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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Even if this does work, I may be out of time.

      Spreading the last handful of seed, John turned around and watched Ferdie pulling the rake across the field, covering the freshly scattered wheat seeds with an inch of the valley’s rich soil. Ben was riding on the back of the rake, practicing his balance while the massive bull strolled across the field. Letting out a sigh, John walked around the edge of the field, heading back to where Ellie was standing.

      “Do you think these seeds will work?” Ellie asked, her eyes hopeful.

      “Rebya says there’s only a forty percent chance, so no, I’m not getting my hopes up. We’ll probably need a couple more generations to breed the traits we want. Thankfully, we can speed up the growth of this field with the growth-acceleration flowers, but even that has a limit, so we’re really at the mercy of chance. I’ll bring some over tonight when I water these fields and we should see some progress tomorrow.”

      “How long do you think this batch will take?”

      Walking beside Ellie as they headed for the house, John shrugged.

      “My hope is four weeks, but I don’t know if that’s realistic. There’s a limit to how many times we can accelerate their growth before they mutate, which we need to avoid as much as possible. But at this point, we can only wait and see how it turns out,” John said, taking the hoe and shovel Ellie was holding. “How much time do we have before lunch?”

      “Maybe twenty minutes?”

      “Alright, I’m going to chat with Rebya. We need to leave right after lunch if we’re going to make it into town on time.”

      Ellie’s expression gained a hint of sorrow as she nodded silently, heading into the house while John walked to the barn to drop off the empty bag of wheat seeds and the gardening tools Ellie had been using. While he was organizing everything, Ferdie and Ben finished up in the field and the bull brought the rake over. Hopping down from Ferdie’s back, Ben helped pull the rake into the barn where John hung it up. By this point Ben was extremely familiar with John’s abnormal strength, and the sight of him casually lifting the heavy metal rake to hang it in its spot didn’t faze the young man at all.

      “Can you let Even and Thomas know that lunch will be ready in twenty minutes?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Watching Ben run off, John let out a sigh. It had been almost two full years since he’d arrived on the farm, and while a tremendous amount had changed, some things hadn’t changed at all. Opening up his status window, John checked over his skills, spells, and quests.

      
        
        Name: John Sutton

        Age: 28

        Class: Mage

        Spells: 9

        Active Quests: [Grow Wheat]

        Skill List: [Mana Breath: 00], [Arcane Tongue: 00], [Mana Control: 00], [Mana Reinforcement: 00], [Mental Model: 43]

        Skill Points: 0

        Spell List: [Fireball (Novice)], [Flame Arrow (Apprentice)], [Twisting Flames (Mage)], [Dragon’s Breath (Mage)], [Summon Water (Novice)], [Water Arrow (Apprentice)], [Downpour (Acolyte)], [Raging Waters (Mage)], [Kelvis’ Greater Scrying (Mage)]

        Quest List: [Prevent the Apocalypse], [Grow Wheat]

        Doom Points: 95/100

      

      

      For a moment, John’s gaze hovered on his Doom Points. It had been barely two weeks since they had explored the Shadow Tower and he had slain Earl Vacek, but he had already gained two Doom Points. While the pace was already slower than the three to four per week he had gained before he came to the valley, picking up another Doom Point each week put him on a serious clock.

      With just five weeks left if he couldn’t figure out a way to avoid gaining more Doom Points, John could feel the pressure building up around him. Even more concerning was the change he had noticed in his quest, [Prevent the Apocalypse].

      
        
        [Prevent the Apocalypse: Ruined by war, this world is teetering on the brink of annihilation. Food and other resources are growing more scarce, and the echoes of destruction threaten to rip apart even the tightest community. Powerful beasts grow even more powerful still, their desire for dominance causing them to emerge from their lairs while corrupt class holders attempt to change the world to suit their evil whims. As one of the last Mages in the world, you have both the strength to fight against the tide of darkness that sweeps across the land and the means of hastening its flood. Should the number of accumulated Doom Points reach 100, the apocalypse will begin. This quest cannot be rejected.]

      

      

      Though it was subtle, the inclusion of both powerful beasts and class holders as a creeping threat reminded him he wasn’t the only one attempting to influence the world. Far from it, he had already encountered the madness of the evil organization Infinitum and he had a sneaking suspicion he’d barely scratched the surface when it came to their plans. And to add to it, his ability to leverage his strength against them was decreasing with every week.

      There was a lot John could do in a single second, but the more power he used, the closer the world came to the edge. He had been relying on the quests he had to try and keep his Doom Points down, but that strategy was clearly not working. Shaking his head, he let out an annoyed snort and opened up the quest he was currently working on.

      
        
        [Grow Wheat: Food is important, not only to you, but to everyone in the world. Learn to grow wheat that will survive in any environment.]

      

      

      Rebya, the intelligent plant who called the Shadow Tower her home, was helping him as best she could, but with a forty-percent success rate for the first batch of wheat they had created, there was absolutely no way John was going to just sit around and see what happened. At his current rate he only had five weeks, and the absolute fastest maturation rate on the wheat was four weeks.

      I need to find a way to offload my Doom Points. Which means understanding how they come about in the first place.

      Making his way out to Ferdie’s field, John saw the large plant at the other end of the pasture. Its broad leaves waved gently in the breeze, and as John approached a purple flower on its main branch opened as if to welcome him. Carefully controlling his mana, John sat down in front of the plant and stretched his hand out. A thin branch, looking like a finger, moved toward him, connecting with his finger and establishing a channel for them to pass mana back and forth. Closing his eyes, John found himself drawn into a new world in his mind.

      Gone were the field and the warm morning sun, and in its place was a dusty library and the soft glow of different colored flowers. Looking around at the library, John saw a few vines deftly organizing the books on the shelves, dusting as they went. The first time he had been pulled into this mental world had been quite shocking, but given Rebya’s limitations, it made sense for her to develop a mental world like this.

      “As you can see, the process is coming along. While I think it will take a few years to completely clear the dust and cobwebs, we are making good time.”

      Hearing Rebya’s voice, John turned around and found the plant woman standing behind him, her eyes on the vines that were continuing to work.

      “I appreciate you prioritizing the development of the wheat,” John said, his gaze returning to the bookshelves.

      “Of course. Though, given your presence here, I would assume there is another matter that is equally, if not more, important.”

      “Am I that easy to see through?”

      “Because of my nature, I am hypersensitive to mana, and currently you are leaking bits of mana you would not normally leak. That leads me to believe you are disturbed in some way. Based on your response, it is clear I was right.”

      Nodding, John remained silent for a moment as he carefully organized his ideas in his head. Ever since he had arrived in this world he had learned to be very careful of what information he told to the people around him, and despite Rebya’s insistence that she was only interested in helping him, he found the habit of ten years hard to break. Hearing her chuckle, he looked over and saw her smiling at him.

      “I don’t mean to tell you what to do, John, but if you want my help, you’ll have to trust that I can be helpful. However, what I can help with will be limited to what I know, so it makes little sense for you to hold back now. There is a saying among Mages related to advancing research. Use those you trust and trust those you use. I hope that I have, through our interactions over the last two weeks, proven myself trustworthy. Besides, even if I haven’t, what could I actually do if I knew whatever secret it is you hide?”

      Freezing, John instinctively knew she was right. At the end of the day, she already knew the world was heading toward destruction and that he was the catalyst for both its annihilation and salvation. Even if he explained every secret he had, the only two paths Rebya could tread were helping him to save the world or dooming it to a fiery death. Considering the incredibly strong, inbuilt drive to survive she possessed, it was obvious to John she would choose the first over the second. Besides, she wasn’t the only one with limited options.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry for hesitating like this. It’s a habit that’s hard to break.”

      “Of course. Additionally, you’ve only known me for a few weeks. It makes sense for you to be wary. Many of the Mages of the past were incredibly jealous of their knowledge so I understand the feeling. Even my creator was that way when it came to her research. This is simply not the time for it, because if we do not work together, we are doomed to failure.”

      “Well said,” John replied, walking over and pulling out one of the chairs by the large table near the center of the library. “I guess it’s time to come clean. I don’t want anyone, and I mean anyone, hearing about this, so keep a lid on it, alright?”

      “Certainly,” Rebya replied, joining John at the table. “I shall keep it in strict confidence.”

      Taking a moment to organize himself, John kept his eyes closed as he began to speak.

      “Somehow, I am causing the coming apocalypse. I have a means of tracking it. Call it a sixth sense or something. It’s very accurate, but I haven’t been able to figure out why I’m moving down this path. On occasion I’ve been able to walk back as well, specifically when I take action tied to helping others. And by others, I don’t mean specific people, but rather people in general. You mentioned the voice of the world, right? Well, I have something similar, and it points out specific actions I can take to walk back along the path that leads to the end of the world.

      “However, if the path is one hundred steps long, I’ve already taken ninety-five of them, and I’m currently averaging at least one step a week. Furthermore, every single time I use my mana, I take another step forward. That’s not entirely true, actually. Whenever I use my true mana, I take a step forward. I can use trace amounts of mana, and I can cast spells, but when I manipulate my mana directly, I take a step. As you can imagine, I need to figure out how to solve this problem, otherwise we’re all dead.”

      Pursing her lips in what John considered a very human gesture for a plant to make, Rebya shook her head at him. Unsure of what he had said that wasn’t true, he gestured for her to speak.

      “We’ll all be dead. You’ll be fine. Rather distraught, I’m sure, but fine nonetheless. You’re right, this must take our absolute priority. This means we came close to the end when you charged my primary power source, didn’t we?”

      “Very. Within two steps.”

      Letting out a low whistle, Rebya leaned back in her chair, her gaze lifting into the air as she tried to process what John was telling her. After a few moments of silence, she shook her head.

      “According to what you’re saying, we only have five weeks until the world ends. I will divert all activity to solving this problem, but there is so much unknown that I don’t know how long it will take me. Furthermore, from the fact that you’re bringing this up with me, I surmise the path the voice of the world has given you is not achievable within these five weeks. Am I correct?”

      “Yes,” John said, rubbing his forehead. “I need to grow wheat that can survive in any environment. I’ve been taking that to mean irradiated land where forbidden level spells have been triggered.”

      “A noble pursuit.”

      “Well, I was hoping the Shadow Tower would hold the secret on how to create plants that could process mana.”

      “Ah, of course. My creator did, in fact, succeed with her research, but the result was, well, me. I’m sorry, I don’t fancy feeding parts of myself to the world to ensure the food supply.”

      “Yeah, let’s hope it doesn’t get to that point,” John said, grimacing. “Any initial ideas or things I could try?”

      Thinking for a moment, Rebya shook her head.

      “Not unless you know other ways to keep yourself from walking forward. Have there ever been times when you’ve taken a step back unexpectedly? Even if it was a single step?”

      This time it was John’s turn to think. While it was incredibly rare and seemingly random, he had, on occasion, lost Doom Points out of the blue. In fact, it had happened a number of times in the first year he’d been in the valley. Since his trip out of the valley it had not happened again, but thanks to John’s Mental Model skill, the situations were as clear as day to him. Thinking back over each one, he began to describe them in as much detail as he could manage, sparing no thought for the feelings of hesitation rising in his chest as he talked about some of his deepest feelings. Across the table, Rebya listened quietly, absorbing every single piece of information John revealed. When he was finally done, she nodded and held up three fingers.

      “I have at least three angles to explore with this. All of them should be either confirmed or eliminated in the next few weeks. In the meantime, as silly as it might sound, I would suggest you try to bring yourself to a place of peace. The one thing binding all of those situations together is that you felt a sense of peace with the world, as if you were part of it instead of against it. Seek out that feeling if you can. Finally, can you tell me about your Mana Breath? What school is it from?”
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          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      When John opened his eyes, he was back in Ferdie’s pasture and the huge bull was running his long, slobbering tongue across the back of John’s neck. From the feeling of his shirt, Ferdie hadn’t just started either. Still, John didn’t react at all apart from pushing Ferdie’s large head away, his thoughts too jumbled up with what Rebya had just revealed to him. According to what she knew, every single Mage in the entire world used one of four different schools of Mana Breath that had been passed down from the original Mage. Mana Breath was the means by which a Mage replenished their mana, and each of the four schools had their own advantages and disadvantages.

      However, John had never received any formal training in the skill and instead had stumbled his own way into the place he was now. It was through copying the class holders around him, a dozen close brushes with death, and a terrible struggle against a very angry stone wyrm that he’d achieved his current method of restoring his mana. As his skill increased, he seemed to naturally understand how to refine his Mana Breath until it was so efficient he could maintain it indefinitely.

      When he had explained all of that to Rebya, the plant woman had been so shocked she’d been unable to speak for a good five minutes. The idea that John had created another method of Mana Breath on his own was completely outside of the frame of her knowledge and overturned a thousand assumptions Rebya had inherited from her creator. After getting as many details as she could from John, Rebya promised to devote herself night and day to trying to solve the riddle of his ever-increasing Doom Points and they called the meeting to a close. With a deep sigh, John pushed Ferdie away again and stood up, his shirt drying instantly.

      Turns out I really am closer to a beast than a person.

      Walking back across the field to the house, John grabbed a quick bite to eat and jumped in the shower, cleaning himself off and changing his clothes. Ellie was already changed, and when they went out into the farmyard Ben was just finishing putting Merlin’s saddle on. Already saddled, Storm trotted over to the porch, sticking her head out to try and find a treat in Ellie’s pockets. When she was pushed away, the mare tossed her head and moved over to John.

      “Don’t you dare give her a treat, John. She’s getting completely spoiled,” Ellie said, looking at Storm with a mock glare. “Come here, Storm. You can have a treat once we get to town.”

      Laughing, John took Merlin’s reins from Ben and swung up onto his horse.

      “Thanks, Ben. We’re going to be gone for about four hours, but we’ll bring dinner back from the inn.”

      “Oh, thank goodness,” the young man said, wiping imaginary sweat from his forehead. “I was afraid that Thomas or Even were going to be cooking dinner.”

      “What was that, Ben?”

      Blanching as he realized Thomas was standing right behind him, Ben tried to run, but he was no match for the short man’s speed. Feeling Thomas’ powerful grip landing on his shoulder, Ben sighed in defeat and stood still, not bothering to try and run.

      “Well, you two have fun,” John said, entirely too happy to see someone else suffering at the hands of his old teacher.

      Leaving the farmyard behind, John and Ellie made their way toward the village of Fairford. Two years ago, when John had moved to the valley, Fairford had been a small village of only a few hundred people, but somehow it had nearly tripled in size, largely due to the presence of the new Ecclesia office. Wherever the Ecclesia set up shop, they had a tendency to bring others together. When they had first taken over ruling Lepiera, John had assumed they would be entirely ineffective.

      Instead, without any input from him, they had made huge strides in eradicating the corruption plaguing the country and improving the lives of the common folk. Admittedly, their methods were blunt and swift, relying on his strength as a threat to keep all of the other powers in line. It was quite amazing how willing the nobles had been to work with the Ecclesia when the only other option was having the Eternal Flame knock on their door.

      I guess that’s one advantage to being seen as a death-bringing force of nature.

      Seeing Ellie lost in her thoughts, John slowed Merlin down until Storm pulled even with them, causing Ellie to look up.

      “Are you worried?”

      Giving John a small smile, Ellie shook her head.

      “Worried is the wrong word. Just thinking about everything that happened, and wondering who made the request to have us questioned.”

      “It’s actually a pretty normal thing,” John said, shaking his head. “It’s possible Eva just wants to find out what happened since Sven was a watcher. We’ll participate in Sven’s memorial first, and then Eva will ask us a few questions. It’ll be fine. We’ll be home by dinnertime.”

      Chuckling at the calm certainty in John’s voice, Ellie’s expression lightened and she kicked Storm’s sides to speed up. After roughly twenty minutes the village came into sight and they saw a small crowd of people outside the inn. Swinging down from Merlin, John tossed a loose knot around the rail and lifted Ellie, who had been riding side saddle, down from Storm. While Ellie shook the wrinkles out of her skirt, John tied the mare to the railing and nodded to Haver, who was lounging against one of the porch pillars.

