our final hope.” 
 
    “Blackhart… Where is he?” 
 
    “The power of the Omnirune reverberates in Pandora. That is where he must be, preparing with the ones he has conspired with. Your new strength will allow you to transport deep into Pandora. Follow the trail of energy and you will find him.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Go, Ultima. Challenge Blackhart and prevent the summoning of the World Destroyer. When you acquire the Omnirune, remember you have a choice.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “You can destroy the Omnirune to unleash its power and banish the destroyer away once and for all. Or you can seal it away then continue to use the Omnirune’s power for yourself. The destroyer will stay alive, waiting for the next Blackhart to arrive and attempt to summon it. Consider the vow you have made when you make your decision.” 
 
    I nodded then focused my energy. The white surroundings of Zion disappeared in a flash. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    My body was lighter. My muscles swelled more than ever. The power resonating in my palms was stronger than any energy I’d ever wielded. I wasn’t just some ordinary Omega. Not even Primes could fly like I could now. But I couldn’t appreciate my new abilities now. I had a job to finish. 
 
    I was able to see all of it, floating near the clouds. 
 
    The Bright Plains burned as infernos raged all across the grasslands. What grass wasn’t burning had been torn up completely with giant divots. The combined forces continued to battle against the ten Golems stomping forward. They moved up the hillside, pounding through the ice barrier and threatening to destroy Navica just beyond it. 
 
    “Let’s try this out.” I raised my hand and used every element to fire a Radiant Beam. A dazzling laser of bright light shot out right toward one of the giant creatures. The beam shot forward until it pierced through the Golem completely, stronger than any Light Beam or Rock Burst I’d ever fired before. 
 
    “Nice…” 
 
    I activated my Spectral Summon and a blue spirit appeared in the sky next to me. It was the same size and shape as my old Holy Knight, its outline was the same ethereal blue as Cybil and the other gods. I shifted my focus and the summon began to change elements into a gray Stone Crusher. It kept shifting. The Iceberg Owl. The burning red Fire Hawk. The smoky Black Cobra. Whatever element I needed, it changed to. I focused it into all elements and the spirit shifted into an almost mirror image of me, floating like mist by my side and waiting for my command. 
 
    “I wonder… Can you do this?” I raised my hand up to fire another Radiant Beam. My summon followed and shot out a blast just the same. “Mimic. Just like me.” 
 
    The two of us worked together, picking off the Golems one by one. We did enough damage to weaken them into easy targets for the surrounding armies. One toppled over. Then the next one. Then the next. I kept going despite the drain on my endurance until all of the Golems collapsed to the grass and faded to the ether where they came from. 
 
    The last Golem fell and the armies all cheered. I moved down to the ground and let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Virgil!” Rhiannon ran toward me. But as she neared, she slowed down. Her eyes widened like something was wrong. “Virgil, are you… Your eyes…” 
 
    “My eyes?” I scrunched my face in confusion. “What’s wrong with my eyes?” 
 
    “They are glowing.” Zafina appeared next to her. “Shining like lights. You vanished from the battlefield… You acquired something…” 
 
    “It was Cybil. She’s the Creator. She told me everything. She and the other gods granted me their power. It’s the only way to stop Blackhart and… I have to stop him. I have to go to Pandora.” 
 
    “Then let us go to Pandora,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    “Blackhart has the Omnirune. I can’t risk—” 
 
    “If he has the Omnirune, I am already at risk. We all are.” 
 
    Zafina put a hand on my shoulder to get my attention. “Everything is at stake. We must finish this fight. Let us do it together.” 
 
    I couldn’t argue with them. Both of them were so determined, there was no way I could convince them otherwise. 
 
    “I don’t think I have enough power to bring anybody else… Let’s go to Pandora and settle this.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and focused as much as I could. The amount of energy it took to charge my Mana was noticeable. But I needed to spend everything I could to leave Iorus behind and follow Blackhart’s trail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 45: Heaven Or Hell 
 
    Traveling through dimensions was a strange feeling. I was moving through the air. I’d never been in space but I couldn’t imagine that was close either. I zoomed through a tunnel with nothing but bright lines of purple, blue, red, green, and every other color flashing in the darkness around me. 
 
    The jewel in my chest glowed a bright yellow, pulsing faster and faster as I moved. I soared until a bright light appeared in front of me. My momentum took me through it and the empty vacuum surrounding me disappeared. 
 
    Rhiannon and Zafina landed on the ground. I stayed floating just above, looking down from a few meters high. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    I was back on an open field just like the Bright Plains. There wasn’t any wildlife around me though. The trees had burned to ash. The grass was black and covered in soot. Even the rocks and boulders were blackened to a crisp. 
 
    The stars shined above, with a full moon illuminating the gray clouds drifting by. 
 
    A quick scan of the open field and I spotted Blackhart in the distance about a hundred yards away. He spun around and I saw the glowing jewel in his chest. The vibrant colors of every Rune I’d seen before pulsed bright enough for me to see from this distance. 
 
    As soon as he spotted me, he raised his hands into the air. A trio of Stone Bruisers appeared and began charging toward us. 
 
    “Using my own abilities against me,” I sighed. “Shameful.” 
 
    Zafina ignited a fireball and shot at the Golems barreling forward. Rhiannon activated her Mana Dagger and moved like a blur to meet them. The flames engulfed them, slowing them enough for Rhiannon to flip out of the way and land on top with a hard stab. 
 
    Blackhart summoned another trio of knights to join the fray. He didn’t stop there though. Three owls, their bodies covered in frost dived toward us. And if that wasn’t enough, three more birds surrounded by flames moved with the same speed. 
 
    “Pulling out all the stops already.” I raised my hands and fired two Frozen Jets. The beams brightened the dark sky, freezing the birds and shattering them before they could get anywhere near us. 
 
    “All right… Enough playing around.” 
 
    I darted through the sky like a bullet, closing the distance with Blackhart until I was right in front of him. I wasn’t going to give him a chance to submit. This wouldn’t end until I ripped the Omnirune from him. 
 
    I used my Radiant Channel to summon rocks and take him down but he countered with a barrier. Even with both hands firing, I still couldn’t penetrate the shield of dark energy blocking me. 
 
    “You survived.” The contempt in his voice hadn’t gone away. “No matter. I have the Omnirune. What power you possess is no match for mine. It appears you need a greater demonstration” 
 
    He raised both hands into the air and summoned a small army of knights. There were so many of them, I couldn’t count. The armored blue spirits immediately raised their swords and moved forward like a fast-moving phalanx. 
 
    I moved back into the sky to avoid their blades but they continued charging at Rhiannon and Zafina. 
 
    “Do not worry about us!” Rhiannon shouted. “Acquire the Omnirune! Quickly!” 
 
    I stomped back down into the grass and summoned a Stone Crusher. It immediately charged forward, forcing Blackhart to put up an ice barrier to stop it. That gave me the chance to zoom toward him. 
 
    “It will not be that easy.” He fired a Dark Beam at me. I ducked out of the way then fired a Dark Beam of my own but he avoided it just the same. The two of us exchanged point-blank blasts of energy but neither one was able to land. 
 
    “Pitiful.” He raised his hand and summoned a knight in black armor the same as his. I summoned my Mimic and it quickly engaged with the black knight and grappled with it. 
 
    “You will not overpower me,” he muttered. “I possess a greater strength than you.” 
 
    “I’ve been hearing you say that ever since we first met. But I’m still here.” 
 
    “This will be the last time you ever speak those words. The end is coming. I have no reason to keep you alive now. There is nothing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    I dashed at him and swung with a right hand engulfed by burning red flames. He swung back at me, his hand consumed by the dark energy of the Omnirune. Our fists collided in a blinding clash of black and red sparks. The clang of the metal along with the explosion of energy was deafening. The heat from it formed beads of sweat on my brow. 
 