      The Wolf King was wearing a set of leather armor, but this set lacked the usual spikes that decorated his normal set of armor. At his feet lounged two big wolves, their tongues hanging out of their mouths as they tried to keep cool in the warm summer air. Straightening up as Ellie and John stepped up onto the porch, Haver greeted them.

      “John. Ms. Ellie. Nice day we’re having.”

      Throwing a quick glance up at the blue sky, John responded with a nod, but Ellie was more willing to talk about the weather.

      “It’s beautiful. But we’ll be having another big storm toward the end of the week. Maybe the last one of the season. How are things looking for the memorial?”

      “Ester and that Priestess are taking care of everything,” the Wolf King said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “A bunch of the townsfolk are already in there, and I’m guessing we’ll start now that you’re here.”

      Following Haver into the inn, John saw it had been decorated with wildflowers and blue ribbons, giving it almost a festive air. The crimson flag of the Ecclesia had been draped across the bar and on top of it was a picture frame with a hand-drawn picture of Sven that looked incredibly realistic. Surprised to see such an impressive drawing of the late bartender, John moved closer, noting the half-moon shaped punching dagger, the glass of beer, and the token with the open bag of gold on its front. Standing quietly by the small memorial, John listened as Ellie greeted Ester and Eva who were standing by the side.

      “Thank you for doing this,” Ellie said, bowing her head slightly.

      “Of course,” Eva replied warmly. “Everyone who has found their flame deserves to be honored for it. Will you say something later?”

      Hesitating for a moment, Ellie shook her head.

      “No, I’ll leave that to you. I didn’t know him very well.”

      “Of course.”

      Seeing John coming over, Eva placed her hands together in front of her chest and gave him a small bow.

      “Welcome, John. Thank you for coming.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it. Good turnout too.”

      “He touched a lot of people’s lives,” Ester said, looking around the room with a smile. “Though if I had to bet, I’d say most of these people are here for the cask we’re opening afterward. Nothing like a free drink to get the town out.”

      “Haha, that’s true,” John said, cracking a smile for the first time since he’d arrived in town.

      “Now that you’re here, let’s get started. If you can find your seat, I’ll begin.”

      Following Eva’s direction, John and Ellie sat down at a table with Haver and George, greeting the old Ranger quietly while Eva tapped on a glass to get everyone’s attention. John couldn’t count the number of remembrances he had attended since the Ecclesia got started, and this one was no different. Starting by giving a few facts about Sven, Eva proceeded to tell three stories about the bartender, one humorous, one embarrassing, and one heroic. Listening as Eva recounted the way Sven had served the Ecclesia, Ellie couldn’t help but remember the way the bartender had protected her against Earl Vacek. Shivering, she felt John’s warm hand on her back and calmed down.

      The ceremony that followed her storytelling wasn’t long, and soon Eva smiled at Ester and gestured for her to break open the cask and distribute the drinks. Once everyone had a drink, a toast was proposed and then the event came to a close. Tradition dictated the cask had to be emptied, a task the villagers were excited to help with, so John, Ellie, and Haver left them to drink up the remaining beer and followed Eva back to her office. A stern-faced Holy Knight flanked them as they made their way through town, and when they arrived at the office the other Holy Knight met them at the door.

      “Please, come in,” Eva said, inviting them into the Ecclesia office.

      A spacious room appeared in their sight with a large table in the center of the room and high-backed wooden chairs around it. The table looked like the sort of thing you might find in a farm kitchen, and as they settled into their chairs Ellie found herself much less nervous than she had anticipated.

      “Would anyone like water? Tea?”

      Accepting Eva’s offer, John had some tea while Haver asked for a glass of water, which he held with a bit of nervousness. His wolves were sitting outside the building and he was clearly feeling a bit lost without them. The two heavily armored Holy Knights standing at the side of the room weren’t helping either. Taking the moment when Eva was fetching his tea to examine them, John looked at the Knights openly, his expression unreadable.

      Both Holy Knights were wearing half plate and chainmail that exposed only their faces, but John knew that as soon as battle began, even their faces would be covered by the helmet carried at their waist. Large broadswords rested at their hips, but John, who had been there when the Holy Knight order had been established, knew they carried at least three other weapons hidden on their bodies. One of the Holy Knights looked middle aged and had a world-weary look John knew all too well from the veterans he had served with in the army. The other was a young man, probably in his early twenties, who still carried a bit of a fire in his gaze, making John want to scoff. Resisting the urge, John stopped staring at them as Eva placed the tea in front of him.

      “Thanks.”

      “Certainly,” Eva smiled, her beautiful face lighting up.

      From the corner of his eye, John saw the younger of the Holy Knights stiffen slightly as Eva smiled and the warning glance the other Holy Knight gave him. Filing away what he’d just seen, John turned his attention back to the pretty Priestess as she began to speak.

      “Thank you for agreeing to speak with us. I know this is still a sensitive time for you, but it’s important we understand how everything happened.”

      About to interrupt, John was surprised when Haver beat him to it.

      “Why? Sven is dead and that’s all there is to it.”

      “Hey, watch your tone when speaking with the Priestess, mercenary!”

      Seeing the younger Holy Knight striding forward, John’s eyes narrowed slightly but he chose not to get involved for the time being. Her brow furrowing, Eva waved her hand, trying to forestall any sort of conflict.

      “Please, everyone, calm down.”

      Paying no mind to her placating words, Haver’s eyes narrowed and he bared his teeth in an unfriendly smile as he stared up at the Holy Knight.

      “I’m not talking to you, tin can. So go support the wall and leave the conversation to the adults.”

      Stifling her laugh, Ellie looked away, and even John found himself smiling. The young Holy Knight, on the other hand, wasn’t nearly as happy. Eyes narrowing dangerously, he placed his gauntleted hand on the wooden table and leaned over Haver, looming over the Wolf King. A dangerous presence spread through the room as the two men faced each other down, causing Eva and Ellie to stiffen.

      “Maybe you don’t know who you’re talking to,” the young Holy Knight began to say, only to get cut off by Haver’s sneering laugh.

      “Oh, don’t give me any of that high and mighty stuff, kid. I was hunting beasts before you could walk, so I don’t need you lecturing me on anything. I give respect where and when it is due, and so far you haven’t done anything to warrant my respect. You dragged us in here to talk about Sven’s death, so let’s talk about it and stop wasting time.”

      “Hugo, please leave our guests alone,” Eva said, an edge to her voice.

      Backing up reluctantly, the young Holy Knight kept his eyes locked on Haver provocatively, but the Wolf King just ignored him as Eva continued to speak.

      “As I was saying, before I was interrupted, this is a fairly straightforward procedure, we’re just trying to establish the official cause of death for Sven.”

      “Try having his heart forcefully removed from his body by a monster’s claw,” Haver said, his exasperation clear.

      “Thank you for your input, Mr. Haver, but am I correct in saying you were not present when Sven died?”

      Eyes narrowing, Haver nodded.

      “If that is the case, I would like to hear from someone who was there,” Eva said, her eyes turning to Ellie. “Would you mind?”

      “Of course not. As Haver says, Sven died under the claws of a monster.”

      “Can you tell me more about this monster?”

      Seeing the glance Ellie gave him, John nodded and began to describe the transformed earl without mentioning his original identity.

      “Humanoid with large bat-like wings, arms that hung down to its knees with long claws on each hand. Red glowing eyes, sharp teeth. Upturned nose like a bat and an abnormally large mouth. Heavily muscled, but no natural armor beyond a tough skin. Summoned a bunch of ghouls too.”

      “I thought the Priestess was asking her?” Hugo said, stepping forward past the other Holy Knight.

      “And I thought you were told to keep your mouth shut?” Haver replied, standing up from his chair and glaring at the Holy Knight.
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          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      Realizing the tension in the room was rising, Ellie looked at John, only to see him rubbing his forehead as if he had a headache. It was abundantly clear to everyone in the room that there was no love lost between the young Holy Knight and the Wolf King, but John simply didn’t have the patience for their argument.

      “Both of you be quiet,” he said, not bothering to look at them. “You can work out whatever problems you have another time.”

      Sitting down quickly, Haver kept his mouth closed, but Hugo wasn’t as interested in following John’s direction. Instead, he stepped forward and, seeing that Haver had backed down, turned his attention to John. Before he could speak, Eva quickly seized the opportunity to try and get the conversation back on track.

      “Thank you for your description of the monster. Ellie, can you confirm what John said?”

      “I can.”

      “Wonderful. Can you describe where this took place?”

      Taking a breath, Ellie nodded and was about to describe the trip they had taken to the tower when she felt John’s hand on her arm. Pausing to look over at him, she saw him shaking his head.

      “The location of the ruin we were exploring has no bearing on the death that’s being investigated,” John said lightly.

      Frowning slightly, Eva managed to look even more beautiful than normal, but John met her gaze with a calm expression. Biting her bottom lip, Eva spoke softly.

      “I won’t hide it from all of you, but from your description, we believe the monster you faced is one of the legendary vampires. Vampires are a type of undead beast, and we want to hunt it down to make sure it’s destroyed.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” John said, a slight smile on his lips. “The monster is dead.”

      “How can you be sure of that?” Hugo barged into the conversation again. “Undead, especially legendary undead, are almost impossible to kill without holy fire.”

      Seeing John was ignoring him, Hugo frowned and was about to speak again when Eva beat him to it.

      “As Hugo says, undead can be difficult to beat, and if they’re not completely destroyed they can recover from even the most grievous wound. It’s our desire to ensure that an undead of that level isn’t roaming around the valley.”

      “Well, you can be assured that he won’t be bothering anyone again. The monster is dead. However, we’ve also seen ghouls and zombies in the area around the valley, so if you’re looking for undead to slay, I would recommend you patrol the mountains. There are plenty of threats for you to protect the valley from creeping around there.”

      The middle-aged Holy Knight who had remained silent up until this point finally moved at John’s words, walking heavily over to the table to stare down at him.

      “It’s imperative you tell us where you encountered the vampire, sir, for the sake of an ongoing investigation we’re undertaking.”

      “And I’m telling you that we’re not going to say anything,” John replied, shaking his head. “Look, the monster is dead, and when he died he transformed into ash. There’s nothing there that could possibly help you. Both Ellie and I witnessed the monster’s death. If you’re concerned about the fact that the monster had appeared in the guise of Earl Vacek before he transformed, I suggest you take yourself over to the earl’s home and talk to him about what’s going on.”

      As much as Eva tried to control herself, she couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath at John’s words, sharing a glance with the two Holy Knights.

      “What do you mean he appeared in the guise of Earl Vacek?”

      “Thin, bitter-looking man of around fifty years of age? You saw him talking with us in the inn? That was the monster. Which is curious,” John said, his gaze drifting over to the two Holy Knights, “since both of you were standing right there. Aren’t you supposed to be able to sense undead with your class?”

      “Are you accusing a Lipieran noble of being a vampire?” Hugo asked, his voice dropping low. “That’s a dangerous insinuation.”

      “Was that the real earl?” John asked in return, feigning surprise. “I had no idea.”

      Choking on his words at John’s sudden reversal, Hugo was going to say something angrily when John continued.

      “But if it was, you have some questions to answer for. First, what was the earl doing in the valley when this isn’t part of his territory? Second, how did a legendary level undead escape your detection despite being under your nose? Third, what business is it of yours where Sven died? Fourth, why are we being questioned like this in the first place?”

      With every question John asked, Hugo’s face grew paler and his lips tightened further. Not used to being the one under scrutiny, Hugo’s anger flared, but John didn’t give him time to explode.

      “Unity is the first tenet of the Ecclesia, and can only be broken when a direct violation of the laws is found to have occurred. Humility is the second tenant, requiring that all officers of the Ecclesia discover the truth before they make any accusations. Charity is the third, requiring not only material help, but also extended trust. I do not know what you’re aiming for, but you seem to have forgotten these three tenets in your pursuit of it.”

      This time, both Eva and the middle-aged Holy Knight winced as John’s calm voice echoed around the room. Standing up, Eva bowed to John, Ellie, and Haver, her smile gone.

      “My most sincere apologies, it was not my intention to put you on the spot, or to imply that your account was not the truth. Our concern is simply with the idea that a legendary undead monster might be on the loose.”

      “I understand,” John nodded, “but you don’t have to worry about it. The monster is dead. I understand your hesitancy regarding my words, but you’ll just have to believe me. As I mentioned, there are other undead we have detected in the mountains, so if you want to go hunting, be my guest. But we have given you all the relevant information we have on Sven’s death.”

      Opening his mouth to reply, Hugo was stopped by the other Holy Knight, who looked between John and Haver.

      “What sort of undead have you found?”

      Shrugging, John gestured for Haver to answer.

      “We saw ghouls in the ruin. And I’ve been picking up larger groups of zombies in the mountains. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but most of the bandits in the north and west have been wiped out by large groups that include undead. I think there’s someone going around building up a large zombie force.”

      “Thank you for letting us know,” the Holy Knight said, his expression serious. “Would you be able to share where you’ve seen them?”

      “Sure,” Haver nodded. “More than happy to point you toward them if it means you’ll wipe them out.”

      “I’m not sure we’ll be able to, with only two of us, but if we can confirm their presence, we’ll apply for a full strike team.”

      “Does this mean we’re done with the interrogation?” John asked, looking at Eva and standing up when he saw her nod. “Great. We’ve got to get back to the farm. Plenty of work to do.”

      Standing up to usher them out, Eva clasped her hands and bowed again.

      “Thank you for your help with this matter. May the Eternal Flame light your way.”

      “Hmm. See you.”

      John could hear Ellie’s giggles, but he ignored them as they hurried out of the Ecclesia office and headed for the inn to pick up dinner. On the way John saw Halden, but the village leader only gave him a brief wave before hurrying off. By the time their food was packaged up, Haver had finished up in the Ecclesia office and met them on the porch of the inn.

      “Hey, sorry about that back there. I’ve never liked those ‘holier than thou’ Holy Knights, and I might have gotten us started on the wrong foot.”

      “It’s alright,” John said, shrugging. “They were being pushy, which was inappropriate. I don’t blame you for your response. Are you going to show them where you found traces of the undead?”

      “I didn’t want to, but Eva has a way with words,” Haver said with a sigh. “We’re planning on leaving in the morning. Any chance you want to come?”

      “Thanks, but I’ve got work to do on the farm.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t offering for your sake,” Haver said with a wry laugh. “I just feel way safer with you around.”

      Letting out a light laugh, John helped Ellie up onto her horse and then swung himself up onto Merlin.

      “Keep me posted about what you find.”

      “Sure. See you.”

      With a wave, John and Ellie turned and rode out of town. As they left, John noticed that the younger Holy Knight, Hugo, was standing in front of the Ecclesia office, staring after them. Noticing the direction he was looking, Ellie caught sight of the Holy Knight right before Hugo stepped back into the office.

      “That young knight, Hugo? He seemed much less friendly than the other one.”

      “He was,” John agreed. “It’s clear he’s new to the order, and if I had to guess, he’s probably a noble who was studying to be a Royal Knight before the nation changed. Now that the royal family is no longer in power, most of the Royal Knights have transferred to the Holy Order.”

      “Is that hard to do?”

      “Not particularly. It has more to do with the oath you take. Pretty much every Knight class can change their oath to join another order.”

      Ellie listened with rapt attention as John continued to idly talk about the various Knight orders, and soon they arrived back at the farm. After reheating dinner, they called for the others and ate together before starting the evening chores. Thomas, Even, and Ben handled the milking while Ellie and John worked on another batch of cheese. They tried to maintain at least six batches of cheese every day, but with their trip into the village they were a bit behind for the day. While Ellie stirred the pots, John spent a few minutes checking on the cheeses stacked up on the shelves in the back of the cellar being aged and then helped her start the draining process.

      Scooping the curds into the cheese cloths, they tied them up and hung them on an empty rack, leaving them to drain as they started the next batch. Sending the cart of empty cans up to the barn, John filled them up with milk and then kicked the brake on the cart, allowing it to slide back down the rail into the cheese cellar. Transferring the cans into the large pot, he monitored the temperature carefully as Ellie set up the next batch of cheese cloth.

      As he worked, John did his best to think about what Rebya had been talking about earlier that afternoon. She had pointed to a feeling of peace being the primary motivator for his occasional reduction in Doom Points, but if he was honest, he had no idea how to replicate a feeling like that. He hadn’t been at peace since he first appeared in this world, and he didn’t understand how to put aside all the concerns that weighed so heavily on him. Patting one of the drained portions of cheese into a wheel, he pulled some remnant heat out of it and put it to the side.

      Repeating the process for the others, he picked up the first one and dipped it in the hot wax that was being melted on the stove, giving the wheel a nice covering. Pressing his stamp into the side to make it easier to identify the type of cheese it was, he put it aside and grabbed another wheel. Once all the wheels were covered in wax, he carried them to an empty shelf and stacked them up, making sure to label them. Ellie had pressed the cheese she had into a tray, using a large rectangular plate to press it down and even it out, and was starting to cut it into rectangular blocks, so John walked over to wrap them in the pre-cut cheese cloth.

      Tying each one with a bit of string, he stacked them up and carried them over to another shelf by the door where Even would retrieve them early in the morning for delivery to the nearby farms. There was something about the familiar action of making cheese that brought a sense of calm to John, but it was clearly not the peace he was looking for. Deciding he wasn’t going to be able to figure it out on his own, John turned to Ellie who was at the sink, washing up the dishes they’d used.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      Turning off the water, Ellie looked over her shoulder at John, who was carrying a stack of dirty milk cans over. Making some room on the counter next to the sink, she nodded.

      “Sure. What’s on your mind?”

      Placing the cans down, John helped Ellie rinse them out and then leaned against the counter while she washed them.

      “Do you often feel at peace?”

      “Peace? Um, no, not really,” Ellie shook her head. “I think peace is pretty rare in this world. Why?”

      “Yeah, I feel like I’m the same. But say I wanted to be at peace. How would I go about achieving that?”

      Pausing to push a strand of hair that had gotten loose out of her face, Ellie thought about it for a moment before starting to wash the cans again.

      “I’m not completely sure. Maybe sit on the porch? I think peace probably has something to do with expectations and whether they’re being met.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, for example, if I have a lot of work to do, sitting down to relax will just create more stress for me, because I’m expecting that the kitchen be clean, or the cows be milked, you know? But let’s say my only job is to clean the kitchen and put dinner on. If I get done with the cleaning and a pot of soup is boiling, I might sit down to have a cup of tea. At that moment, I can experience peace, because my expectations for life, specifically a warm dinner and the level of cleanliness of my kitchen, are met.”

      Thinking about what Ellie was saying, John felt like there was a flash of inspiration dancing at the edges of his mind, never quite coming close enough for him to grasp it. When he thought back over his own experiences, he had to admit Ellie was on to something. The only times he had felt peace in this world were when everything, both externally and internally, seemed to line up.

      “So peace comes with things being how they should be?”

      Nodding, Ellie put the last can on the drying rack and picked up a towel to dry her hands.

      “I think so, though clearly ‘how they should be’ is a relative term. Which is why I think it has more to do with expectation than any sort of objective state or truth. Why are you asking?”

      Giving her a slight smile, John let out a small sigh.

      “Just feeling the need for peace these days.”
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          CHAPTER 4

        

      

    

    
      Over the next week, John did his best to keep himself as calm and stable as possible. Since the planting was done, his only real responsibilities were watering the fields, which he did at night, and helping Ellie with the cheese. Thanks to Thomas handling the milking and feeding, John was freed up to spend more time with Ellie, studying the information she’d retrieved from her grandmother’s home and trying to use it as a reference to understand the books on magecraft he had. The days were full and passed quickly, but despite his best efforts at keeping himself calm, John woke up to a blue window only six days after he had received his last one.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Resisting the urge to swear, John lay in bed for a moment longer and then kicked his covers aside as he pulled up his Doom Points.

      
        
        Doom Points: 96/100

      

      

      The inexorable climb of his Doom Points was proving to be one of the most difficult things he had ever gone through, but he was determined to fight it until he couldn’t anymore. Right now, however, that looked like doing absolutely nothing which nearly drove him crazy. Letting out a sigh, he got dressed and headed out to the kitchen.

      I really hope Rebya is making some progress, because if she isn’t I think that’s it.

      Pouring himself a cup of tea, John carried it out onto the porch and walked out to the fields. Only a week had passed, but already the wheat fields were covered in a lush blanket of green wheat sprouts. The multi-colored Growth Acceleration Flowers they had been spreading across the field at night were working wonders, but even so there was a limit to what they could do. After each round, the wheat needed to rest for three days to allow it to properly handle the mana the Growth Accelerations Flowers spread, meaning they could only apply the flowers once every three days.

      They were concentrating on a single one-acre field this time to try and optimize the seeds before they started mass production, but already John suspected they were at least two generations, if not more, off from the characteristics necessary for the quest. While the wheat they were growing was clearly healthy and much more resilient than normal wheat, these characteristics had more to do with the Growth Acceleration Flowers than they did with the wheat itself.

      Carefully controlling the surrounding mana to pool over the wheat, John increased the concentration of ambient mana by a tiny bit and then headed back to the house to continue his studies. There was a huge amount of information he was still lacking about being a Mage, but thankfully Storm Master Kelvis had hidden all of that away in the Shadow Tower and Rebya’s extensive libraries contained everything he needed to learn about what he should have already known.

      At his request, the plant lady had recovered and organized the first two years of study that a normal Mage would have gone through when she was first bringing the tower back online, and now he spent the majority of his time trying to understand it. Considering his Mental Model skill was already at the level of a titled class holder and was quickly approaching the legendary stage, he absorbed the information like a sponge. Understanding it well enough to use it, however, was a longer process. Sitting down at the table in the kitchen, he opened up the notebook he was using and closed his eyes, picking up where he had left off the night before.

      
        
        [Query: How is casting a spell different from manipulating mana directly?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: According to the available first-year curriculum, direct manipulation of mana to produce an effect is impossible for a human and is only available to beasts. Given known experience, this is false. According to the founding Mage, spells were developed for humans to allow them to mimic the manipulation of mana that high-level beasts enjoy. Unlike direct manipulation, a spell contains three distinct aspects; the will, the source, and the effect. Will is required for the mana to be reshaped, and the spell’s verbal, written, or material components are what represent this will. In the example of a simple spell with a distinct, single-syllable word, like [Fireball (Novice)], the uttered word acts as a filter that absorbs mana and transforms it into something that represents the desired effect.

      

        

      
        The second distinct aspect of a spell is the source. Simply put, this is the mana prior to interaction with the will and is gathered by the Mage who wishes to cast the spell. Mage spells are divided into two categories—elementally attuned, and neutral. Elementally attuned spells require mana with a particular elemental bent, much like a Witch’s spell requires a specific type of medium. These spells are completely rigid and do not allow for any adjustment but are also the most efficient with regards to the amount of mana they require. Neutral spells can use any type of mana and typically possess a number of variables that can be adjusted on the fly by the caster, costing more mana but producing a wider range of effects.

      

        

      
        The third distinct aspect of a spell is the effect. This is the shape the mana takes after its interaction with the will. Using the example above of a [Fireball (Novice)] spell, the effect is the fireball itself, or more specifically, the point of ignition and oxygen-gathering formation that is created. Beasts instinctively use mana to transform their own will into a suitable filter to produce the effect they desire. This increases the mana cost of producing the effect tremendously, since mana has to be used for both the source and the filter. This is why most beasts develop rote ways of using mana over time that allows them to shortcut this process. It is from these rote methods that Mages developed spellcasting.]

      

        

      
        [Certainty: 99.97%]

      

      

      Okay, that makes sense. That’s why, when I manipulate mana directly, it costs way more than when I start with a fireball spell.

      While the texts he read insisted it was impossible for a human Mage to manipulate mana directly, John knew that to be completely wrong. After all, practically every scrap of magic he had done since he came to this world involved directly manipulating mana. He had noticed the difference between the way he used mana and the way other Mages used mana almost immediately but simply chalked it up to the fact that he was from a different world. However, now it was clear it was much more than that. Frowning slightly, he posed another question.

      
        
        [Query: Why is it impossible for a Mage to manipulate mana directly?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: It is not impossible for a Mage to manipulate mana directly.]

      

      

      
        
        [Certainty: 100%]

      

      

      Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, John reframed the question.

      
        
        [Query: Why do the textbooks say it is impossible for a Mage to manipulate mana directly?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: Direct mana manipulation requires mana to be drawn into the caster’s body, and mana is too toxic for the human body to handle. Beasts are able to handle mana directly since they can withstand the toxic nature of mana.]

      

      

      I guess that confirms that I’m a beast.

      Smiling wryly, John shook his head. He clearly wasn’t a beast, but he was starting to understand that he had stumbled into a path no other Mage in the history of this world had been able to walk. During a nearly fatal encounter with a stone wyrm, a prehistoric-looking lizard of immense proportions, he had been forced to modify the beast’s own method of manipulating the mana into something that would allow him to hide in a volcano’s sulfurous vent. The process had nearly killed him, but somehow he’d survived and built upon that method until he arrived where he was today.

      He had always believed his survival to be miraculous, and according to what he was reading, a better word for it would have been impossible. While other Mages’ Mana Breath was used to meditate, pulling trace amounts of mana into their bodies through their skin after they gained control of it, he had treated the skill literally and, using the stone wyrm’s own method, had learned to draw mana in through his lungs, dispersing it to every part of his body like oxygen. Not only had this ability drastically increased his strength and speed by constantly infusing his cells with mana, it had also allowed him to constantly replenish his mana while on the battlefield, turning him into a veritable monster.

      John had been well aware that his Mana Breath was unique, but never had he imagined it was so counter to what Mages understood and taught. The unintended side effect of his Mana Breath method was that his entire body, from the top of his head to the tip of his toes, was filled with mana, granting him immunity to the corrosive nature of mana other Mages feared. If what he was reading was right, other Mages held very little mana in their bodies, instead using the tiny amounts of mana they gathered through their Mana Breath to influence the mana in the environment.

      Wait, is that why forbidden level spells have such huge fallout? Because the mana they use still carries the toxic nature of ambient mana? Which would also explain why my mana doesn’t. Yet every time I use my mana directly, I pick up more Doom Points. Ugh, this is such a headache.

      Rubbing his forehead, John got up and poured more water into the teapot. Adding some more leaves, he stirred them idly while he waited for the tea to steep. With the last batch of goods Gofreid brought, the merchant had brought a large quantity of high-quality tea that was much better than what they could find in the valley, and John was quite enjoying it. After three minutes John strained the leaves out by pouring the tea through a small metal filter and into his mug, then froze, his eyes going wide.

      Isn’t this exactly like a spell? The hot water is mana or the source, the leaves are the filter or will, and the tea in my cup is the effect. Different mixtures of tea can produce dramatically different results, and there are adjustable variables like how long you allow the tea to steep, but they all take the same source, the boiling water, to create.

      Falling into a trance, John’s mind whirled as he began to synthesize all the information he had, slotting it into his new understanding of how spells worked. It was only when his cup started to overflow that he snapped out of his daze. Putting the tea down, he stood up to get a rag to clean it up when Ellie walked into the kitchen. Seeing the mess John had made, she looked at him curiously.

      “I got distracted,” John said, wiping up the spilled tea. “Want some tea?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Once everything was cleaned up and they were sitting back at the table, Ellie gestured to John’s notebook.

      “How’s your progress?”

      “It’s not bad,” John shrugged. “I’m learning a lot, which is good, though I’m also realizing the Mages were not as all-knowing as I’d assumed them to be.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, they had some underlying assumptions about mana and how it interacts with humans that I know are wrong. Still, there’s a huge amount of helpful information here and I’m about to dive into my first class on enchanting, which is really exciting.”

      Perking up, Ellie took a sip of her tea, her eyes practically bursting with excitement. Placing her mug back down on the table, she pointed to herself.

      “Can I study it with you? My grandmother was really good at enchanting, and I would love to learn too. I can share the information she left with me as well.”

      “Of course,” John said, smiling. “It’ll be interesting to see how the methods differ. Let me read the text to you.”

      Closing his eyes, John recalled the textbook and teaching notes he had gotten from Rebya and began to recite them out loud, starting with the introduction all Mage apprentices would get when they first started to learn about enchanting. For the next two hours, Ellie listened quietly as John explained the basic process. Much like spells, enchanting followed the same principle of source, will, and effect. The only real difference was that enchanting focused on using physical materials to create a permanent manifestation of will.

      Enchanting was divided into three different schools, each one with its own particularities, but all three schools shared a similar base set of principles. The first school, and the one John was most familiar with, was runecrafting. This school dealt with the manufacturing of spell scrolls and skill scrolls and focused on the transfer of knowledge. It also included the creation of one-time use scrolls that could trigger powerful spells, but John was less interested in that aspect of it due to his overwhelming strength.

      The second school was called alchemy and included the manufacturing of potions and the creation of specialized materials. This was clearly where Ellie’s interests lay, so John spent a lot of time explaining what the books had to say about it. Unlike the normal potion-making the Alchemist class practiced, a Mage’s alchemy relied on a number of different spells that could be used to manipulate the ingredients and focused on a more rigorous and scientific approach.

      Of the three schools of enchanting, the one that John was most interested in was the third school, which was called artifacting and was the practice of binding spells to physical objects. The magical shield bracer John used had been created through artifacting, and John was excited to see if he could repair it. All three schools of enchanting built on each other, and the more John studied, the clearer it was that they were really meant to be used together. Runecrafting taught the proper way to write and emboss magical runes, alchemy taught the proper way to create materials that could handle the magical runes, and artifacting taught the proper way to combine the runes and materials created with runecrafting and alchemy.

      John was just finishing reciting the introduction to artifacting from memory when he felt a thin strand of mana filtering toward him. Pausing, he looked toward the pasture and stood up. Seeing the direction he was looking, it didn’t take Ellie long to understand what was happening, and she shuffled the papers she was using to take notes into a pile.

      “Did you get a message from Rebya? Did she discover something?”

      “I’m not sure,” John said with a shrug, “but I hope so. Let’s go find out.”
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          CHAPTER 5

        

      

    

    
      Leaving the house, John and Ellie headed over to the pasture where Rebya’s flower was growing. John had asked her if she would be able to move closer to the house, but she’d said that doing so would not be an efficient use of energy. Instead, she had sent out a tendril and was in the process of growing it. For the time being, the only way to interact with her was to go out to the field where her mature offshoot was located, but John was looking forward to the day when he would only have to step out of the house. As they walked across the field, John could sense a bit of nervousness from Ellie, but when he glanced at her she showed no sign of it on her face.

      “Are you worried about something?”

      Surprised by John’s question, Ellie considered it for a moment and then nodded.

      “Yes, I am. There are a lot of things changing right now and I can feel a heaviness in the air, but it’s quite different from when I sense a storm. That makes me happy, but this is different. It’s disquieting. My spirits feel it too. Almost like a shadow is stretching across the world.”

      Wondering if it had to do with the steady climb of his Doom Points, John remained silent as Ellie let out a light laugh and waved her hand.

      “I’m probably just imagining things, but it’s putting me on edge.”

      “It’s not good to ignore feelings like that,” John replied. “Especially considering your class’s heritage. You’re highly connected to nature, so you’d be the first to notice a change. I’ll ask Haver to keep an eye out for any threats.”

      As if sensing their arrival, Rebya’s leaves waved when they approached and a thin tendril stretched out toward them. Stretching out their hands, they touched the tendril and allowed the plant woman to create a connection with their minds. A moment later, both of them were standing together in the library with Rebya.

      “Did you discover something?” John asked, noticing the excited expression on Rebya’s face.