    I couldn’t let that stop me. My hand up, I fired a Radiant Beam at his chest and sent him tumbling across the grass. 
 
    That was it. All I needed to see. If I could hurt him, I could take the Rune from him. 
 
    My legs moved me forward until I was floating above the grass. With all my momentum, I flew like a bullet right at him just as he got back up to his feet. I wrapped my arms around him and carried him, gaining enough speed until I brought him into the air. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he muttered. 
 
    “The view is nice up here, isn’t it?” 
 
    We sailed through the sky until we were above the clouds. The stars were right next to me, so close I could reach out and touch them. 
 
    “Fool!” 
 
    Blackhart fired a beam at the side of my head, giving me a daze that loosened my grip on him. 
 
    “No…” I clenched my jaw and held on tight before zooming back down to the ground. I dived through the clouds and the blackened grasslands reappeared. I kept going until we both boomed into the ground like an asteroid. 
 
    Blackened ash and dirt went flying into the sky, clouding my vision around me. The impact of the collision put me in another daze. 
 
    The ringing in my ears made me want to puke. But hearing Blackhart’s groans of pain made it all worth. I raised and fired a Radiant Beam at his chest. The blast was so strong, it dug him deeper into the dirt. I didn’t stop, summoning rocks and pounding him into the crater I’d made. 
 
    “How’s that feel?” I said. 
 
    “Get off me!” He raised both hands and fired again, shooting a Dark Beam that sent me up into the air until I landed back hard on the ground. 
 
    “Ungh…” I rolled over onto my stomach and watched as he climbed out of the hole. 
 
    He stumbled back to his feet and straightened up. “Pathetic. Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    “You know… You keep talking about that Omnirune you’ve got. But all I see are a bunch of summons I’ve got no trouble dealing with. Is that the best you can do?” 
 
    “I have only been holding back. If you wish to see the power of the Omnirune, then I will allow you to see it.” 
 
    He stepped back and raised his hands. 
 
    BOOM! 
 
    A dark storm cloud gathered directly above him. A swirl of black energy crackled with white lightning. The winds picked up, blowing everything around me and filling the air with soot. 
 
    “I will show you my true power!” 
 
    He gathered a swirl of purple energy around his fists in a flash then slammed them into the ground. 
 
    “What the—” 
 
    BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 
 
    Explosions rocked the ground before I could finish. Geysers of dark purple energy erupted in every direction, forcing me to ascend to move out of the way. But even in the sky, I saw the ice beginning to form in the clouds. Icicles formed like daggers, raining down on me and forcing me to summon flames to block them. 
 
    Through all of the explosions and attacks, I saw something else. Down below, the massive black Golems he summoned before began to appear. One became two. Two became five. Five became ten. Ten became thirty. The field was large enough to accommodate all of them. They filled the burned down grasslands like a forest of trees. Just a single one of them was towering enough. Now there was an army of black matter giants ready to do his bidding. 
 
    In the distance, Rhiannon and Zafina were still busy trying to deal with his army of earlier summons. They had no chance against the Golems. 
 
    The way Blackhart stood there with his arms up, he knew he had every right to be confident. 
 
    “I do not care what power you stumbled upon,” he said. “You are no longer in Iorus. This dimension belongs to a higher power. Your fate has been sealed a long time ago. There is no shame in your defeat. You will be the first to fall but you will not be the last!” 
 
    The bastard talked so damn much. I didn’t have time to complain because the Golems moved on me, stomping forward and swinging recklessly. I somehow managed to dodge their swipes. The icy daggers chipped against my armor. The dark energy bursting from the ground was dozens of beams trying to take me down as they pierced the sky. 
 
    I recalled my Mimic back and turned it into a Fire Hawk. “Caaaaaw!” the bird screeched as it laid a wall of flames across the ground in an attempt to slow down the surrounding Golems so I could fire from above. 
 
    “Your power pales in comparison to the Omnirune!” Blackhart barked out and more Golems appeared from the sky. 
 
    When I took one down, two more took their place. They multiplied until there wasn’t anywhere I could move back down onto the ground. The Fire Bird was forced to ascend because it wasn’t fast enough to avoid all of their swings. 
 
    A group of Golems turned their attention to Rhiannon and Zafina. I zoomed after them and pulled them away before either one could get smashed into the ground. I flew far enough away just to buy us a few seconds before setting them back down on a nearby cliff. 
 
    The three of us looked out onto the field of Golems as they waited. The clouds continued to billow with a storm of ice threatening to freeze me. The ground rumbled in anticipation of more attacks. Among it all, Blackhart stood, the energy from the Omnirune burning in his chest. 
 
    “The Omnirune,” Zafina said. “He shows no indication of holding back.” 
 
    “There’s a whole field of those giant things back there and everything is exploding, so I’d say he’s going more than a little overboard,” I said. 
 
    “We do not possess the power to defeat all of them. Even if you were to transport the armies you’ve rallied, Blackhart would summon enough of them to crush us all.” 
 
    “There must be a way.” Rhiannon gritted her teeth as she stared at the army slowly marching toward us. 
 
    Zafina had a look of desperation in her eyes. After everything we’d been through, it was the first time I didn’t have any answers for them. 
 
    There was something there though. There had to be. Cybil didn’t give me this power just for me to fail now. 
 
    “We can’t stop,” I said. “Not when we’re this close. All we have to do is stop Blackhart… If we can get the Omnirune from him…” 
 
    They both looked at me. Even without a word, I knew they were thinking the same thing I was. That was it. 
 
    I grabbed them both by the waist and raced back into the sky. Zafina summoned flames to stop the ice storm from piercing us. We soared in the air above the Golems, just above their reach. With how dark the sky was, it was hard to tell the difference between them. But Blackhart was easy to spot, the Omnirune glowing in his chest with a light more vibrant than anything else. 
 
    “We have to do this together,” I said. “On my mark.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Blackhart said. “Accept your fate and be done with this charade!” 
 
    He fired a Dark Beam into the air. I tumbled through the sky to avoid it then darted back down to the ground. Zafina landed on her feet and sent a fireball at him. She kept the blue flames streaming as he blocked it with a barrier. 
 
    Rhiannon pumped her legs, moving like a blur as she charged. Blackhart summoned another black knight, blocking her path and forcing her to cut through it with her Mana Dagger. 
 
    Neither of them could land on him. That didn’t matter though. I just needed an opening. Get close to him and I could end this. 
 
    I moved back into the air and dashed as fast as I could, avoiding the grasps of the Golems snatching at me and the ice and dark energy threatening to rip through me. Blackhart fired another Dark Beam straight at me. I countered with a Light Beam, keeping my momentum until I landed right in front of him. More sparks of black and white energy filled the air. I turned my head away but kept stepping forward to try and match his strength. 
 
    “You will not win!” Blackhart said. 
 
    “Would you shut up already?” 
 
    “You will not… win!” He barked at me as his Dark Beam increased in power enough to overwhelm me. It consumed my blast and engulfed me. The amplified abilities of the Omnirune were impossible to fight. The weight of his blast was like being crushed by a rock. The heat from it burned through my armor, so hot it felt like my face was melting off. The ground erupted underneath me with a geyser of dark energy. I already had trouble keeping my balance but now it was impossible to stay on my feet. 
 
    The attacks stopped but the damage was done. I collapsed on my stomach. The smell of my armor smoking burned my nostrils. Scorched blisters covered my face with a stinging pain. It resonated through my entire body so bad a part of me just wanted it to end right there. 
 
    I groaned in agony as I rolled onto my back. The dark storm clouds continued to gather above. 
 