      “I believe so, but in order to test it out, I’ll need your cooperation,” the plant woman said, looking between John and Ellie. “Are you able to come back to the tower?”

      Hesitating, John looked at Ellie, who was frowning slightly.

      “If necessary, yes, but the trip is long and we have a lot to do on the farm.”

      Tapping her forehead, Rebya shook her head.

      “Oh! Excuse me, I got so excited I forgot to mention everything in order.”

      With a snap, she created a glowing runic circle that hovered in front of John and Ellie. Eyes narrowing, John recognized it immediately as the same rune circle he had seen in the ruins of the Mage tower where he and Haver had been abandoned by the Red Coral adventuring team.

      “Is that the magical formation needed for a portal stone?”

      “Yes,” Rebya nodded. “I finally got my portal room working again, which means we can set up a connection point between the tower and your farm. You’ll be able to use it to make the trip here to the tower instantly.”

      Eyes widening, Ellie stared at the circle of runes in fascination. Portal stones weren’t completely unknown, but there were so few functioning portal stones in existence that she had never seen one. The idea that there would be one of them on their farm was rather shocking.

      “What are the requirements to set it up?” John asked, his eyes narrowing as he analyzed the runes.

      “You’ll need a rune wand, but I can guide you through creating it. Then you’ll need to reproduce this circle as perfectly as possible on a firm substance, like stone, so it doesn’t warp while you’re portaling to and from the tower.”

      Examining the runes closely, John couldn’t figure out where the portal would draw power from.

      “Will I have to power this side? Because I can’t afford to be using mana right now.”

      Realizing what John was concerned about, Rebya shook her head and twisted her fingers, causing a few of the runes in the circle to be highlighted.

      “Ah, no, this circle will be powered from my network. These runes are part of a communication formation. While it makes it a bit slower to activate, this circle first sends a message to the main portal stone to check if it’s clear and request a transfer. The main portal stone sends back the power it needs to activate, along with permission. This would allow us to set up other portals as well, all using the same primary portal stone. The downside is that the portal at your farm will not be able to transport you anywhere else.”

      “That’s fine,” John said, his frown clearing. “I don’t think there’s anywhere else we want to go. Alright, if we have a portal then I can come over.”

      “Wonderful. Let’s start with making a rune wand.”

      “That’s what I’ll use to draw the runes, right?”

      “Correct. Rune wands use three spells to create, stabilize, and power rune channels, which are the strokes that make up a rune.”

      Snapping again, Rebya created three complex formulas in the air, each ending with an intricate rune. With a wave, the three runes lined up in the air and shrank down until they were no more than an inch wide. Holding out her hand, a smooth rod appeared in Rebya’s hand and the runes were branded around its body.

      “This is a rune wand. It’s created by layering these three runes. You might think of it as a way to correct for the deficiencies inherent in the caster. After all, even the slightest deviation from the proper form will have drastic results when it comes to enchanting.”

      Though John had only seen the formulas for a brief moment, Mental Model had no trouble reforming them perfectly, and a moment later the three runes appeared in front of him. Noticing a flaw in one of them, John waved his hand and the runes dispersed into the air. Reviewing the three spells again, John quickly figured out what he had done wrong and a moment later they appeared in the air again, causing Rebya and Ellie to blink in surprise.

      “I think I got the hang of it. Is there a requirement for the material?”

      Shaking her head, Rebya scrutinized John’s three runes but couldn’t find a single error. With a sigh, she looked past them at him.

      “No, though the stronger the base material of the wand, the better the effect.”

      John thought for a moment about the strongest materials he had before giving a laugh and holding up his finger.

      “What about this? Can I use the spells with my finger?”

      Freezing, it took Rebya a moment to answer as she searched through her archive. After a minute, her body relaxed slightly and she nodded.

      “Yes. It looks like some of the more powerful enchanters throughout history would use their fingers, though it has higher mental requirements since you’ll have to maintain the three spells while also spending mana to power the runes.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” John said with a smile. “I’ll do that until we can find good material to make rune wands with.”

      “I actually have one,” Ellie said, reaching for her belt and pulling out her wand. “I thought the runes looked familiar. They’re identical to the runes on the bottom of my wand.”

      Taking the wand she offered, John examined it and saw that the three runes Rebya had created were carved into the wand’s handle.

      “Okay, so I guess it’s just me,” John said, giving the wand back. “Alright, let’s get this done. We’ll set up the portal in the cheese cellar.”

      “Will you need my assistance?” Rebya asked.

      “No, we’ll be fine. I’ll come back here if we need anything.”

      With a wave, Ellie and John left the mental world and walked back across the field toward the cheese cellar. Noticing how Ellie kept looking at him, John raised his eyebrows and gestured for her to speak. Stopping as John opened the gate, Ellie looked back at the large purple flower.

      “Do you think we can trust her?”

      About to open the gate, John stopped and glanced at Ellie.

      “You mean Rebya?”

      “Yes. I mean, she hasn’t done anything untrustworthy, but there’s something really unnatural about her that makes me feel strange.”

      “I get what you mean,” John nodded. “It’s called the uncanny valley.”

      “Uncanny valley?”

      “It’s a phenomenon where, as something that’s not human looks and acts more human, it produces a negative emotion in the observer. Remember, despite her appearance, Rebya is a plant, and her thoughts and emotions operate differently than ours.”

      “Doesn’t that mean we can’t trust her?”

      “No, it means we trust her without putting ourselves at her mercy,” John replied, leaning on the gate. “Until she gives us reason not to trust her, we’ll keep on as we are. And if she breaks our trust, we’ll deal with it then. Don’t worry, if she tries to pull anything funny I’ll deal with her. Come on, let’s get this portal stone built.”

      Heading down into the cellar, John and Ellie picked a good spot for the portal and cleared the floor. Closing his eyes, John took a piece of chalk and began to sketch the runic circle on the floor. It took a few hours before he was satisfied with it, but thanks to his high degree of control, he was able to reproduce it almost exactly. After he was done, he had Ellie double-check it and then cast the three spells Rebya had taught him. Mana flared to life above his finger and the three runes settled above his three knuckles. Feeling them sending mana into his finger, John removed his natural protection and allowed the spells to take hold.

      Very carefully, he traced the lines he had created using chalk, leaving a glowing line everywhere his finger passed. As he traced the runes, John could feel excitement growing in him. Ever since he had appeared in this world he’d wanted to learn true magic, and he felt like he was finally making progress. Without pausing, John moved from rune to rune, maintaining a steady rhythm without trying to hurry. The book he had read on runecrafting had said that calm, even strokes were ideal, so John did his best to suppress the excitement he was feeling and concentrated on completing each rune.

      By the time he finished lunch had come and gone, and when he finally looked up after marking the last stroke he found that Ellie had brought him a sandwich. Thanking her, he began to eat it while she looked at the glowing runes carved into the floor.

      “Do you think it will work?”

      Swallowing, John shook his head.

      “No, I’ve already spotted at least three errors. Four errors. These runes are wrong, but they shouldn’t be too hard to fix.”

      “How can you tell they’re wrong?” Ellie asked, crouching to examine the runes John pointed to.

      “My skill, Mental Model, can compare this to the image of the spell model Rebya showed us. It’s determining the best way to fix the errors now.”

      Once he was done with his sandwich, John crouched down next to Ellie and carefully redrew the runes he had messed up the first time. Once he’d made his corrections, he ran a few simulations with Mental Model to confirm there were no other problems and then took a deep breath and pressed his finger into one of the glowing runes, dragging it along the channel. Like a hot knife cutting through butter, his finger gouged out the stone, creating an even channel that lit up with a glow as the mana left by his finger filled it.

      For the rest of the day John worked on carving out the portal stone spell, continuing on into the night and only finishing when the morning sun was starting to peek over the horizon. When he finally lifted his finger and looked down at the completed portal stone, he felt a weight lift from his shoulders. The process had been way more nerve-wracking than he had anticipated, but he was incredibly happy with the result. Had he been able to use his mana, it would have taken him a fraction of the time, but not even a portal to the Shadow Tower was worth a Doom Point.

      Heading inside, he found Ellie making breakfast, and after eating a quick plate of eggs he went to his room and threw himself into bed, falling asleep instantly. While John never felt physical exhaustion any more, creating the portal stone spell in one go had drained him mentally, so he was happy to go to bed. Two hours later he woke up, his mind clear once again. Lying in bed for a moment, a slow smile crossed John’s face and he felt his anticipation growing.

      It only took ten years, but I’m finally starting to feel like an actual Mage.

      Jumping out of bed, John washed his face and headed for the cheese cellar where Ellie had already started on the day’s batches. Seeing her getting ready to dip a batch, he refilled the milk cans and got another batch of cheese cooking. A few times, when he had a moment between tasks, he walked over to the portal stone to look at it happily, but then he went back to work. Working together, John and Ellie finished up the last batch of cheese in the middle of the afternoon and then cleaned up and set everything out for the following day. Seeing Ellie standing by the portal stone, John dried off the last of the milk cans he was washing out and dropped it into the cart before walking over.

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “Just thinking about studying magic and how much time it will take,” Ellie said, glancing at him. “There’s really too much to do on the farm.”

      “Are you worried you won’t have time?”

      “Will I have time? If we both go, who’s going to make the cheese?”

      “We could just make less of it,” John said, shrugging.

      Shaking her head firmly, Ellie turned to look at John properly.

      “No, we made an agreement with Gofreid. We need to keep it.”

      “Then I guess we’d better find a few more people to work on the farm. We’re already about maxed out, but if we build another bunkhouse, I think we could afford to hire someone to handle the cheese making. Tell you what. For now, while we’re looking for someone, let’s just try to get the cheese done by noon. We can cut a third of our production temporarily while we look for someone to help out, and then we can spend the afternoon and evening in the Shadow Tower. How does that sound?”

      Considering it for a moment, Ellie nodded.

      “That sounds great.”

      “Good, then what do you say we fire this portal up?” John asked, pointing at the inscribed runes. “I don’t think I can wait any longer.”
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          CHAPTER 6

        

      

    

    
      Stepping into the center of the circle of runes, John held up his hand to stop Ellie from entering. When she looked confused, he gave her a lopsided grin.

      “I’m confident it will be fine. But just in case it isn’t, let me test it first. If something goes wrong, I’ll be fine but I won’t necessarily be able to protect you. I’ll be right back.”

      Ellie’s lips tightened slightly as she heard him speak, but she stepped back and nodded, watching as John invoked the transfer spell. A flash of light rose from the carved runes, and with a hum, John vanished. Everything looked fine from Ellie’s side, and a moment later the portal stone hummed again and John was back, a big grin on his face.

      “Works like a dream. We should make some tokens for it so you can come through any time you want. Come on, you won’t believe this place.”

      Accepting the hand John had stretched toward her, Ellie stepped into the spell circle and he cast the spell again. With a flash they were gone. For Ellie, who had never used a portal stone, the abrupt shift was a shock, and it took her a moment to orient to her new position. The portal they appeared on was in a large stone room filled with glowing flowers. Still holding Ellie’s hand, John helped her down from the platform and walked toward the large doorway and down the hall beyond it.

      “Welcome to Shadow Tower.”

      Hearing Rebya’s voice echoing in the hallway, Ellie looked around but didn’t see the plant women anywhere. Chuckling, John pointed to the many flowers covering the stone walls.

      “She’s everywhere in the tower.”

      “John is correct,” Rebya said. “In many ways, this tower is my body. The figure that you see when we enter the mental realm is based on a younger version of my creator, as I assumed talking to another human would be more comfortable than speaking to a flower. I can hear and see everything within the confines of the tower, so feel free to speak to me as you wish.”

      “Thanks, Rebya. Where do you want to carry out the tests?” John asked.

      “Please come to the second floor. Do you need assistance?”

      “No, we should be good.”

      Pulling Ellie close, John slipped his arm around her waist, causing Ellie to look at him, her expression startled. Before she could say anything, flames flickered and the hallway blurred. A moment later, John and Ellie appeared at the end of the long hallway. Continuing to flash forward, John and Ellie quickly arrived at the long central shaft of the tower. The destroyed bridges had been repaired and everything looked like it had been put back in order. Carrying Ellie along with him, John continued to move forward, and within a few steps they were standing on the second level of the tower.

      Many of the rooms Ellie had once run through to escape from Earl Vacek were gone, and the entire area had been remade into a large laboratory. Tables covered in strange devices were flanked by shelves holding thousands of different kinds of materials, and there were at least a dozen bookshelves filled with partially deteriorated old tomes. All around the area were pillars holding flowers that brought bright light to the space.

      “John, you’ll find a table in the center of the lab. Please take a seat there.”

      Following Rebya’s request, John found a table that was well lit by glowing flowers and hopped up on it. Crossing his legs, he noticed that Ellie’s expression was troubled so he gave her a reassuring smile.

      “Rebya?”

      “Yes, John?”

      “What exactly is it you’re planning?”

      “I think I may have discovered why it is you keep advancing on the path toward the destruction of this world.”

      Hearing a gasp from Ellie, John’s eyes narrowed and a faint sense of pressure rippled out of him.

      “Oh? What have you discovered?”

      “Are you familiar with the theory of the universal mana pool?”

      “You mean the idea that all mana is connected?”

      “Yes. It was first proposed six hundred years ago, and was verified through a series of tests by the academy. I believe this theory gives us a hint as to the destruction we face.”

      Raising her hand, Ellie looked around at the flowers, her forehead scrunched.

      “Sorry, but I’m not following. What is the universal mana pool?”

      One of the glowing flowers suddenly gained a purple hue and began to grow at a rapid rate as Rebya appeared in its center. Growing until she was as tall as Ellie, Rebya bowed her head in greeting and explained.

      “The theory suggests that all mana in the entire world is interconnected. You might think of it as a giant pool of water or even an ocean. Every object in this world, sentient and non-sentient, occupies a place in that ocean, and by doing so takes up a certain amount of space. That space is equivalent to the mana they possess. Living creatures can, through absorption, increase the amount of mana they possess. However, mana is naturally toxic to biological matter and only by taking in tiny amounts at a time can living beings survive and grow stronger. What all of this means is that the amount of mana in the world is fixed.”

      “Hold on,” Ellie said, holding up her hand. “You mean that my mana and John’s mana are the same?”

      “No, just that there’s a relationship between them. This is a highly simplified version of one of the most complex magical theories in existence. What is relevant to our discussion is that all the mana in the world is like a slightly poisonous pool of water which is, despite its danger, vital for life to flourish.”

      “And? How does that explain the fact that we’re hurtling toward the end of the world?” John asked, a bad feeling growing in his chest.

      “All living beings require mana to live, but what happens when the mana they need grows too concentrated?”

      “Mana sickness.”

      “Exactly. A slightly toxic substance, in small enough quantities, can be handled safely. Too much, and sickness and death follow. The purer mana grows, the greater its toxicity. If I’m right, the problem we face is that the ambient purity of mana in the world is being increased because of John’s presence.”

      Seeing the confusion on John’s and Ellie’s faces, Rebya smiled slightly and pointed to a nearby shelf.

      “I’ve prepared a demonstration. Ellie, would you retrieve the jar of water on the second shelf?”

      Nodding, Ellie walked over and got the clear jar Rebya was pointing to and brought it over to the table. As soon as he saw it, John’s eyes widened and he knew exactly what Rebya was getting at. Still, he kept quiet and watched as she started her demonstration.

      “Thank you. Here we have a representation of the universal mana pool. But remember, pure mana is toxic.”

      Unscrewing the top of the jar, one of Rebya’s tendrils stretched out and poked into the container. As John and Ellie watched, it began to release an inky substance into the jar, dyeing it a deep blue.

      “It’s through the dilution of the purity of the universal pool’s mana that living beings are able to survive. Yet, what happens when you introduce a filter that absorbs diluted mana and returns pure mana?”

      A second tendril rose from under the purple petals and dipped into the jar, beginning to suck up the dyed water. Even as it did so, the other tendril began to release perfectly clear water, refilling what was being removed. Though the water level didn’t change, it didn’t take long for the jar to return to its perfectly clear state as the dyed water filtered out and clear water replaced it.

      “You mean that I’m acting as a filter for the universal mana pool?” John asked, his voice grim.

      “Exactly,” Rebya nodded, removing her tendrils from the now-clear jar of water. “Your level of mana purity is beyond anything I’ve ever encountered. It’s even beyond the natural state of condensed mana found in mana stones. It’s so pure that I’ve had to dilute it to use it. The power core you recharged is actually too strong for me to use directly, and I’ve been reduced to siphoning the ambient mana it gives off to power the tower. I believe that this apocalypse spoken of is most likely going to occur because the purity of the world’s mana will grow too high for other living beings to tolerate.”

      Looking down at his hands, John didn’t know what to say. Part of him wanted to reject what Rebya was saying, but in his heart he knew it was true. He could feel how, with every breath he took, the impurity in the world around him was absorbed and destroyed, leaving nothing but pure mana behind. For the last two years he had been storing that mana in his body, preventing it from returning to the world to keep his every breath from destroying the world around him, but it was clear he was rapidly approaching his limit. John and those who had come with him had been summoned to this world to save it, yet now he was the very reason it was going to be destroyed. Taking a moment to center himself, he looked at Rebya calmly.

      “How do we fix this?”

      “Fixing it completely will be nearly impossible,” Rebya said with a shrug. “Unless we can drastically increase the mana tolerance of every living thing in the world. However, it’s not as if we don’t have some options. What I want to explore today is why, on occasion, a feeling of peace will cause the situation to regress. To that purpose, I would like you to work with me for the next few days while I monitor the mana around you. Hopefully that will allow us to understand what’s happening and begin to create countermeasures.”

      Nodding, John looked at Ellie.

      “That works for me, but Ellie can’t cast the spell to use the portal and there is a lot to do on the farm.”

      Placing her hand on John’s knee, Ellie rolled her eyes at him.

      “John, I think this is probably more important than making sure the cheese gets made. I want to stay and help you.”

      Chuckling, John placed his hand on top of Ellie’s and gave it a squeeze.

      “I’m glad to know I rank higher in your heart than cheese,” he teased.

      Lifting his head, he saw that Rebya was staring at him with wide eyes. Unsure why she was so shocked, John was about to ask when the plant woman snapped out of her daze and the purple flower rose into the air, bringing Rebya closer to the table.

      “Perfect! I think your interactions will be better than just studying John alone. Let’s do this. Is there a subject the two of you can work on together?”

      Exchanging a glance with Ellie, John nodded.

      “Yes. We’re both interested in enchanting. I want to try to repair my magitech bracer, but I’m not well versed enough in runecrafting, alchemy, or artifacting to do it.”

      “I can focus on alchemy if you want to study runecrafting,” Ellie said, her face lighting up.

      “And then we can work together to try and fix this thing,” John agreed, taking his bracer off and putting it down on the table. “But first, I need to go talk to Thomas and make sure everything on the farm will be fine.”

      “Will he be able to handle everything?” Ellie asked.

      “Yeah, I think so. I mean, there are literally two of him, so I think he should be fine.”

      Jumping down from the table, John nodded to Rebya and jerked his thumb toward the bracer.

      “Rebya, if you don’t mind pulling up everything you have on enchanting, that would be great. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      “Of course,” Rebya bowed her head slightly, “I’ll get Ellie started with the introduction to alchemy class.”

      With a flash of flame, John vanished from the table and appeared on the bridge, only to disappear from view before Ellie could blink. Hearing Rebya click her tongue in amazement, Ellie looked over at the plant woman, her hand gripping her wand tightly. The entire purple flower Rebya was standing on turned to face Ellie, and for a moment the two women stared at each other. Slowly, a curious look came over Rebya’s face, and her head tilted to the side as if she was looking at something she didn’t understand.

      “You don’t trust me.”

      Nodding, Ellie didn’t relax her grip on her wand.

      “I don’t.”

      “I find that very curious, considering the circumstances. Why don’t you trust me?” Rebya asked, drifting closer.

      “Should I? You’re clearly powerful, and in my experience, people with power never have the good of others in mind.”

      Nodding, Rebya’s lips curled up in a smile.

      “That seems accurate, yet you trust John.”

      “John… John is different.”

      “Is he? He is many times more powerful than me, and if your experiences are universal then your trust in him makes no sense.”

      “He has proven himself trustworthy,” Ellie said, her voice calm and her expression unshaken. “You have not.”

      “Then please give me the opportunity to do so,” Rebya said, bowing her head. “You don’t need to feel threatened, Ellie. I truly have no ill will toward you. And even if I did, I would never act on it for fear of my life.”

      Seeing Ellie’s forehead scrunch up again, Rebya let out a laugh and shook her head.

      “You really have no idea what sort of being you share your life with, do you? I will admit, there was a moment when you first arrived at the tower that I thought about seizing you and using you to threaten John so I could siphon his power. Believe me, anyone in my place would have such thoughts. If I had a fraction of his power, this world would be mine for the taking. And then I decided I did not want to die a horrible burning death. But enough about that. Come, let me show you how to use the archive while we wait for him to return.”

      It took a moment for Ellie to respond as she processed what Rebya had said, but once she did, she nodded resolutely and put her wand away.

      “Fine. John said we extend trust first and give people the chance to demonstrate they deserve it.”

      “Thank you,” Rebya said, bowing slightly. “If you would place your hand on that short pillar by the side of the table, I’ll grant you access to the archive.”

      Looking at the waist-high pillar the plant woman had mentioned, Ellie missed the glance Rebya shot toward the shadows on the opposite side of the tower, where two calm eyes were watching them.
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      Standing just inside a doorway on the opposite side of the tower, John watched Rebya and Ellie’s interaction, his mana-enhanced ears clearly picking up everything they were saying. While he had spoken confidently of granting trust, he had spent too long around deceitful people to not be wary of leaving Ellie and Rebya alone together. Once he was sure there weren’t going to be any problems, he turned and left, quickly moving to the portal stone and activating the spell, appearing in the cheese cellar a moment later. Thomas was feeding the cows in the barn when John found him, and after helping him finish up, John explained what was going on.

      “I don’t know how long it’s going to take, but we’ll be in the tower until we’ve figured out a solution. I’ll be creating some activation tokens for the portal stone and I’ll bring you one later, but for now I need you to hold down the fort. If the amount of work is going to be too high, we can get some help.”

      Shaking his head, Thomas took a step to the left while also taking a simultaneous step to the right, his body splitting into two identical copies. Both of them looked at John calmly and shook their heads as they spoke in unison.

      “We should be fine, sir.”

      “Hah, that’s what I figured. Still, if you want to get someone to help cook and make cheese, that’s fine too. I’ll leave it up to you. I’ll bring you the token as soon as it’s done, but if you have any issues, just go tap on that plant out in Ferdie’s field and I’ll know.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      With a wave, John hurried into the house to put together a small bag of food for Ellie and him to eat and then headed back through the portal to the Shadow Tower. It didn’t take him long to arrive on the second floor, where he found Ellie immersed in the tower’s archive. Putting down the bag of food on the table, he stretched out his hand and touched the other waist-high pillar, accepting the thread of mana it extended. As the mana entered his mind, he was pulled into the mental world Rebya used to communicate with him in the field. Looking around the library, John saw that a good amount of progress had been made by the vines that were cleaning it up.

      At the same time, he realized that much of the library was still shrouded in darkness and only a small portion of it was currently lit up, indicating that there was still a significant amount of knowledge that was inaccessible. Sitting at the table in the center of the well-lit area, Ellie was studying a book on alchemy with such focus she hadn’t realized that John had appeared in the room. Next to her, Rebya was providing explanations on some of the more complicated ideas, occasionally getting up to retrieve other books from the shelves.

      “Welcome back, John. I’ve prepared what information I have on basic runecrafting. Much of it is similar to what I’ve already given you, but I’ve added a few books on how runecrafting interacts with alchemy to enable artifacting. Once you feel like you have sufficient knowledge, you just let me know what you need and I’ll have it brought to the lab.”

      “Thank you. But how are you going to do your monitoring? Is there anything you specifically need me to do?”

      “No, not for now. I’m going to be monitoring the mana around you, so I just need you to stay inside the lab area while you work. Your mana signature is rarely consistent, and I’m hoping the inconsistencies will give us some sense of the path forward. I have some ideas already, but I need more data to confirm my theories.”

      “Sure. Just let me know if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, I will,” Rebya said, bowing to John.

      Sitting at the table with Ellie, John opened up one of the books Rebya had stacked there and began to read through the introduction to artifacting, making special note of the runecrafting techniques he would need to learn. While he was new to both runecrafting and artifacting, John could feel Mental Model working in the background, organizing and arranging the information he was reading until it felt like he had known it forever. A slight burning feeling lit up his mind as two blue windows popped up in his vision.

      
        
        [Mental Model has grown in effect and efficiency.]

      

      

      
        
        [Mental Model: 44]

      

      

      With every point he gained in the skill, John could feel his mind growing clearer and quicker. He had never experienced the lower levels of Mental Model since he had pumped a large number of skill points into it as soon as he’d gotten the skill, but John could clearly remember how long it had taken him to process ideas before he’d gotten the skill, and the difference was night and day. It was like having a super computer in his brain that worked independently to solve problems at lightning speed.

      It didn’t take him long to completely devour the knowledge in the introduction to artifacting, and when he was done, he had a short list of five different runecrafting techniques he would need to repair the bracer, along with a list of three alchemy techniques. Passing the alchemy techniques over to Ellie, he looked up the runecrafting techniques, carefully noting the requirements of each. Time passed quickly in the mental world, and before he knew it John felt a hunger pang as his stomach protested how long it’d been since he had last eaten.

      Leaving the archive, John blinked in the soft light of the laboratory and got out a piece of smoked jerky and a roll from his bag. While the food he brought wasn’t particularly exciting, his time in the military had long inured him to rough food, and John gobbled down the salted meat and bread without hesitation. Getting out a pot he had brought, he asked Rebya for some water and then tapped on the bottom of the pot, causing the water to come to a boil almost instantly. Adding tea leaves, he waited patiently for the tea to steep and then poured two cups, making sure to filter out the leaves. Finishing Ellie’s cup with a dollop of honey, he placed it next to her and then took a sip of his own tea as he started to organize his experiments.

      “Is there anything I can assist with?” Rebya asked him as she watched John getting his experiments ready.

      “No, I think I’m fine. I’m going to be practicing my runecrafting for now. Oh, actually, do you have any parchment?”

      “Third shelf, on the bottom two shelves.”

      “Thanks.”

      Walking over to the third shelf, John found the parchment and grabbed a stack of it, bringing it back to the table. Parchment was one of the three basic tools runecrafting used, and he instantly recognized the material as the same spell scrolls were made from. After being carefully prepared, each of the sheets of parchment had been filled with mana, allowing them to be almost infinitely durable. While John had never created parchment himself, he had learned the basic process from the introduction to runecrafting he’d been studying.

      Running his fingers across the smooth material, John sorted through the runes the book on artifacting had mentioned and picked the one that appeared to be the easiest. At first, he simply traced it with his index finger, pretending to draw it out. After doing that a few times, he lifted his finger from the parchment and cast the three spells Rebya had taught him earlier. Seeing the glow light up his finger, John carefully traced the rune out on the piece of parchment, making sure to leave enough room for the other runes that would need to be added.

      There was a small part of his brain that still couldn’t believe he was standing in an underground tower, practicing magic with a Witch and a sentient plant, but as he immersed himself in carefully drawing out the runes with his glowing finger, that unbelieving voice slowly grew quieter and quieter until he simply couldn’t hear it any more. Once the first rune was done, John took a moment to examine it and then began to trace out the second rune, only to make a mistake halfway through.

      Seeing a faint red glow light up around the rune, John blinked and the red glow vanished. Unsure what had just happened, he set Mental Model on figuring it out and received an answer immediately.

      
        
        [Query: What was that red glow?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: That was the visual cue added by Mental Model indicating that the rune in question will fail to activate due to the addition of an incorrect line.]

      

      

      Oh, wow. This skill is wild. I wonder if Rebya is using it as well?

      Lifting his finger from the failed rune on the parchment, John slid it to the side and got out a new piece to try again. Before he began, he looked up at Rebya, who was watching him with curiosity.

      “Rebya, I meant to ask you earlier. Do you have any skill scrolls? Or at least, records of Mage skills?”

      Blinking quickly, Rebya shook her head.

      “Not at the moment. Would you like to prioritize retrieving that information?”

      “If it doesn’t delay the other things you’re working on.”

      “Retrieving a record of Mage skills shouldn’t be too difficult. However, all the skill scrolls that were stored in the tower were plundered for their mana by the guardians and unfortunately no longer exist. Additionally, I do not possess skills in the way a class holder does, so I cannot recreate them.”

      “Hmm. I guess that makes sense. For some reason I thought you would be a class holder, but I guess not.”

      Chuckling, Rebya shook her head.

      “Only humans can hold classes. I am a living Mage tower. So while I have the ability to use mana to accelerate my processing speed that is similar to the Mental Model skill Mages use, I don’t have skills per se.”

      “Wait, what? What do you mean by a living Mage tower?”

      “True Mage towers possess spirits that act as administrators, since handling the mana a tower requires cannot be done without a complex mind. I am an amalgamation of the tower spirit Tower Master Kelvis installed into this tower, a mana-processing plant, and my creator’s memories and experiences. Due to my nature, I am intrinsically tied to this tower and its operation.”

      “Do you find that restrictive?” John asked, his brow furrowing.

      “Restrictive? No, not at all. This is who I am, and my directives are clear. What could be restrictive about it?”

      “Previously you said you had a desire to explore and experience more of the world. Isn’t that impossible if you’re stuck here?”

      “Ah, I can understand why it would appear that way, but no. While I am tied to the tower, I’m not stuck here, as you say. So long as my exploration doesn’t harm the tower or directly conflict with my directives, I am free to go wherever I want. That’s how I ended up sending a branch to your farm, after all. Additionally, it should be understood that my concept of freedom and your concept of freedom are probably different. To me, I am absolutely free to do what I want. It just so happens that what I want includes managing the tower. In fact, I don’t differentiate between myself and Shadow Tower. To take care of the tower is to take care of myself, and the opposite is also true.”

      “Fascinating,” John said, shaking his head.

      “I’ve accessed the skill list you have requested in the archive. It’s now available for you to view.”

      “Thanks. I’ll take a look after I’m done here.”

      Shaking his head to clear his miscellaneous thoughts, John refocused on the runes he was attempting to create and carefully began to trace them out. While he didn’t always get them perfect the first time, he typically only had to draw them correctly once for his brain and body to remember exactly how to recreate them, and it wasn’t long before he had drawn out a dozen glowing runes on a piece of parchment. It had taken almost two hours to draw them out, but far from being tired, John found himself growing more energized and excited as he saw the runes taking shape. Once he had reviewed it to make sure it would work, he let a tiny amount of mana trickle into the paper, causing the glowing words to adhere to the smooth surface. With a flash, the runes sank into the parchment, creating a brand-new spell scroll.

      
        
        [Spell: Fireball detected.]

      

      

      
        
        [This spell is already known and cannot be learned again.]

      

      

      Staring down at the spell scroll he’d just created, John couldn’t help but grin. The runes he had just created served to encapsulate some portion of his knowledge, magically binding them to the parchment and preserving them for someone who didn’t possess that knowledge. If another Mage got their hands on this spell scroll, they would be able to absorb that knowledge, making it their own. Checking the first runecrafting method off his list, John spent a moment recalling the second method he needed to practice and then pulled over another piece of parchment to begin practicing.

      He was just about to start when Ellie removed her hand from the archive pillar and looked around. Noticing that her cup of tea had gone cold, John reached over and tapped its side, transferring heat back into it.

      “Thank you.”

      “Sure. Did you find something useful?”