    Blackhart’s footsteps approached along with the stomps of the Golems surrounding me. A circle of giants looked down on me along with Blackhart. His eyes burned with a purple flame. Every time I’d seen it, I was on the verge of something worse. Right now was like staring straight into Hell itself. 
 
    Zafina aimed a fireball at him but he brought up his barrier and blocked it without even looking. 
 
    “Such nonsense. Do you truly believe you can stand against the power of the Omnirune?” 
 
    “You’re pretty powerful, Blackhart. I’ll give you that. I can’t remember the last time I felt this bad.” 
 
    “Your suffering will end soon. As will the suffering of your companions.” 
 
    “We all die one day. I’ve always been ready.” 
 
    “You are worthy of death.” He raised his hand. A glowing purple flame gathered in his palm. “I will make this as painless as possible for you, Virgil.” 
 
    “Virgil…” I laughed, and even that made my body hurt. “I’m not Virgil anymore. I’m Ultima.” 
 
    “Your name is irrelevant.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    The flames continued to burn even hotter, so warm I could feel it through my armor. 
 
    “Do you have any last words, Ultima?” 
 
    “I do… But I think I’ll save them for when I’m going to die.” I raised my hand and charged a Radiant Beam with everything I had. I’d never done this before. But there was a first time for everything. I could only hope it wasn’t the last thing I ever did. 
 
    “Hmph,” he scoffed. “One last, futile effort. Do you truly believe your ability will hurt me?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’m not aiming for you. Rhiannon!” 
 
    “Ahhhh!” The Mana Dancer’s scream filled the air. A few moments later, I saw her darting through the darkness between the Golems and leaping into the air. 
 
    Zafina’s blue flames flew through the sky and collided with Rhiannon’s Mana Dagger as she held it up. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and fired my Radiant Beam right at Rhiannon’s blade. The clash of energy was a shower of every color of the rainbow. 
 
    A Golem reached out to snatch Rhiannon from the air but I quickly summoned an owl. The ice bird zoomed through the sky and slammed into the Golem’s arm in a frozen explosion, knocking the arm back and clearing the path for the Mana Dancer. 
 
    Blackhart looked up behind him just as Rhiannon pounced on his shoulders. She sunk her blade into his chest like a snake sinking its teeth into its prey. He stumbled back, struggling to break free. The sound of Rhiannon shearing through the metal and trying to pry the Omnirune from his chest filled the air, joined by her primal scream. 
 
    Another Golem tried to grab her but I summoned a Holy Knight, sending it into the Golem’s grip with a stab that forced it to move its hand back. But there was still another Golem that managed to grab her and snatch her away from Blackhart. 
 
    That was all the time I needed though. I popped up to my feet just as they broke her free. As fast as I could, I moved my hand onto the Omnirune and squeezed my grip around it. With my other hand, I summoned a Black Cobra to coil around one of Blackhart’s wrists. 
 
    Still stunned by Rhiannon’s stab in his chest, Blackhart tried to respond by aiming at me. But he wasn’t fast enough. I fired a point-blank Radiant Beam at his chest and the Rune broke free as he stumbled back. 
 
    “No—” he shouted out with his hand up but it was already too late. 
 
    I held the Omnirune above my head and focused my energy. I fired another Radiant Beam through my palm right into the Rune. A burst of blinding white energy shot all around me like a nuke going off. It was hard to describe what it felt like. Warm and cold at the same time. So heavy in my hand it was crushing down on me. Like holding the entire world in my palm. 
 
    But I held on. Even if it killed me, I wouldn’t… I couldn’t let go. Everything began to disappear in the light until it faded slowly. As the bright energy cleared, my vision of the wasteland around me came back to me. The entire field of Golems began to crumble, each one falling upon themselves before fading into mist. The clouds faded though the sky remained dark. The ground stopped quaking enough for me to steady myself. 
 
    Rhiannon and Zafina stood next to one another, looking down at Blackhart as he fell to one knee. 
 
    His soft grunts were clear in the silence all around us. His body shaking, he reached up and removed his horned helmet and let it fall to the ground. 
 
    He looked up at me. It was strange. All I saw was a mask and two glowing purple eyes before. Now… Now he was just an old man. His face wrinkled and his hair white and messy on his head, he’d never looked so vulnerable. His face covered in soot, blood trailed from the corner of his mouth. He held his hand over the wound in his chest as more blood poured down. 
 
    “Your wound is fatal,” Zafina said. “I do not have the power to heal such an injury but the Revival Pool may—” 
 
    “That is all right.” Blackhart put his hand up. His voice wasn’t shaky despite the obvious pain he was in. “For what I have done, death is a merciful sentence.” 
 
    He had these soft blue eyes. Strange to see a man so intimidating turned into an old man who was on the verge of tears so quickly. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “When the other dimension arrived, their power only continued to grow. It would not be long until they conquered Iorus. I sacrificed my people… thinking it would be a better peace than fighting a losing battle. I lost hope. I was too weak. To let the others’ influence consume me… An assured death was the only appropriate end.” 
 
    “My people have been engaged with Pandora for many years,” I said. “It’s a constant fight. But we’re going to win it.” 
 
    “Ha! If only you were around to share that optimism… Perhaps all of this could have been avoided. I see now why the Life Rune chose you.” 
 
    I took a knee down in front of him. The blood continued to pour from his chest, spilling over his fingers and forming a puddle around his knees. He stopped trying to cover his wound and let his hand fall. His eyes flickered as he tried to stay conscious. 
 
    “The World Destroyer,” he said. “It has already been summoned.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. 
 
    He nodded softly. “It has been done. The other dimension… They intend on using it to further their agenda. After summoning it, I knew you would come for me. I was merely a distraction.” 
 
    “It worked.” I would have laughed if the situation hadn’t suddenly become so dire. 
 
    “You know the Omnirune is the key. It sealed away the Destroyer. You can do that again.  But you can go further. If you do, know that it will destroy the Omnirune in the process. The power you possess in your hand may also be the key to defeating the others. Destroy the Omnirune to defeat the destroyer and save Iorus. Or use its power to fight for your own world. The choice is yours.” 
 
    Blackhart knew what kind of power it had. Just like Cybil told me. 
 
    He gasped and keeled over. I grabbed him and held him up. 
 
    “Blackhart…” 
 
    He sighed to catch his breath, barely able to open his eyes. “Ruvyn… My parents called me Ruvyn… I wish I could have saved them from this…” 
 
    Blackhart fell onto his back. There was a peacefulness in his light-blue eyes. A glossy tinge covered them as he stared at the dark sky. 
 
    “Ruvyn…” 
 
    “Finish this task… For Iorus…” 
 
    His eyes closed and his head dropped to the side. His breathing stopped and his body became lifeless. A lone tear leaked from the corner of his left eye and trailed down his wrinkled cheek. 
 
    It was done. Blackhart had been defeated. But it wasn’t nearly as satisfying as I thought it would be. 
 
    “Virgil.” Zafina put a hand on my shoulder. “We are not yet finished.” 
 
    I collected myself with a deep breath and got back up to my feet. “He said it’s back where you first found me. You know how much Mana it took to travel that far. I don’t—” 
 
    “Go,” Rhiannon cut me off. “Zafina and I will return to Iorus. I know I will see you again.” 
 
    She suddenly leaned in and put her hands around my face, bringing me in for a kiss. Her tongue was forceful, probing my mouth and making me want even more. But just when our kiss got deeper, she pulled away. 
 
    She didn’t look at me, her head turned to the side as she stared at the distance. 
 
    Zafina took my hand and kissed me on the lips. Her kiss was delicate but no less enjoyable. She stared at me with her deep green eyes, smiling softly with her hand on my arm. A light healing spell soothed me for a few seconds. 
 
    “Do it now,” she whispered. “You must finish this.” 
 