      Nodding her head, Ellie picked up her cup and took a sip of her tea.

      “I did. Mages organize their knowledge differently than witches do, so that took a little while to get used to, but there are clear advantages to a systematic categorization. Can I take a look at the bracer? I found a few materials that might be helpful, but I want to see what sort of damage we’re dealing with.”

      Pulling the bracer over, John passed it to Ellie, who ran her finger across the large slash Earl Vacek’s mana blade had carved into the surface of the metal. The slash cut into two different runes, making them nearly unusable, but the biggest problem was reforming the metal so the runes could be redrawn. Turning it over in her hands, Ellie carefully checked the inside to see what sort of damage had been done before handing it back to John.

      “This looks doable. I might need a few tries, but I have a recipe for a type of moldable metal that should be able to repair this. However, I’m not one hundred percent confident it’ll work. I could end up ruining the bracer.”

      Shrugging, John smiled and put the bracer back down on the table.

      “That’s fine. We’re here to learn, so feel free to experiment.”
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          CHAPTER 8

        

      

    

    
      While Ellie began her own experiments to try and create the material they would need for the repair, John continued to study and expand his knowledge of runecrafting. It was exacting work that required an almost unnatural level of precision, but John had no problem with that. Mental Model gave him the ability to recall the runes perfectly, and a bit of practice allowed him to memorize the motions needed to draw them correctly. Finishing up the skill scroll he was trying to create, John was about to send a tiny bit of mana into it when he felt a strong mana fluctuation at his side.

      A flicker of flame burst from his feet as he flashed to the side, grabbing Ellie and pulling her away from her workstation just before the material she was working on exploded with enough force to crack the stone table. The shockwave threw glass and half-refined materials flying as a ball of flame rose into the air. Turning to the side to shield Ellie, John’s hand moved impossibly fast as he blocked all the pieces of glass flying toward them, at the same time absorbing the heat generated by the blast. Stunned, Ellie stared in shock at the scorched stone and the large spiderweb crack that had appeared where her material had been. Scanning the area to make sure there were no more threats, John let go of her waist, keeping an eye on her to make sure she was steady on her feet.

      “Well, that was exciting,” he said, smiling slightly.

      “What… what just happened?” Ellie replied, hurrying back to the broken workstation, her forehead furrowed.

      “Great question. Rebya?”

      A vine with a glowing flower that had been hanging over the table to provide light turned over and drifted down, the white petals turning purple as a small version of Rebya appeared in the center of the flower.

      “It would appear that storm-coded mana is not suitable for creating liquid steel. Curious. I hadn’t anticipated that a Witch’s mana would interfere with the creation process.”

      “Does this mean I can’t complete these recipes?” Ellie asked, her frown deepening as she looked at the ruined equipment.

      “No, it simply means you cannot complete the recipes with your mana as it is now. You will either need to purify your mana, or you will need to learn how to handle neutral or attributeless mana, as a Mage does.”

      Poking one of the shattered glass beakers, John watched the still-smoking silvery liquid drip out of it and onto the table, his mind turning over what Rebya was saying.

      “Does that mean Ellie would be able to learn Mage spells?”

      A thick vine wrapped itself around the table, pulling it away and lifting it down into the large central shaft of the tower as another vine brought a new table up, depositing it neatly in the other’s place. Smaller vines began to gather material from the shelves, replacing the broken beakers and laying out a new set of the materials Ellie had used for her experiment. While her vines were working, Rebya considered John’s question for a moment before shaking her head.

      “That is unlikely. I don’t know why class holders cannot use spells or items for other classes, but they cannot. Learning to use attributeless mana would simply allow Ellie to handle pure mana in addition to the storm-attribute mana she has.”

      “Hmm. Interesting,” John said, looking with fascination at the materials laid out. “Do you want my help? I can provide the mana you need.”

      Shaking her head, Ellie looked determined as she stepped up to the table and picked up a sliver of metal.

      “If it’s okay, I think I want to do it myself. Using mana without an attribute is something I need to learn if I want to learn alchemy, so I might as well start now. Even if it takes longer, I want to do this the right way.”

      “That’s a great attitude to have,” Rebya said, her flower moving a bit closer. “And coincides with the next stage of my observation. John, I’m almost done determining a plan of action for you, but in order to finalize my plan I need you and Ellie to work together.”

      “Oh? What do you need?”

      “I need Ellie to produce mana and I need you to attempt to integrate with it before returning it to her. Likewise, she will attempt to integrate with the mana before returning it to you.”

      “Wouldn’t that be dangerous?” John asked, glancing at Ellie with a faint sense of concern. “My mana is pretty deadly.”

      “Which is why we’ll start with her mana,” Rebya said, her expression serious. “The goal here is to determine if you can integrate with mana of lower purity without purifying it. If you can, I’m convinced it will show us the path to allowing you to integrate with the world more efficiently, thereby slowing your purification of the universal mana pool.”

      “But mana I’ve touched destroys everything it touches. What if I accidentally release mana that’s too pure?”

      “That is unlikely, since you won’t actually be internalizing the mana,” Rebya replied.

      He was about to continue protesting, but John felt Ellie’s hand on his arm and stopped. For some reason her hand felt scalding, and even though John knew the feeling was only in his head, he found his excuses melting away. Seeing the determined look on Ellie’s face, he let out a small sigh as she spoke up.

      “I want to try. We have to try.”

      Defeated before he could even muster his arguments, John gave a resigned nod.

      “I know.”

      Following Rebya’s instructions, John and Ellie sat down together in a clear space on the floor and listened carefully as the flower woman explained what she wanted them to do.

      “Ellie, the storm medium allows you to absorb mixed mana, that is, mana that’s a blend of air, water, and lightning. This blend of mana is easier for you to use, but our goal for you is to learn to handle mana that has been blended to the point where it’s impossible to separate out the three elements. Mana that cannot be subdivided into attributes is considered neutral, or attributeless, since it cannot be categorized by the attribute it possesses.

      “John, the goal for you is to handle the mana Ellie passes to you, helping her compress it and blend the attributes before handing it back to her. Your creation of mana crystals is the process you should use, but we’ll stop short of crystallization. While you do this, you must do your best to try and integrate yourself with the mana you’re handling. Can you visualize what I’m asking you to do?”

      When both Ellie and John nodded, Rebya pointed to the space in between them.

      “Wonderful. Please sit back to back, as close as possible. You should maintain a straight form, with your legs crossed, as if you’re going to meditate. Shoulders back please, you want as much contact as you can get. This is a modification of a Mana Breath method called dual breathing and was developed by twin Mages who discovered they could work together to stimulate and increase their connection to the universal mana pool. Place your hands in front of you, palms up. Good. Ellie, you’ll be starting by sending your storm-attributed mana out of your left hand as you rotate it to the left. John, you’ll be meeting her hand with your right hand and carrying the mana to your center by rotating your hand back in. As you move it, compress it but don’t crystalize it.

      “Then, once it’s growing compressed, transfer it to your left hand and rotate your arm out to pass it back to Ellie, making sure to loosen the compression a bit so she can handle it. You’ll need to actively relinquish control of the mana as you make the motion so Ellie can take it from you. Ellie, you’ll meet John’s left hand with your right and bring it back to your center. Let’s practice the motion before we start. Yes, exactly. Alright, let’s try it for real.”

      Her face carrying a slight blush, Ellie tried not to be distracted by the feeling of John’s back up against hers as she focused on creating a ball of mana in her palm. It was strange to see her mana forming without a spell, but she also found it fascinating as a small shifting orb that seemed to contain a miniature storm formed above her hand. Once she felt like it was stable, Ellie tried to move it, only for the ball of mana to start to destabilize. With supreme effort she forced the mana back into shape, slowing her hand down as she wrestled with it.

      When her hand finally rotated out to her left side and met with John’s, she felt as if the mana she was controlling had suddenly fallen into hot water. Jerking reflexively, the mana she’d channeled started to explode outward, only to be held in place as John took control of it. With her connection to the ball of mana forcefully broken, Ellie let out a gasp, pain shooting through her mind. Behind her John’s body tensed, but Rebya’s voice broke through their concentration, bringing them both back into focus.

      “John! You cannot seize the mana. Ellie cannot handle your strength. You need to work together with her as she relinquishes control. We’ll keep practicing that, but for now, start the compression. Remember, you aren’t trying to crystalize the mana, you’re trying to compress it so the distinctions between the three elements are removed. Good, keep going. Keep going. Gently. Stop.”

      Eyes closed, John could feel the orb of mana in his palm had shrunk down by at least half. With a squeeze of his hand it would transform into a crystal, but he held it in its compact state, not allowing it to continue compressing. Following Rebya’s directions, he transferred the mana orb into his other hand and passed it back to Ellie. Allowing her to take it from him proved to be the hardest part of the whole process for both John and Ellie, as his Mana Control was so high that even when he relaxed it, Ellie could barely begin to interact with the orb of mana.

      After nearly five minutes, Ellie managed to take the mana orb back and brought it in front of her stomach once more. When she had first formed it, the orb had appeared to contain a storm, but while it still held the feeling of storminess it had originally possessed, it had transformed into a gray, amorphous ball that contained no distinct elements.

      “Ellie, you need to absorb that mana, merging it with the mana you already have. Pay careful attention to the feeling it gives you. Do you see how the lightning, the air, and the water all blend together? You want to memorize that feeling. Once you’ve absorbed it, remake the mana orb and pass it back to John. John, this time be gentle when you take it. Just take your time, we’re not in any rush.”

      Letting out her breath, Ellie did her best to calm down as she absorbed the mana from the orb in her palm. While it was the same mana she had originally manifested, it now carried a slightly fiery feeling that warmed her up. Realizing that it was John’s mana, she didn’t reject it but instead allowed it to run through her. Once she’d finished absorbing it, she began to recreate the orb of mana again, and soon another small storm had appeared hovering above her hand. Though it looked almost exactly like the original orb, Ellie thought she could feel a slight grayness at its edges, though that could have been her imagination.

      Carefully passing it over to John, she tried to relinquish her control while John took over as gently as he possibly could. It took way more control than he ever assumed it would to gain control of the mana orb without jerking it from Ellie’s grasp, but before too long John got a handle on it. As the orb fell into his control completely, John began compressing it again, trying to make sure it didn’t end up crystallizing. Back and forth, John and Ellie passed the mana, eventually falling into a rhythm as they moved Ellie’s mana from one side to the other.

      Though John couldn’t sense any particular change in himself, he could feel that Ellie was undergoing a slow but substantive change. Happy to see she was gaining a positive effect from the combined Mana Breath, John emptied his mind of thoughts and focused his attention entirely on compressing the mana Ellie passed to him. After a full hour, Ellie’s mental strength ran out and they had to stop, but Rebya assured them they were on the right track.

      “For the next two days, I would like you to do this at least three times. In between meditation sessions, you can rest or study,” Rebya said, her purple flower moving around John and Ellie as she examined them.

      “Will we be able to maintain it for a longer period of time?” Ellie asked.

      “Yes. Though, you don’t have the Mana Breath skill, which means that unless you manage to develop the equivalent skill for a Witch, or a compatible skill, there will probably be a hard limit to how long you can maintain it. Lasting for an hour is already a wonderful accomplishment,” Rebya replied. “John, how are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” John shrugged, “no different than normal.”

      “I see. Please rest, and we’ll try again soon.”

      For the next two days, John and Ellie continued learning about enchanting, occasionally taking breaks to rest and return to the farm. Every six hours, they would sit down and practice their dual meditation, passing Ellie’s mana back and forth in a cycle. The process got easier and easier with every session, and eventually John began to notice something different about his mana as well. The change to Ellie’s mana was clearer as her mana purity increased by a sliver after every session, but John hadn’t been able to see any difference in himself. Yet, after two days of mediation, he got the strange feeling that something about his own mana was smoother, almost as if a sharp edge had been dulled, ever so slightly. As they finished their evening meditation session, John’s eyes widened as two blue windows popped up in front of him.

      
        
        [-1 Doom Points.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse retreats.]
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          CHAPTER 9

        

      

    

    
      “How…”

      Seeing John staring blankly into the air, Rebya’s flower swooped over to him, her face radiant with a smile.

      “Did it work?”

      “Yes, it worked. But how?”

      “Haha, wonderful. Wonderful. After assessing your situation, I realized there are moments when you integrate with the world around you, producing a feeling of peace or belonging. In those moments, you cease to filter the mana around you and instead return impure mana to the universal mana pool. We simply simulated that feeling by having you directly and consciously handle Ellie’s mana without reshaping it entirely. How many steps back did you take?”

      “Just one,” John said, “but even that is amazing. How did you figure out how to simulate it?”

      “I observed that when you’re around Ellie, your demeanor is calmer and the mana you naturally lose slows down. It all seems to revolve around your perception of this world. I don’t know why you reject it so strongly, but your feeling of not belonging to the world seems to be at the root of what’s causing you to purify the mana in the universal mana pool.”

      “Almost like I’m trying to remake the world into something I feel more comfortable with,” John said, his eyes widening in realization.

      “Exactly. Though, I think it’s worth noting that this seems to be an unconscious, and entirely uncontrollable action, since it doesn’t stop, even when you’re meditating. It just slows down. Such a phenomenon has been noticed in sage level beasts who unconsciously create environments that are comfortable for them. Take, for example, a frost wyrm. Their mana naturally creates a nest of ice deep in the earth where they feel comfortable. Unfortunately, comfortable for you means deadly for us. The good news is that this method should be able to be used indefinitely. It can counteract the trace amounts of pure mana leaking from your body into the world.”

      Listening to Rebya’s cheerful words, John’s eyes narrowed.

      “And the bad news?”

      Pausing at John’s question, Rebya’s smile faltered.

      “Every round will take longer than the last. You might think of yourself as a stone with sharp edges. Each of those edges is being polished down, but after the easiest are dealt with, it will get successively harder to make improvements. On the other hand, your mana has reached a point where it simply cannot be contained and will continue to leak at increasing speed. Which means that before too long, this method won’t be fast enough to keep up with your leaking mana.”

      “How long will it continue to work?”

      “Forever. It will not stop working. But within six months it will no longer be effective enough to offset your leaking mana. Which means we’ll have to come up with another solution.”

      Rubbing his forehead, John nodded.

      “Alright. A stopgap measure is better than nothing. Hopefully we’ll have the wheat ready by then. Speaking of which, I need to go and check up on it.”

      Turning to look at Ellie who had been standing quietly at the side listening to them talk, John saw that she had been staring at him, a happy smile on her face.

      “This means we’ll need to keep meditating at least three times a day. I’m afraid I’ll have to continue imposing on you.”

      “It’s not an imposition,” Ellie said, shaking her head. “It helps me with my ability to control my mana as well. I’m happy to do it. Besides, saving the world is in my interest as much as anyone else’s.”

      “Thank you.”

      Closing his eyes for a moment, John centered himself, calming the surging feelings in his chest. Rebya’s words made complete sense, and he was just happy there was something he could do to actively fight against the approaching apocalypse. As he thought through the times when he had lost Doom Points, it was clear that they were moments when he felt unusually connected to the world around him. Apart from continuing to meditate with Ellie, which would delay his Doom Point growth, the only other path was to complete quests, so John headed for the portal stone to check on the wheat.

      Even with the Growth Acceleration Flowers they were using, the wheat wouldn’t be ready to harvest for at least a few more weeks, so John did his best to settle into a simple routine. Every six hours or so, he and Ellie would meditate together, passing mana back and forth. In between their meditation sessions, John focused on studying enchanting and working his way through the first- and second-year Mage classes. Apart from brief trips to the farm to keep up with the wheat, it seemed like all he did was study and meditate, and before he knew it three weeks had passed.

      He had still gotten three more Doom Points, but the meditation sessions had allowed him to reduce his total Doom Points by four, bringing him to a total of ninety-five out of a hundred. It was nerve-wracking watching his Doom Points jump up and down, so it was with anticipation that John harvested the plump wheat once it was ready. Even though he knew the wheat was probably not going to fulfill the requirements of his quest, getting even one step closer was a huge relief. He would have been lying if he claimed that he wasn’t disappointed when Rebya reported it would take two more generations before they would have a crop that could actually process mana, but his disappointment didn’t last long, and he soon refocused and got back to work.

      Life had settled into a steady rhythm, and John found that his knowledge about magic was growing at an astounding rate. Ellie’s control over her mana was advancing by leaps and bounds, and it wasn’t long before she was able to complete most of the steps of basic alchemy recipes on her own. One day, a few weeks after the second generation of wheat had been planted, John heard her excited yell from the table where she had been working on synthesizing the liquid steel they needed for fixing the bracer.

      Walking over, he saw her disheveled appearance as she cradled something in her hands. Lifting one hand, she allowed a silver substance to pour from one palm into the other. Like mercury, the silver metal flowed like a liquid, pooling in her palm. Yet when she held onto it, it stretched out like a solid. Seeing John, Ellie turned her slightly bloodshot eyes on him and held out the material she had made for him to see.

      “Liquid steel,” she said proudly, “just add mana, and it’ll harden into the shape you want!”

      “Wow, that’s really amazing.”

      I can’t believe I did it. I finally had enough attributeless mana to do it. It only took me forty-three attempts! Now we can finally fix the bracer!”

      “We can, but I think you need to rest first,” John said, smiling as he put the liquid steel back into her hand.

      “Yeah, I’m exhausted. That took much more mana than I thought it would.”

      Yawning widely, Ellie plopped the liquid steel down on the table, where it sat in a puddle, and stumbled off to the side of the lab area where a bed had been set. Tumbling into it, she fell asleep almost instantly as the fatigue of having stayed up all night working on a difficult alchemy recipe washed over her. Seeing the lights around the room dim, John cracked a smile and walked back over to the archive pillar, placing his hand on it to continue with his studies.

      Rebya had provided him with a complete catalog of all the skills and spells the tower possessed, and it had proven incredibly informative. First of all, many of the skills had been things he already did naturally, leading him to believe that they were actually sub-skills of the skills he already had. That was the only way he could explain why he hadn’t gained Enchanting or Runecraft as skills despite having practiced them for over a month.

      Instead, he could feel his Arcane Tongue skill broadening to include his new knowledge of enchanting, allowing him to progress faster in his study of runecrafting than would have otherwise been possible. Similarly, he had discovered a skill called Silent Casting in the list that seemed to allow a Mage to remove some of the verbal components of a spell. While John had been casting spells silently for years, he had never gotten a skill like that, leading him to believe that Silent Casting was actually a subset of his existing skill, Mana Control. Appearing in the library next to the table where a stack of books was waiting for him, John opened up his skill list.

      
        
        Skill List: [Mana Breath: 00], [Arcane Tongue: 00], [Mana Control: 00], [Mana Reinforcement: 00], [Mental Model: 45]

      

      

      Currently John had five skills, four of which were completely maxed out. While he was able to make progress with his four maxed skills, it was only through adding breadth to them, not through adding depth. On the other hand, Mental Model, which was only at forty-five out of one hundred skill points, was constantly growing both in depth and breadth. It helped, of course, that he was putting mana into it constantly. He had been working on narrowing down the list of recorded skills, and after working his way through every single skill on the list had managed to organize all of them into six categories.

      Five of the categories seemed to fit neatly with the skills he already had. Skills related to increasing his connection to the universal mana pool fit under Mana Breath. Skills related to increasing his connection to other beings fit under Arcane Tongue. Mana Control governed skills that controlled mana externally, while Mana Reinforcement dealt with controlling mana internally. Skills related to understanding the world or problem-solving all seemed to fit under the Mental Model skill, and finally skills related to understanding what lay outside the world were grouped under a skill called Astral Insight.

      John had scoured the list of skills multiple times and each time he came up with the same groupings, leaving him confident that he truly had determined the final six skills. This had been further confirmed by Rebya, whose creator had once experienced the merging of two skills after one of them had grown to the legendary level. Based on what John could figure out, as a Mage learned and grew, their knowledge transitioned from highly specialized into a broader, more comprehensive and holistic understanding of the subject and other related subjects.

      The real question is, how am I going to learn Astral Insight?

      “Rebya?”

      “Yes, John?”

      “Do you have records related to people using Astral Insight? I’d like to see if I can learn it naturally.”

      “I do, though most of the records describe experiments that require specific spells to complete. Unfortunately, I don’t have a record of the spells themselves, just their names.”

      “That’s alright. I’ll take whatever you have.”

      For the next few hours, John pored over all of the records Rebya could bring him, slowly gaining a sense of what Astral Insight entailed. Like Arcane Tongue and Mental Model, Astral Insight was both an active skill and a repository for knowledge. Not only did it serve as a place to gather knowledge about other planes and worlds, but it actively helped the Mage using the skill with the calculations needed to create and manipulate connections to those places.

      
        
        [Query: How can I learn Astral Insight without a skill scroll?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: Develop knowledge about a connection to another plane. For example, Summon Water.]

      

      

      That’s right! Summon Water pulls water from somewhere else. Is that a dimensional portal? Maybe I can reverse engineer that spell to figure out how the connection is made?

      With an almost scary fervor, John wrote out the Summon Water spell in the air and stared at it, his brain rapidly deconstructing the spell. As he isolated each of the pieces, it quickly became apparent he was on the right track. Summon Water was a true summoning spell that summoned a bead of water from somewhere outside of the world by creating a connection with another plane. He wouldn’t have been able to understand what he was seeing if it hadn’t been for Ellie’s nearly disastrous attempt to summon a familiar, but after witnessing the spell she had used, John was able to identify and isolate the portion of the Summon Water spell that made the connection to another plane.

      With a blink, the library vanished as John came back to the real world. Lifting his hand, he was about to cast the small portion of the spell he had isolated when he saw Rebya staring at him, her expression strange. His hand still raised, John’s eyebrows rose as he returned Rebya’s look.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Are you really about to open an unrestricted portal to the water plane in the middle of my tower?”

      “Unrestricted? What are you talking about?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like. Summon Water is one of the first spells learned by Mages who study the water element. But that’s partly because the portal created when you summon the water is so weak that it will be destroyed as soon as a specific volume of water passes through it. Anything else will destroy the portal. You just stripped every single safeguard out and are about to open up an unrestricted portal to another dimension in the middle of my tower. That hardly seems safe.”

      “What could happen?”

      “Apart from an endless torrent of water? Water spirits, monsters, a flood of water mana?”

      Slowly trailing off as she saw John blinking at her, Rebya put a hand to her forehead and sighed.

      “Admittedly, none of those things seem like much of a threat in front of you, but remember, you can’t use your mana without hastening the end of the world.”

      “Ah, true,” John said, lowering his hand slowly. “I guess I was getting a bit excited. Which parts are the safeguards?”

      “Here, let me show you,” Rebya said, floating forward on her flower.

      Pulling John back into the archive world, Rebya quickly wrote out the spell and then began to introduce its pieces one by one, explaining how the different elements worked to provide fail safes for the caster. After listening to her explanation, John’s eyes lit up and he reached out with his finger, wiping away and then rewriting one of the runes.

      “This should double the output of the spell without increasing the danger at all. Will that work?”

      Frowning in bewilderment, Rebya considered it for a moment and then nodded.

      “I… I guess so.”
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          CHAPTER 10

        

      

    

    
      When John left the archive he saw Ellie standing in front of the liquid steel, staring at it with sleepy eyes. Hearing him move, Ellie looked over at him as he walked over and gave him a small smile.

      “Are you ready to repair the bracer?” she asked, her gaze drifting back to the shimmering silver liquid.

      “Would you like some tea first to help you wake up?”

      “Yes, that would be lovely.”

      Grabbing the pot off the table, John handed it to one of the vines that popped up and a moment later it was back, filled with crystal-clear water. Adding some tea leaves from the pack he’d brought from the farm, John heated the water with a tap, placing it down next to Ellie while he got two mugs out. After it was finished steeping, Ellie poured their cups, straining the tea leaves out and adding a bit of honey from the pot John carried over. As they sipped their tea, John gestured to the liquid steel with his chin.

      “How does this material work? How do you get it firm enough to mark?”

      “It will pour like a liquid, but injecting mana into it will slowly transform it back to steel,” Ellie said after taking a sip from her mug. “We’ll need to mask the bracer so the liquid steel only gets into areas we want it to. But since it moves like a liquid, it’ll completely fill the damaged areas. Once we channel mana into it, it’ll harden while bonding with the surrounding metal. After it’s hardened, we can redraw the runes.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll follow your lead on this.”

      Nodding, Ellie put her cup down and picked up the puddle of liquid steel, examining it carefully to make sure it hadn’t changed or picked up any debris. After a moment, she let out a laugh and shook her head.

      “It’s still steel, so I don’t know why I thought it might have picked something up. Alright, let’s get started.”

      The bracer they were going to repair had been hit by Earl Vacek’s mana blade and a single clean cut ran through two of the runes, causing the shield to sputter when mana was channeled into it. In order to repair the bracer, the plan was to completely fill in both runes as well as the long slash. Flipping the bracer over, John carefully removed the mana stones and set them to the side to make sure they didn’t interfere with the process, then held the bracer out for Ellie to work on.

      Holding the liquid steel in her palm, Ellie tilted it toward the spot where the slash intersected with one of the runes and began to let the steel run down. Working carefully to ensure the gash was entirely filled, she continued to guide the liquid steel into it, poking it with her finger to help it spread out and settle. It was a time-consuming process but both John and Ellie were patient, working carefully as they filled the bracer in. Once the gash was filled, Ellie continued with the two carved runes, teasing the liquid steel along the curved lines until they had practically vanished. The liquid steel was a slightly brighter silver, but as it settled into the bracer it slowly took on the color of the bracer around it, making it hard to distinguish what was original and what had been added.

      When she was finally done there was still a bit of liquid steel left over that bulged up, but after a moment of consideration she left it in place, figuring they could smooth it down after the liquid was hardened. Ready for the next step, Ellie let her mana seep out of her palm and enter the bracer. The change was immediately apparent as the liquid steel lost the last of its shimmer and locked in place, growing as firm as the rest of the material around it. Once all the steel had hardened, Ellie took her hand back and wiped her forehead.

      “Whew. That was a lot more stressful than I thought it would be.”

      “Well, you did great,” John said, turning the bracer over to look at it.

      “Hah, thanks. We still need to smooth out the metal, and then you should be good to start adding the runes back onto it.”

      Holding the bracer to examine the protruding spot where the extra steel was, John thought for a moment and then jerked his head toward the bridge that led down to the third floor of the tower.

      “I might take it back to the farm to grind it down. We have a grinder at the forge, no reason not to use it. Besides, it’s time to check the field again.”

      “Okay, I’ll come with you. I promised Ben I’d make a proper dinner for him.”

      “Haha, has he been complaining about Thomas’ food again?”

      “Every day,” Ellie said, covering her mouth as she giggled. “He complains every time I see him.”

      “Huh, maybe we should see about getting someone to help with the cooking.”

      Nodding, Ellie gathered up the tea supplies and put them in the bag to take back to the farm.

      “And some of the house work. If we’re going to be spending a lot more time here, we’ll need someone to handle a lot of the things I was doing on the farm.”

      “Good point. Let’s ask around to see if there’s someone we can hire for housekeeping. Rebya, we’re headed back to the farm. We’ll be back for our evening meditation session.”

      “Of course,” Rebya said, appearing on a nearby flower. “Enjoy your time at home.”

      “Thanks.”

      Following Ellie, John walked across the bridge and onto the third floor where the portal stone was located. Taking a small stone token from the pocket of her apron, Ellie held it out as she entered the portal, causing it to activate, sending her and John back to the farm. Appearing in the cheese cellar, John saw Thomas standing by the cheese table, carefully shaping a wheel with an intense level of concentration. Seeing piles of misshapen cheese wheels on the table next to him, John shared an amused glance with Ellie.

      “Yeah, I think we need to hire someone,” John said, shaking his head. “I’ll head into town later today to see about finding someone.”

      Hearing his voice, Thomas looked up from what he was doing and put down the two paddles he was using. Stepping out from behind the table, he wiped his hands on his apron and bowed slightly.

      “Welcome home, sir. Ma’am. I have an important matter to report on.”

      “Oh? What’s going on?”

      Seeing Thomas’ glance at Ellie, John gestured for him to speak.

      “Allera experienced a coup, and they’re reporting that the empress died.”

      “Katrine? Died? Unlikely,” John said, his eyes narrowing as he walked over to the table where Thomas was working.

      “Correct, sir. She is currently in Fairford.”

      Stopping as if he’d been struck, John stared at Thomas with wide eyes.

      “Repeat that.”

      “Of course, sir. She is currently in Fairford. As of yesterday, she purchased the inn and is in the process of remodeling it. Duke Benoit is with her, acting as her cook.”

      “Okay, first of all, can he even cook? And second of all, what?”

      “Duke Benoit is an accomplished gourmet, sir. His fortune comes primarily from the development and sale of spices.”

      “Wow, I guess I should have made that connection given his size. But what is she doing in the valley?”

      “She didn’t say, but did request that you visit at your earliest convenience, sir.”

      “Yeah, I bet she did.”

      Standing at the side, Ellie was watching John carefully and saw his expression changing rapidly, from frustration to curiosity and back again. Thanks to the time she had spent meditating with him, she felt like she had grown more sensitive to John’s moods, and it was clear he wasn’t happy. After a moment of consideration, she stepped forward and took his arm, meeting his gaze as he looked down at her.

      “Am I correct in understanding that the empress of Allera, the Witch of the Wind, is here in the valley?”

      “Yeah, that seems to be the case,” John nodded, his expression grim.

      “We should bring her some cheese to welcome her.”

      Taken aback by Ellie’s suggestion, John blinked at her, unsure what to say.

      “After all, if she has purchased the inn, I would guess she’s not planning on leaving any time soon, so bringing her a welcome gift is the neighborly thing to do.”

      “Uh, I guess it is,” John said, scratching his head.

      Smiling up at John, Ellie let go of his arm and walked back to the aged cheese, picking out a few wheels and bringing them back to the table.

      “John, can you get me one of the baskets Gofreid brought?”

      Heading to the corner, John picked up a wicker basket and brought it to Ellie, who carefully arranged the wheels of cheese in them with a clean cheesecloth. Handing the basket to John, she looked over at Thomas.

      “Would you mind hitching up the cart? We’re going to be heading into town.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Watching Thomas leave, John looked down at the basket in his hand and let out a sigh, firmly tamping down the surging feelings in his heart. He’d been incredibly surprised to hear that Katrine was in the valley, but given the general trajectory of this world, he realized he probably should have guessed it would happen at some point. When he’d first come to the valley it had been with the intent of leaving everything about his old life behind, but that ship had clearly sailed, and it was time to reorient.

      Following Ellie out of the cheese cellar, he put the basket into the cart and went into the house to put the bracer down. Ellie had disappeared into her room so John went back outside, making a loop around the farm to check over everything. After checking on the wheat, he stopped by Ferdie’s pasture and fed the bull a chunk of crystalized mana. The giant bull’s steady diet of mana crystals was paying off—Ferdie seemed to grow larger every time John saw him.

      After checking in with Ben and Even to make sure everything was okay, John met Ellie at the cart, stopping in surprise when he saw her. Ellie had changed out of her normal, everyday dress into a brand-new green dress with a matching bonnet and a pure-white apron. Her hair had been tucked up under her bonnet with only a few curls falling out to frame her face. John had never seen Ellie dressed up before, and the sight stopped him in his tracks. Seeing John staring at her in shock, Ellie blushed slightly and lifted her chin.

      “Wow, you look lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Ellie said, a smile lighting up her face. “Lovely enough to meet an empress?”

      “Absolutely,” John nodded, helping her up into the cart. “Give me a second.”