    I nodded then took a step back from them. The Omnirune tight in my grip, I closed my eyes and focused my energy. I needed every bit I could get to find my path back to where this all started. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 46: Raid 
 
    Moving through Pandora, traveling from zone to zone, I could see it all. The sprawling forests. The deep seas. The scorching deserts. The snow-covered mountains. The barren wastelands. It all happened in a flash, like fast-forwarding through a series of images. 
 
    All of the energy it took drained me enough I knew I couldn’t keep it up forever. But with the shining rainbow jewel pulsing in my hand, I knew I had the power to reach my destination. 
 
    I stayed focused and in the blink of an eye, it appeared. 
 
    The grassy green plains I found when I first stepped into Pandora stood before me. The sky was as blue as I remembered it. The sun shined brighter than ever without a single cloud to block it. The scenery was a little less peaceful this time though. 
 
    More than a hundred Omegas were scattered across the grasslands below. Armored soldiers wielding their weapons and firing blasts of Mana turned the place into a deafening war zone of explosions and screams. The sight of so many soldiers fighting wasn’t enough to distract me though. Their target had all their attention and with good reason. 
 
    “Holy…” 
 
    I couldn’t even finish. My mind couldn’t even begin to process what I was looking at. Some black creature as tall as a skyscraper in the North Side and as wide as a city block sat comfortably in the grass. Dozens and dozens of thick, scaly tentacles writhed in an imperfect rhythm. Just one swipe was enough to send a group of attacking Omegas reeling back. 
 
    All of its tentacles were connected to a long body that stretched high into the clouds. As many limbs as it had, there were even more eyes. White pupils blinked in an unsynchronized pattern. It was like getting stared at by a thousand people all at once. 
 
    The size of it alone was intimidating enough. But there was a dark aura flowing around it. A thick, black mist that seemed to give the Omegas trouble as they neared it. 
 
    I moved closer from the sky and the scent immediately hit my nostrils. “Ungh…” The noxious scent was like falling into a dumpster full of rotten eggs. 
 
    The thing was a hundred times bigger than me. It was sweeping away all of the Omegas trying to take it down. And its smell was bad enough to make even the bravest man turn his back on it. 
 
     I held back my disgust long enough to raise the Omnirune. As soon as I did, the giant black beast turned its eyes toward me. 
 
    “That’s it, buddy. You know exactly what this is, don’t you?” 
 
    Its black scales glistened with a dull shine underneath the aura continuing to flow around it. But the shine began to disappear. Some thick, black fluid began oozing on its scales like oil. It spilled on the grass, drenching everything completely. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    Suddenly, a blast of the fluid shot out at me like a wave. I quickly held the Omnirune out and activated a barrier without even realizing it. 
 
    “Now’s my chance…” 
 
    Use the Omnirune to seal the World Destroyer away and keep its power for myself. Or relinquish the Omnirune to end this once and for all. 
 
    More of fluid oozed from the pores of it scales. Its noxious scent bubbled and hissed, filling the air with a black poison cloud and making all of the attacking Omegas back away. 
 
    There wasn’t much time left. I had to make the decision now. The truth was though, it wasn’t a decision to make. There was only one thing for me to do. 
 
    I couldn’t risk the World Destroyer sticking around. Not even the Prime Omegas could beat this thing. I couldn’t risk someone taking the Omnirune and summoning it again. But more than any of that, I knew I could win without it. 
 
    I took one last look at the Omnirune and nodded. “I remember, Cybil…” 
 
    I pointed the Rune forward as the World Destroyer focused its attention on me. Its dozens of tentacles began reaching for me. The Omnirune began to resonate, burning brighter, shifting colors constantly. 
 
    More fluid shot out at me but the barrier made sure I didn’t feel a drop. The aura glowing from the Rune grew brighter and brighter like a star going supernova. Knowing what was happening was enough to put a smile on my face. 
 
    “World Destroyer… Say goodbye.” 
 
    I squeezed my grip on the Rune and the bright energy filled the entire grasslands. Everything turned white, so blinding even if I could manage to keep my eyes open, there’d be nothing to see. The Rune vibrated in my palm so much I had to use two hands to hold it. 
 
    I held on and felt the Rune crumbling in my grip. The hard jewel turned brittle. My fingers squeezed on it tighter until suddenly it exploded like sand. 
 
    A piercing ring filled the sky. My hearing went out along with my vision. I held my place, floating in the sky in front of the giant creature. 
 
    I stayed where I was until the moment went by. The wind blew against my face as it whistled into my ears. The bright light faded and the grassy plans returned. I peeked my eyes open to see the World Destroyer was gone completely, leaving nothing behind. I looked down at my hands but there was no sign of the Omnirune. Not even a speck of dust in my palms. 
 
    Dozens of Omegas looked around in confusion while others picked themselves up from the grass. I lowered myself down and they all surrounded me. Their eyes were wide and their mouths were open. Not a single one of them looked like they could get any words out. They looked exhausted but they looked even more confused. I couldn’t blame them. What just happened was as strange as anything I’d ever witnessed, even after traveling all the way from Iorus. 
 
    “Look!” One Omega shouted as he pointed across the open field. 
 
    Everybody turned to see the figures standing opposite from us on the other side of the plains, hundreds of yards away. Their robes were black, covering their entire bodies. Even their hoods were low enough I couldn’t see their faces. Their arms at their sides, I noticed how long and lanky they were. They resembled Array but I couldn’t tell exactly what they looked like from so far away. 
 
    But there was another figure standing among all of them. He wore some type of battle armor over his massive frame, similar to what Omegas wore. Crimson red with a polished shine like chrome. He was as big as any Vanguard or Zealot I’d ever met. His head was hidden underneath a helmet, so I couldn’t see his face. I wasn’t even sure it was a man at all. 
 
    “Heralds?” 
 
    “Those are Heralds? Are you sure?” 
 
    “They have to be! That’s what they look like!” 
 
    “They never mentioned any Heralds in armor! Look at that thing!” 
 
    “What are Heralds doing here?” 
 
    The murmurs of the Omegas were loud as they looked at one another. 
 
    “Let’s go kick their asses!” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    “Let’s do it!” 
 
    They all raised their weapons in unison, ready to charge at the figures in the distance. But before any Omega could move, the figures turned around and walked toward the horizon. Only a few steps and they vanished without a trace. 
 
    No longer riled up, the Omegas all sighed in relief as they turned their attention back to me. 
 
    “So… uh, who are you?” One Omega walked up to me. Some young kid with a shaved head who looked like he just graduated high school gave me a confused stare. I laughed because he kind of reminded me of Yuma. 
 
    “Hmm… How do I explain this?” I said. The World Destroyer turned out to be easier to deal with than what I was doing now. 
 
    “Virgil?” 
 
    I spun around when I heard the voice. “…Dexter?” 
 
    It took me a second to recognize him but it was him. His lab coat was gone. Instead, he had the light-blue battlesuit of a Cavalier, complete with a steel saber resting on his hip. 
 
    He took a step toward me, his brow scrunched like he’d seen a ghost. “Holy crap… You’re alive… Are you?” 
 
    “Huh… I’m alive. And it looks like you’re an Omega.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. After I thought you died, I figured I had to do my part…” He moved closer and put his hands on my arms. “Holy crap! You’re alive!” 
 
    Hearing him repeat it made me burst into laughter. Seeing his giant smile was enough for me to know this was all over. 
 
    “Look at you.” He examined my outfit, his confusion not going away despite his smile. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. Kinda fancy. What the hell happened to you?” 
 
    I looked around at the Omegas. Each one of them was just as fascinated as Dexter. 
 
    I wiped the sweat from my brow and sighed. “Where do I start?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 47: An Odd Journey 
 
    The soft white lights bounced off the silvery sheen of the walls. The black granite underneath my shoes was as polished as it always was. There was no place as clean and pristine as a room in the Nerve Center of a Legion District. 
 
    The battle with the World Destroyer over and the Omnirune shattered, I thought there wouldn’t be anything else for me to deal with. 
 
    Sitting in the confines of the small room I was in, I realized I was wrong. 
 
    Giant Golems. Vicious Shadows. Blackhart and the Omnirune. Even the World Destroyer itself. All of them were a prelude to the man sitting in front of me. 
 
    His black suit was tailored exactly to his frame, fitting him better than any Omega’s armor suit could. He was as tall as me, somewhere around six-feet. His goatee was so neat it looked like he got it trimmed every hour. The shine on his dark, slicked-back hair matched the sheen on the walls. I’d been around snooty shareholders, self-absorbed CEOs, and every snobby millionaire fashion designer you could imagine. This guy looked like he would fit in right with them. There was something else about him though. He gave me a measured stare like he knew what I thought about him. Most rich folks I was around weren’t self-aware. This man was. 
 
    I leaned back in my seat, sipping on a bottle of water. Given only a short chance to recover, I was whisked away into a small room so the man before me could hear my story. 
 
    Now he sat across from me. His eyes focused on the table, he tapped his fingertips together. I couldn’t imagine what was running through his mind. All of the details probably sounded like a fairytale to him. And it felt like I was telling one. But if the man who called himself Thomas Higashi was as important as he looked, he knew anything was possible when it came to Pandora. 
 
    “The data from the battle with this… World Destroyer has been recorded.” He spoke with a deep monotone, filled with the same authority as some wealthy businessman conducting an important job interview. “The damage levels of what you were able to do were higher than anything previously recorded. It was appropriate, seeing as how our Omegas were ineffective against the World Destroyer. What strikes me as curious is that the World Destroyer left no Mana behind.” 
 
    “Is it that curious?” I said. “The World Destroyer wasn’t a Shadow from Pandora.” 
 
    “From this world called Iorus. Yes…” 
 
    He looked me up and down like he was trying to figure me out, but I was too thirsty to care. 
 
    “There are hundreds of Omegas across the world,” he said. “Too many for any one person to know them individually. When I arrived, I had to make sure the name was correct. Virgil York… York Fashion.” 
 
    “The same.” 
 
    “I remember when I heard the story. I would say I find it odd a multimillionaire and majority shareholder of one of the highest-grossing fashion lines in the world would join the Legion and become a lab technician… But I’ve seen too much to think anything was strange.” 
 
    “Figured you’d think that way.” 
 
    “The Omnirune—” 
 
    “It’s gone.” I stopped him before he could say anything more. With a guy like Higashi, he was always about business. “The Omnirune took the power of the gods to create. It took the power of the gods to use. And it was the only thing that could beat the World Destroyer. Believe me, I thought about it. But the Omnirune was made solely for a lone threat against Iorus. We’ll have to beat Pandora without it.” 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded then sighed in slight resignation. “It’s a shame. Regardless of the outcome, your journey to Iorus is evidence there are other worlds under attack by Pandora. You speak as a liaison between Earth and them. I trust they will continue the fight.” 
 
    “I met a lot of people there. They’re strong. They’ve been battling longer than us. As long as Pandora is still sending Shadows into their world, they’ll fight.” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll consider entering Pandora for themselves. Would you trust them with access to the technology of our Junction Gates?” 
 
    “I would. But the people of Iorus have other means of getting to Pandora. They control Mana better than any Harbinger I’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Higashi fell silent again. His fingertips stroked the tip of his chin as he stared at the side of the room. 
 
    I gulped down the rest of my water bottle and sighed. “Anything else?” 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched into a smirk, but only for a second. “We’re continuing to map Pandora as best as we can. After all these years, it’s proving to be larger than we imagined. With the arrival of the Heralds, the aggressiveness of the worlds coming toward us as has increased, along with the threat level of the Shadows we’re facing. Recent discoveries by outside sources suggest we may be able to travel far enough into Pandora to find the cause of all of this.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Outside sources? You mean people are fighting Pandora outside of the LOD?” 
 
    “Another story for another time,” Higashi said it flippantly before quickly moving on. “Your story… Even if I doubted the authenticity of your claims, there’s no denying the spike in your levels. There is Red Mana inside of you and you were never recruited to take the oath. The Rune in your chest…” 
 
    “It has a mind of its own. I wouldn’t recommend surgery to take it out. When it’s time to find another bearer, I’m sure I’ll know it.” 
 
    As intimidating as Higashi might have been, there wasn’t anything for me to worry about. He was a stern man. One of the lead directors of operations for the Legion. The guy was as determined as anybody to deal with Pandora once and for all. But I didn’t have the answers for him. I might have been Ultima now but even the powers of a god had their limits. 
 
    “If there’s nothing else—” 
 
    “Actually, there is,” I said. “After the battle with the World Destroyer. I saw someone near the horizon. Heralds.” 
 
    He paused for a moment then nodded. “I suppose there’s no point in keeping the information classified from you. The readings we recovered indicate they were indeed Heralds.” 
 
    “What were they doing? If they’re the ones behind Pandora and all of the Shadows, why didn’t they attack?” 
 
    “If only I had the answers for you, Mr. York.” He gave me a subtle smile before getting up from his seat. “You’ve had a long journey. You’ll be given a mandatory leave. Take this time for yourself.” 
 
    With the details squared away with Higashi, it felt like the journey was finally over. Now there was only one thing I wanted to do. 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    Every LOD District had the same amenities readily available to all Omegas. Those amenities were all located in the heart of the District, in the appropriately named Central Square. There were more than enough restaurants to spend their stipends in. Burgers. Pizza. Tacos. Coffee for people who needed their caffeine fix. Refueling was as important to an Omega as anything else, and there was no shortage of options. 
 
    Underneath the climate-controlled dome of the District, a park area in the center of it all was filled with lush green grass and trees tall enough to provide ample shade. I could appreciate it more just because I was in a plain t-shirt and a pair of shorts. Strange to be in normal clothes again. 
 
    I relaxed in my seat, just outside of the restaurant that served robot-made pizza. It was so fresh, the cheese was gooey and still melting. The view of the Omegas in uniform all lounging around in the grass made the peaceful meal even more relaxing. 
 
    Dexter’s eyes were on me. “Where did you shit?” 
 
    I slowly turned toward Dexter. He widened his eyes as he waited for a response, chewing on his slice of pizza. 
 
    “What?” I replied. 
 
    “You know… The bathroom. Where did you go to the bathroom?” 
 
    “…I just traveled across dimensions, spent a few weeks in another world, have a Rune lodged into my chest, fought something called the World Destroyer, and that’s the first question you ask me?” 
 
    “Well… Yeah.” 
 
    I chuckled and shrugged. “They have lavatories. Toilets and all.” 
 
    “Running water?” 
 
    “That’s right. An elaborate plumbing system. You’d be surprised what a little ingenuity combined with some Mana can do. You have to understand, everybody on Iorus has a lot more experience with it than we do. They’ve been invaded by Pandora long before the First Event ever happened.” 
 
    “I can see that…” He chewed another bite, his eyes slowly shifting toward my chest. Even though I was wearing a shirt, the soft pulse of the yellow light was apparent underneath. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s like it’s not even there. I only notice it when I activate it.” 
 
    “Ultima… The Battle God… Every Omega here has a limited choice of classes. And even then, compatibility results practically pick it for you. I wonder how many of us would choose to be a Battlemancer.” 
 
    “It’s not for everybody,” I said with a laugh. 
 
    Dexter chuckled along with me. 
 
    “How about you?” I said. “How have you been?” 
 
    “Nothing as exciting as you had to deal with.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. You weren’t an Omega last time I was here. What happened?” 
 
    “It’s just like I said. I saw you…” He struggled for a second. “I saw you… die. Running through the Junction Gate, I thought I was a goner, too. I didn’t ever want that feeling again. I wanted to do my part. Maybe avenge you in the process.” 
 
    “Dexter the avenger. That’s got a nice ring to it.” 
 
    “It sounds okay,” he said with a smirk. “The truth is, I always wanted to be a technician. Studying Pandora is just as important as fighting in it. I figure I can do both. When the Red Mana leveling me up stops being effective and it’s time to retire, then I can sit back and study with all of the other scientists.” 
 
    “Hopefully, we’ll get this thing done before that happens.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    I finished my slice of pizza then went to work on another one. A couple of Omegas sat at the table next to us. They didn’t look any different from the others. A couple of college-aged kids who were just trying to do their part saving the world but relaxing in the meantime. 
 
    After being away for so long, it was strange to think this was my life. But I knew this life wasn’t mine anymore. 
 
    “Hey, Virgil.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I’d ever get the chance to say it. But… thanks.” 
 
    “Thanks?” 
 
    “You saved me. Back in Pandora during that attack. Putting yourself on the line so I could get back through the Junction Gate.” 
 
    “It was my idea to run through the gate in the first place—” 
 
    “But that all happened for a reason. You getting that Rune in your chest. Finding Iorus and defeating the World Destroyer. Even me becoming an Omega. None of that would have happened without you.” 
 
    “That’s one way of looking at it. I guess fate works in mysterious ways.” 
 
    Dexter put his slice down and leaned back, his eyes focused on the grassy park area next to us. “What’s next? You still planning on being Ultima?” 
 
    “I don’t plan on it. I am Ultima. I’ve got an obligation to Iorus. Those were the terms for the power to be granted to me.” 
 
    “I get it… But it’s not like you’re back in Iorus now. You should relax. Maybe even celebrate a little.” 
 
    “Celebrate…” I thought about it for a moment, considering all of the possibilities. A smile came across my face as I thought about the best way to enjoy my time off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 48: The York Foundation 
 
    One week later… 
 
    The cheese on the pie was thick enough you needed more than a few stabs with the side of a fork to cut through it. The pull of melted cheese stretched from the plate no matter how high I brought it up. Robot pizza at the District was good. But it wasn’t the best. 
 
    “Uh-oh…” I shot Emily a look. “I think I’m in trouble.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in fear. But her giant grin told another story. 
 
    “I’ll save you!” She reached out with her fork and stabbed at the line of cheese, separating it from the bite on my fork. 
 
    “Saved again!” I put my hand on my chest and reeled back in my seat with a deep sigh of relief. “I don’t know how to thank you.” I took a satisfying bite of the deep-dish pizza as she giggled at me. 
 
    The dining area of the hospital wasn’t much different from how I left it. All of the nurses and volunteers did a good job of making sure every kid was nothing but smiles. It was hard not to smile with how many deep-dish pies there were to go around. With the smell of cheese, sauce, and pepperoni wafting through the air, it was an unmistakable celebration even if there was nothing in particular to celebrate. 
 
    Emily cut down a piece of the pie with her fork, twirling the cheese around in circles until she was able to get all of it. 
 
    “Look at that… You’ve got the hang of it already.” 
 
    “I practiced a lot while you were gone.” 
 
    “Practice always makes perfect. But no matter how good you get with that fork, you know what’s even better?” 
 
    The seven-year-old set her fork down and picked up the slice with her hand. It was thick enough it nearly toppled over for a second. But it quickly found its way into her mouth, the bite as big as it was messy. 
 
    I copied her then set the rest of my slice down. “How is everything, Emily? Are you doing okay?” 
 
    She nodded but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “You playing a lot of games?” 
 
    “The nurses are setting up more games. We have more people around to sing karaoke on the weekends. Do you wanna sing, Virgil?” 
 
    “Uh…” I chuckled and shook my head. “I don’t think it’d be much fun if you heard me sing…” 
 
    “Oh…” Her head dropped. But before she could get any more disappointed, I threw my hands up. 
 
    “But if there’s a karaoke night going on, then I’m all for it! Only one song. And only if you sing a duet with me.” 
 
    “Yes!” Emily pumped her fist in celebration. 
 
    “What else do you do besides sing? You make any friends?” 
 
    She nodded, her eyes growing wide. “There are some new kids here. Amy and Jonathan. They, uh…” 
 
    “They what?” 
 
    “They weren’t sure how to eat their pizza either. But I showed it to ‘em! Over there.” She pointed to a couple of kids her age a few tables away. 
 
    “Virgil.” I looked up and saw my mother standing next to me, dressed in a coat covering her body appropriate for the cold outside. The slightly stern look on her face was overshadowed by the smile she pursed her lips into. 
 
    “Hey, Emily. I need to talk to someone for a moment. Maybe you can check on Amy and Jonathan to make sure they’re doing it right.” 
 
    “Okay!” Emily bounced up from her seat and hustled over to the table where the other kids were eating. 
 
    I walked with my mother to the side of the room, away from the aroma of the pizza and the noisy conversation. 
 
    “Pizza again?” she asked. 
 
    “You say that like I have it every day,” I sighed. 
 
    “I’m only teasing. I know it’s been a long time since you’ve visited. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “You know you don’t have to worry about me.” I watched everybody having a good time among themselves, forgetting about everything I had to deal with. “Emily’s grown up a lot. She seems to have come out of her shell.” 
 
    “I can see that. That’s what you were trying to do, weren’t you?” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to do that. I was trying to do something. York Fashion. It…” 
 
    My mother frowned slightly, making me search for another way to soften the blow. 
 
    “…I know how much dad and grandpa put into it. It’s successful. And I’ve got no problem following their lead. But the business will always be there. As long as I’m the majority shareholder and everything is promised to the hospital, it’ll always be in good hands. We can use our name for good. Bring awareness to something more than just the clothes. It doesn’t even have to be about the Legion. It can just be things like this.” 
 
    “You truly believe this is the right thing to do?” 
 
    “It’s been a year. Everything is… better. I don’t need to be around as much.” I looked over and saw Emily smiling as she piled a swirl of cheese and sauce into her mouth to the amusement of her friends. “Everybody’s doing just fine without me.” 
 
    “And this is what you want?” 
 
    “…It was never about me not wanting to live a fast life. I just wanted to make a difference. I’ll always feel out of place with the company. I feel like I can do more now. What the Legion is doing… This is what I was meant to do… This is what dad set me up for. I don’t know if you’ll ever understand that but—” 
 
    “I understand.” She reached up and put her hand on the side of my head. She let out a deep sigh, her lips quivering enough for me to notice. “My little boy grew up so fast.” 
 
    “I’m not a little boy anymore. I haven’t been for a long time.” 
 
    She nodded and pulled her hand away. Despite the resignation on her face, she wasn’t upset. Even now, she was as proud as ever. That was the only way my mom could be. 
 
    “I’ll speak to Dennis and the other shareholders. The business will take care of itself. The hospital will get all the support they need. If it doesn’t, I’ll make sure to let someone know. You… You do what you have to do.” 
 
    “I won’t be gone for good,” I said. “Just until I take care of business.” 
 
    Explaining everything to my mom and making her understand would be impossible. I had trouble wrapping my head around the details myself. So I didn’t bother. 
 
    That didn’t matter though. Standing in a room full of children who didn’t have the advantages I had growing up… It was moments like this that always put things into perspective. 
 
    “I have to do my part,” I said. “This thing with Pandora… It’s a lot more serious than I ever thought it would be. When this is all over, everything will be back to normal and I can… I can do some good in this world.” 
 
    “You’re my only son. Virgil York. The same as your father and grandfather. I don’t know what it is you’ve been up to but there’s something different about you… Whatever it is you’re doing, I know you won’t let me down. You never have before.” 
 
    Her eyes glazed over but a deep sigh helped her hold down all of the emotions building up inside of her. I reached out and wrapped my arms around her, hugging her tight. I wasn’t about to let this moment get either of us down. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said. “All these pies aren’t gonna eat themselves.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 49: The Next Event 
 
    Cybil’s avatar was gone and the display I was used to seeing floated in the air like a theater screen. The bright green line pulsed as Cybil’s disembodied voice spoke. 
 
    “Thank you. You have completed the task we began many years ago. It is with great regret we asked this of you.” 
 
    Her voice was the same tone it always was, steady and emotionless like an artificial intelligence. But I knew she was sincere with her apology. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I wouldn’t have made a vow I wouldn’t be able to keep.” 
 
    “You possess the strength of a god. If you choose, you can continue to accelerate your growth with the Red Mana found in Pandora. Though Iorus is safe from the World Destroyer, other threats remain.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready.” 
 
    The soft strings playing in the background calmed me down. 
 
    “It’s funny,” I said with a laugh. “I’ve been coming to Zion so often… It doesn’t even feel strange anymore. It feels like I belong here.” 
 
    “You are one of us now. Your comfort among us is only natural.” 
 
    “Arbiter of the gods… I know you’ve been around for a long time. Does that mean I’ll be around for that long, too?” 
 
    “You are immortal but you are not invincible. When the decision was made to become Ultima, you left behind what you were. Perhaps in time when we regain our strength, you may return to the life you once knew.” 
 
    “I think I’ll be all right. Just because I have an obligation to Iorus doesn’t mean I can’t be there for anybody else.” 
 
    Most people would’ve welcomed becoming a god. But now that I had the potential for superhuman strength, there was a part of me that couldn’t get over it. Knowing I’d make the same decision over again was enough to get rid of any regrets I might’ve had. I saved Iorus. And now I had the power to save Earth. That was what mattered. 
 
    “What about you?” I said. “Are you going to be all right?” 
 
    “We drained our power to create the Omnirune. And we drained ourselves even further to seal away the World Destroyer. Over time, we have recovered our power, which we granted to you. Eventually, we will become our former selves. The cycle continues, never ending. We exist in unity with time itself.” 
 
    “Look at me. Asking if gods are going to be okay. Is there… anything else you need from me right now?” 
 
    “The World Destroyer is gone. With Blackhart’s death, the other dimension’s influence has left with him. There are no current threats present. Though you possess great strength, you may still enjoy the fruits of our labor. We created life on Iorus as an act of benevolence. Continue to thrive with that same life. You will be called upon when the time comes. That is the vow you have made in exchange for the power you now possess.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I backed up and moved to the orb. I placed my hand on it and felt my body being transported back to Navica. “I’ll see you around, Cybil.” 
 
    “I await your return, Ultima.” 
 
      
 
    ~ ~ ~ 
 
      
 
    The Main Hall of the Central Keep had been furnished even further. Along with the colorful tapestries hanging next to the windows, the open walls themselves had been lined with black marble stone to give it a more appealing shine. The sunlight shining in along with the burning torches illuminated the wooden chairs available for all of the Navicans to sit on and observe the discussions of the day. 
 
    With the main task of the Omnirune solved, the problems today were just a little less dire. 
 
    Tai held his hands out, attempting to reason with the twenty or so villagers gathered. “Consider this. If we have enough land, we can domesticate the boars from the forests. By controlling their breeding process, we will have much more satisfying meat. Imagine. Thick cuts of pork as juicy as a piece of fruit, melting in your mouth. The pork will be so tender, you won’t even need a knife to cut it!” 
 
    The audience murmured among one another in approval. 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Yuma said. “And we’ll get the ranch eventually. But we have to prioritize the chickens. Think about it. A cut of pork is juicy but what can you do with a piece of fresh chicken? Batter it and fry it up. Boil it up in some stew. Roast it over and open flame and let its skin crisp up.” 
 
    “You can do the same thing with pork!” Tai interrupted. 
 
    “Maybe… But there’s one thing you’re missing out on.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Tai crossed his arms, an eyebrow raised. I laughed at how angry he seemed to be getting. 
 
    “Chickens lay eggs. Have you ever had a fresh egg? Picture it. Scrambled in a buttered pan, filled with fresh vegetables and mushrooms then stuffed with savory spit-roasted chicken breast.” 
 
    Yuma walked up to the Navicans gathered around to make sure each one heard him. 
 
    “Juicy chicken breasts. Farm-fresh eggs. Much more satisfying than a greasy slice of bacon. You can’t enjoy the bacon without the eggs next to it.” 
 
    The crowd looked at one another, nodding in approval again. 
 
    Yuma put his fists on his hips, his smile as smug as I’d ever seen it. “Then it’s settled—” 
 
    “Hold on a second!” Tai threw his hands up. “Nothing is settled! You’re not in charge here. The decision lies solely on the bearer.” 
 
    Everybody in the room looked toward me. The seemingly frivolous decision had a lot more weight to it. The Navicans all seemed to be hanging on my verdict. 
 
    “Hmmm…” I rubbed the scruff on my chin, not sure what to do. “A ranch for boars. Or a hatchery for chickens. Before I decide, I want you all to know they’ll both be built. We’ll have the resources gathered and the manpower is available. I’ll make it a priority to have bacon and eggs for everybody in Navica. But for now… We’ll prioritize the chickens.” 
 
    “Ha!” Yuma squealed. “I knew you’d see reason!” 
 
    Tai dropped his head down dejectedly but still smiled at me. “I respect your decision.” 
 
    The Navicans slowly began to shuffle out of the room. Their excited chatter continued until they exited, leaving the Main Hall quiet enough to hear the torches burning near the windows above. 
 
    “You handled that well.” Zafina stood by my side. She held her head high with her hands behind her back. Having not been in a battle in a few weeks, her green robes were noticeably a lot cleaner. 
 
    “I’m used to making decisions,” I said. “I was in the owner’s chair ever since my dad passed away… This decision was easy.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. Yuma would have been quite adamant about prioritizing the chickens had you not sided with him. He would not let you hear the end of it.” 
 
    “You have to respect a man with passion, regardless of what it’s about. I’m sure Couture would agree.” 
 
    Zafina smiled softly and bowed her head. 
 
    “Is there anything else I need to delegate?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Work has slowed as you requested,” she said. “Resources continue to be gathered from the mines and the forests though the stockade will need to be expanded. There is an abundance of food. With no immediate threats, your task will be converting the open space to the east and extending Navica. The people have been encouraged to… increase the population of our town.” 
 
    Zafina raised an eyebrow at me. She was always so coy about everything. Not this time. 
 
    “That’s good to hear,” I said. “Everybody deserves to have a regular life. That’s what we’re aiming for.” 
 
    “And you, Virgil. Is that something you desire as well?” 
 
    “Hmm… Adding to Navica’s population wasn’t something I personally planned on getting involved in. But I’m willing to give you a demonstration of how it’s done.” 
 
    “Oh…” She put her hand up to cover her blushing cheeks. Her golden tan wasn’t enough to hide it. “Perhaps when there is time. If you like, I can ask if Rhiannon is interested as well in your… demonstration.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” I looked toward the entrance and saw the Mana Dancer walking to me. Her hips sashayed with every step. “We were just talking about you.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rhiannon replied. “I hope your words were kind.” 
 
    “They always are.” 
 
    “And what was it you were speaking of?” 
 
    I shot Zafina a look and her blushing smile grew. “When you have the time, Virgil would like to see you in his chambers.” 
 
    Rhiannon bowed her head. “I am eager to please Ultima… But there is another task you must deal with at the moment. You have a visitor.” 
 
    “Someone from another village?” I asked. 
 
    “The other villages have returned to reinforce their towns. No, this visitor is not from Valen or even Iorus.” 
 
    “A threat?” 
 
    “I do not think so. He informed me he was from the Legion Omega Defense.” 
 
    I got up from my seat. “Someone from the LOD is here…” I couldn’t think of anybody who would bother visiting me. Maybe Higashi forgot to tell me something. If someone from the Legion was here, I knew it was serious. 
 
    I headed for the keep exit, digging my cane into the gray stone pathway that had been swept clean. Outside of my Ultima form, I was still restricted to the mortal shortcomings of Virgil York. Not that I minded having my limp. It was the one reminder I still had a piece of myself. 
 
    As soon as I got outside, I spotted him. It was hard not to notice him. 
 
    A man in a black suit stood with his back to me. Long, blond hair tied in a slick ponytail hung down. He slowly turned around but his eyes were hidden behind a pair of sunglasses. His goatee trimmed around his mouth, he looked like he had just arrived in Navica from the barbershop. I could look him in the eye despite how much taller his lanky frame made him look. 
 
    “Virgil York.” 
 
    I slowly walked up to him, slightly cautious at his intentions. “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Marcellus Lockett. I’m an agent with a private sub-division of the LOD.” 
 
    “A private sub-division? Didn’t know those existed… And what division is that?” 
 
    “I specialize in alternative methods of dealing with the Pandora threat. My appearance here should be proof enough of that.” 
 
    “Right…” I looked over at Zafina and Rhiannon then nodded to let them know everything was all right. 
 
    “May I have a word with you?” he said. 
 
    We walked through the grassy fields of Navica, heading east toward the open plains that were still underdeveloped. More than ten acres of land meant there was plenty of space to walk without bumping into anything. It was just us with the sun shining above and the short greens underneath our feet. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I asked. 
 
    “Higashi is willing to share the details with me if it means accelerating our victory against Pandora. Don’t worry. Few know of Navica’s location.” 
 
    “Okay. Now the question is how did you have the energy to get here? The people here have studied Mana for a lot longer than us. The way they’re able to teleport… It’s more advanced than any Junction Gate I’ve ever seen but it still takes a lot of energy.” 
 
    “You underestimate the technology the LOD has access to.” 
 
    “Apparently…” 
 
    “You left a trail. It’s not easy to follow but it’s there. I trust my arrival isn’t an interruption of something more important.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There are no immediate threats. The people deserve a break after everything that happened. But we know Pandora is out there and we’re preparing for anything.” 
 
    “A wise decision.” 
 
    Lockett stopped in his tracks and put his hands in his pockets. He looked out toward the eastern lake and let out a soft sigh. The guy was so stiff and monotone, it was the first time I’d seen him show any semblance of emotion. 
 
    “It’s nice out here,” he sighed. “So calm, peaceful. There are Junctions like this in Pandora but Iorus is a real world. One could live well out here.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay. I can build you a nice shack all for yourself.” 
 
    “Perhaps another time. There is another task we must prepare for. One I might ask for your help with.” 
 
    “And what is that?” 
 
    He finally turned and looked at me. “The LOD is continuing to map Pandora. With the arrival of the Heralds, the threat is growing. We’ve recently learned it is indeed the Heralds who planned the destruction of Earth and Iorus and other worlds. It was suggested it may be time to go on the offensive.” 
 
    “The offensive, huh?” I rubbed my chin, staring at the grass as I thought about it. “The Legion has been around for more than forty years now. This is how they’ve always done things. Why the sudden change?” 
 
    “Because things have changed. The conflict with Pandora continues to increase with greater threats. The Heralds have made their presence known. Now there may be a chance to end it.” 
 
    He reached out and pointed at the jewel underneath my white linen shirt. 
 
    “Can I count on Ultima to do his part when the time comes?” 
 
    “You don’t have to ask me something like that. You know I’m willing to do whatever it takes to fight against Pandora. For Earth and Iorus. But… it’d be nice to know what exactly you want me to do.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you that.” 
 
    “Of course not.” I rolled my eyes. “The guy in the shades has to remain mysterious.” 
 
    “I can leave you with something to consider.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “The First Event occurred more than forty years ago. Have you ever considered why they call it the First Event?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Because it’s the first time Pandora ever attacked Earth.” 
 
    “That’s correct. But the first time implies there’s a second, does it not? Otherwise, it would just be a lone occurrence.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I laughed, the words making more sense the longer I thought about it. “…Now that you mention it… What are you saying though? Was there a Second Event nobody noticed?” 
 
    “Or…” 
 
    He stared right at me from behind his shades. He stayed silent, letting me figure it out for myself. 
 
    I looked out toward the lake when it dawned on me. “…The ones who called it the First Event. They already knew there was going to be another.” 
 
    “We have waged a war against Pandora. They are beginning to notice. Another invasion is inevitable. It always has been.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t anybody know about this?” 
 
    “What do you think? Imagine telling even the Primes there was a force coming even they couldn’t stop. Imagine the panic when another dimension opens up, not in a District but over some unsuspecting city. The First Event was more than forty years ago. Would it be right to have billions across the world worrying about what was coming next?” 
 
    Lockett gave me something to think about. Even after everything I’d been through and everything I’d seen, there was still so much more. I couldn’t wrap my head around just how much stronger the forces of Pandora could be. 
 
    The thought of it all made me shake my head. “You’re telling me all this for a reason… But I still don’t know what you want.” 
 
    “Just be ready. You have a power that’s unique to any other Omega. The time will come when you will need to lend it.” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    He held his hand out for me to shake. “I’ll see you soon… Ultima.” 
 
    After shaking my hand, he took a step back and pulled something from his pocket. A small metallic device that looked like a car alarm. He clicked on it and disappeared in a flash of bright light. 
 
    “What a strange man…” 
 
    Zafina and Rhiannon walked up to me, both of them with curious looks in their eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said before they could say anything. “It’s not anything we need to deal with right now. Just someone from my world reminding me our job isn’t done. I’ve still got more levels to gain and abilities to learn if I’m going to do all that.” 
 
    “I am certain you will accomplish whatever task you place in front of you,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    “And we will be by your side,” Zafina added. “All of Navica stands with you.” 
 
    Thoughts of life in the North Side came back to me. Every woman was just a hook-up who wanted to brag on social media about me. Every ‘friend’ I had just wanted to cut the line at the clubs and tell people they knew me. Every business meeting was with people who just wanted to make more money for themselves. Zafina, Rhiannon, and the rest of Navica weren’t any of those things. They weren’t anything more than what they said they were this whole time. Honest folks who were just trying to do what they were meant to do. 
 
    I was on another world but I’d never felt so comfortable around anybody before. “Right now… I just want to sit down and enjoy the weather. It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?” I took a seat right there in the grass. Both ladies smiled as they joined me. 
 
    A breeze blew by, brushing the cold against my cheeks. The air was so clear, I could smell how fresh the grass was. The sun was shining in Navica as everybody was busy working and going along their day. But the hard work was done. For now, I could appreciate the company of my companions and enjoy the satisfaction of a mission accomplished. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 More by Riker Kane 
 
    Thanks for reading! I appreciate you taking the time to check out BATTLE GOD. If you enjoyed this title, check out the LEGION and SLAYER series to read about other characters involved with the Legion Omega Defense and the battle against Pandora. 
 
      
 
    For the latest on when my next titles are coming out sign-up for my mailing list. 
 
      
 
    CLICK HERE to sign-up for my mailing list 
 
      
 
    Thanks again for reading! Stay tuned for more! 
 
      
 
    More by Riker Kane on Amazon 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/Riker-Kane/e/B07MPQJNTC 
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