      Running into the house, John quickly changed into a clean set of clothing. All of his clothing was similar-looking, but he dug out a vest to add to his white shirt and black pants. After running a wet comb through his hair and quickly shaving, he rejoined Ellie outside, looking much more presentable. Jumping up into the cart, he waved to Thomas and clicked the reins, heading for Fairford. As they pumped down the road, John realized Ellie was nervous from the way she constantly fussed with her apron.

      “You don’t need to be nervous, you know.”

      “I’ve never met an empress before.”

      “Sure, but she isn’t the empress anymore if she’s hiding in the valley.”

      “That doesn’t mean she wasn’t one before. And she’s still a powerful Mage.”

      “Oh, I guess that’s true. I forget about that sometimes.”

      Plodding along silently for a few minutes, John was lost in his memories. He had known Katrine since the day he’d arrived in this world, and they had shared both danger and defeat more than once. Though their paths had been different, they had always shared a tight bond. Realizing that Ellie was looking at him with expectant eyes, John let out a light laugh.

      “How did you come to meet her?”

      “I’ve actually known her for a long time. She comes from the same place I do. When we first arrived here we were naturally connected since everything was so different. She ended up studying with another master, the legendary Mage of Allera, Storm Master Kelvis.”

      “Wait, isn’t that who built Shadow Tower?” Ellie asked, her eyes going wide.

      “Yup, that’s him,” John nodded. “She learned magic the proper way. Or, at least, as proper as is possible during a war. After the Storm Master died, we had a few rough years when both Lepiera and Allera were working together, so we spent a bunch of time together before she got married to the crown prince of Allera. Some things happened and he became emperor, she became empress, and I kept bumming around the battlefield. We didn’t have a lot of interaction after that, but we would send letters occasionally to keep each other up to date on what was going on.”

      As they approached the village, John fell silent, his eyes narrowing slightly. Next to him, Ellie let out a small gasp, her eyes widening.

      “My spirits are saying they can’t get close to the village.”

      “Katrine has grown stronger,” John said, nodding. “She’s a legendary mage. This is a spell called Wind Barrier. It forms a wall of air that alerts her to everything that enters and exits it. She’s clearly being cautious.”

      “Will it be dangerous for us to go in?”

      “No, not particularly. Come on, let’s go see her.”

      Urging the horse down the street, John parked the cart in front of the inn and got down to tie the reins to the hitching post. Walking around the cart, he helped Ellie down and waited while she shook out her dress. Allowing her to lead the way, he followed her into the inn, giving the street a sweeping look as he went. The inside of the inn was a bit dimmer than the sunny street, but John instantly saw Ester carrying food to one of the tables.

      “Welcome to Whispering Wind Inn! How can we serve you today?”

      Hearing a familiar voice, John looked at the bar and saw a striking woman staring at him, her blue dress making her icy blue eyes seem abnormally bright. Sensing that Ellie had stopped, John took a step forward, intercepting the fluctuating aura spilling from Katrine and sheltering Ellie as they walked toward the bar.

      “Hello, Katrine.”

      “Hello, John.”
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          CHAPTER 11

        

      

    

    
      Standing across the bar from the empress of Allera, one of the most powerful people in the world who was pretending to be a humble innkeeper, John found himself unable to keep the smile from his face.

      “An innkeeper? Really?”

      “You have no room to talk, Mr. Farmer,” Katrine said, lifting her shapely eyebrows. “Imagine my surprise when I heard you had come all the way out here to the middle of nowhere. I thought you might be lonely, so I came to visit.”

      “Clearly you’re doing more than visiting.”

      Seeing John gesture to the glass she was polishing, Katrine smiled sweetly and put it down on the bar, picking up another.

      “Well, it’s such a charming village and the neighbors are really nice. Plus, what better way to slow down than a small inn out in the hinterlands? I have Ester—who is a total dear, by the way—to help me, and Benoit is a surprisingly adept cook. It’s a welcome break from my normally hectic life.”

      “Hmm.”

      Laughing at John’s skeptical expression, Katrine put the glass down and flipped her towel onto her shoulder, leaning forward on the bar.

      “What’s the matter, John? Worried I’ll disrupt your peace? Or maybe you’re afraid I’ll get in the way of this budding romance I’ve been hearing about?”

      With a wry smile, John shrugged.

      “Actually, that’s exactly what I’m worried about. The first, not the second, of course. Things rarely seem peaceful with you around. You practically breed chaos. Oh, excuse me, I haven’t introduced you two. Ellie, this is Katrine, an old friend. Katrine, this is Ellie. My partner at the farm and in just about everything else.”

      Ellie, who had been looking at Katrine curiously, suddenly found herself subjected to intense scrutiny as the innkeeper turned to stare at her. Katrine’s face was emotionless and her blue eyes carried an intensity that stemmed from her legendary rank, and for a moment Ellie felt as if she was being crushed. Not yet a titled class holder, there were a full two ranks between Ellie and Katrine, but despite the clear difference in their power, Ellie clenched her teeth and did her best to bear up under the pressure. A second later, Ellie felt a gentle touch on her hand and all the pressure melted away as John’s familiar aura surrounded her.

      Sensing John’s interference, Katrine’s expression changed and she walked around the end of the bar, sporting her sweet smile again. Though the smile didn’t extend to her eyes, Ellie didn’t sense any ill intent from Katrine as the innkeeper came over and held her arms out for a hug. Unsure what was happening, Ellie remained frozen as Katrine wrapped her arms around Ellie’s shoulders and gave her a light peck on the cheek. Holding her at arm’s length, Katrine looked Ellie up and down again and giggled at the clear confusion on her face.

      “Oh, haha, excuse me. That’s a greeting reserved for friends where I come from. I hope I didn’t take you by surprise, but I have a feeling we’re going to be the best of friends. You are the first and only woman my older brother has ever shown interest in, after all, which means you’re absolutely worth being friends with.”

      “Older brother?”

      “Did John not tell you?” Katrine asked, looking over at John. “We come from the same homeland, so when we arrived here he took me under his wing and treated me like his little sister. We’re not related by blood, but we might as well be. Which means that before too long, you and I will be related as well, right? Can I call you sister-in-law?”

      Seeing Ellie’s confusion, John smiled and explained.

      “In our hometown, your brother’s wife is your sister-in-law.”

      Her eyes going wide, Ellie blushed furiously and shook her head, trying to pull her arm out of Katrine’s grip.

      “No, no, we’re not married.”

      “Yet,” Katrine laughed. “But believe me, if John has his eyes set on it, not even the end of the world will stop him. So, when should I expect the happy occasion?”

      “Katrine, stop messing around. You’re embarrassing Ellie.”

      Laughing again, Katrine dropped Ellie’s arm and took a few steps toward John, only stopping when she was about to bump into him. Looking up at him with a mischievous expression, she started to stretch out her arms like she was going to hug him only to be stopped by his calm look.

      “I told you to stop messing around.”

      Ever since she’d become a class holder, Ellie had found herself much more sensitive to her environment, and as she heard John’s words she had to actively repress the desire to back away. The tone of voice that he was using was the exact same tone of voice she’d heard him use the first time she’d met him on the farm. It was completely calm and bordering on emotionless but still managed to make it impossible to ignore. Despite being a legendary class holder, Katrine froze in place, her arms awkwardly raised. Keeping her eyes fixed on his, Katrine slowly lowered her arms to her side and took a clear step back, her expression unreadable.

      “You’re still no fun,” Katrine said, turning her perfect lips down in a frown. “No fun at all.”

      “And you still like to play too much. Remember what I said about breeding chaos? I’m retired and I have no patience for that anymore.”

      “Have you ever had patience for it?” Katrine asked, turning and walking back around the bar.

      “No, I guess I haven’t,” John said, shrugging. “Parade Rainer Sutton, wasn’t that what you called me?”

      Rolling her eyes, Katrine picked up a glass and pulled her towel down from her shoulder.

      “Because it was true. And apparently still is. It’s good to see you, I guess. Are you going to sit down or just stand there like an awkward tree?”

      A slight smile appeared on John’s face as he watched Katrine point at the bar stools, and with a gesture for Ellie to follow, he sat down. Flipping the cup she was polishing over, she dropped it in front of Ellie and then got another out for John.

      “What will you be having, Mr. and Mrs. Sutton?”

      This time, having realized what Katrine was doing, Ellie only blushed lightly, and John ignored the provocation entirely.

      “I’ll have a cider,” Ellie said, earning herself a nod from Katrine.

      “Ale.”

      “You got it. One ale and one cider, coming up.”

      As Katrine bustled around behind the bar, getting their drinks, Ester came over to take their food orders, and soon they had a mouthwatering dinner in front of them. At one point Ellie had seen an older, portly-looking man stick his head out of the kitchen and wave to John, who had explained that he was, or at least had been, Duke Benoit, one of the most powerful men in the nation of Allera. Confused as she was that a duke would be cooking her dinner, Ellie soon accepted it and moved on. After all, she was currently sitting next to the Eternal Flame and being served drinks by the most powerful empress in the world.

      After they had eaten, John pushed his plate back and took a casual glance around the room, noticing that it was largely empty. Seeing his action, Katrine snapped her fingers and an invisible wall of mana sprang up around them, sealing them off from the rest of the room. Putting down her dish towel and the glass she was cleaning, she leaned forward on the bar, her smile vanishing. By this point, Ellie was starting to get used to Katrine’s incredibly abrupt expression changes, but it was still rather jarring how quickly the empress could swap out both her expression and body language.

      “Finally ready to ask the big questions?”

      Nodding, John drained the last of his ale and put the glass down.

      “I am. The food was delicious. My compliments to the chef.”

      “Benoit will be flattered that his meager offering pleased your palate. It’s not every day he gets to cook for the Eternal Flame.”

      “I thought I asked you to be serious,” John said, giving Katrine a tired look.

      Cracking half a smile, Katerine gave a small laugh as she shrugged.

      “You can’t get rid of your stuffiness, and I can’t help the way I talk.”

      “Fair,” John replied, tapping on the bar. “What are you doing here?”

      “Honestly? I came to look for backup because some snakes have set up shop in Allera and I’m not powerful enough to deal with them. You might call it pest control. But now that I’m here, I’m not so sure I want to do that anymore.”

      “No?”

      “John, you know me better than anyone in this ugly world. Tell me, am I the sort of person who would care about Allera?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. I only took the position of empress because Uthor asked me to. Begged me to. I gave it my best shot, but look where that got me. Betrayed by the nobles who had sworn to support me. I should have taken a page from your book and just wiped out the lot of them.”

      “I didn’t wipe out the nobles of Lepiera,” John said, shaking his head.

      “Really? Is your memory going bad? I’m pretty sure you killed at least a dozen nobles when you took power.”

      “They were executed for war crimes.”

      “Hah, war crimes, treason, what does it matter?” Katrine sneered, grabbing John’s glass and filling it up again. “The point is, I left the snakes alive and they bred, turning Allera into a den of vipers. All except Benoit, of course. Like I said, when I first came, it was because I wanted you to come back with me to obliterate all of them.”

      “And now? What changed?”

      Pausing, Katrine looked through the windows at the front of the inn and out into the street outside. The sun was starting to set and the shadows were beginning to stretch, creating a sharp contrast between the warm evening light and the black shadow. Letting out a small sigh, she shook her head and shrugged.

      “I’m not quite sure. This place is just so… so,” unsure of what to say, Katrine tried to find the right word.

      “Peaceful?”

      “I was going to say serene. Yeah, it’s lacking the trouble of the outside world, and if I were you, I wouldn’t leave for anything.”

      “Which is why you bought the inn?”

      Nodding, Katrine pointed at Ester who was walking into the kitchen.

      “Mmhm. I was talking to Ester, who was saying it was too big for her to manage on her own, so I offered to take it off her hands if she would stay and work here. It was a total whim, but now here I am.”

      “And Allera?”

      Giving John a shifty look, Katrine picked up her towel and a glass, causing John’s eyes to narrow.

      “Katrine? What did you do?”

      “Huh? What are you talking about? Why do you assume that I’ve done anything at all? How come you always assume I’m planning something nefarious? That’s wounding, John. Why would you just assume that?”

      The more Katrine protested, the grimmer John’s expression got until his expression looked practically murderous. Trailing off in the face of John’s imminent rage, Katrine turned her face away and busied herself with the bottles behind the bar.

      “Katrine?”

      When Katrine didn’t respond, John’s eye twitched and the ale in his cup completely evaporated. Alarmed, Ellie was about to reach out and touch John’s arm when John spoke again, his voice quiet and deadly.

      “If I find out on my own, it’s going to be a thousand times worse, Katrine. What did you do?”

      Hunching her shoulders as if she’d just been struck, Katrine slowly turned around, looking for all the world like a little girl about to be scolded by her dad. With a deep breath, she gathered herself and pointed to the door.

      “I might, and I mean might, have told the Priestess of the Ecclesia that the Eternal Flame wanted the Ecclesia to save the people of Allera from the corruption of the nobles.”

      “That will start another war,” John said, frustration clear in his voice.

      Swallowing, a flame of anger lit up Katrine’s eyes and she straightened up, meeting John’s gaze directly.

      “A war has already started, John. None of the food shipments you sent made it through. The people have been starving and the nobles have been slowly seizing military power. I assumed it was only in Allera, but as I traveled here it became clear that the sickness that plagues Allera infects Lepiera too. If something isn’t done soon, both countries are doomed.”

      Dropping his gaze, John stared morosely at the bartop.

      They might be anyway, if I can’t get these Doom Points under control. But another war? Is it really necessary?

      Beside him, Ellie turned her hand over, placing a silver ring in front of him. Pushing it toward Katrine, Ellie gestured for her to take it.

      “Does this symbol look familiar to you, Your Majesty?”

      “Please, call me Katrine. I’m not a majesty anymore, and I don’t intend to ever be again,” Katrine said, waving her hand as she picked up the ring.

      Looking up, John saw her expression harden.

      “Yes. This is the symbol of that plague I was talking about. Infinitum. A plague, that if not dealt with, will enslave this world.”

      “Only if I don’t destroy it first,” John muttered, so quietly that not even Katrine could hear him.

      “Pardon?”

      “Nothing,” John said, shaking his head. “So, your plan was to encourage the Ecclesia to go to war with Allera? How will that help defeat Infinitum?”

      “Not with Allera. With the nobility,” Katrine said, leaning forward excitedly. “Infinitum is obsessed with immortality and that means a lot of experiments. They use a network of nobles to fund their experiments, and the reason they came after me is that I was in the process of nationalizing all the noble’s wealth. I made the mistake of going after their pocket book and they weren’t happy about it. But even though they are in Lepiera as well, their reach is hampered by the Ecclesia since the nobles have next to no power here. What I want to do is get the Ecclesia to start a war with the nobles by having them steal away the citizens who are trapped in the noble’s lands.”

      Frowning, John stared at Katrine for a moment before gesturing for her to continue.

      “Explain what you mean.”

      “Right, so do you know where the wealth of Allera comes from? It comes from the mines and farms of the nobility. Guess who works in those mines and farms? Regular people. But the conditions are terrible. Really terrible. So, I figure we could entice all those people away with the promise of better work, better living conditions, and so on. Completely undercut the nobles since they’ll have no one to work in their lands anymore.”

      “What if the nobles don’t let them go?” Ellie asked, looking between John and Katrine.

      “That’s where the Ecclesia comes in,” Katrine said with a grin. “A few thousand Holy Knights and a Ranger Corps should do the trick.”
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      “That’s a dangerous path to walk,” John said, staring at Katrine.

      The smile on Katrine’s face faded and she nodded her head. Grabbing a glass, she pulled out a bottle of wine from under the counter and popped it open, pouring herself a generous portion. Leaving the open wine bottle on the bar, she picked up the glass and clinked it against John’s before taking a long drink. Wiping her lips with the back of her hand, she met John’s gaze squarely.

      “It is incredibly dangerous, but it’s necessary. Infinitum has a grip on Allera that can only be broken by the complete destruction of the noble class.”

      “But you’re not just talking about the destruction of the noble class,” John said. “You’re talking about the destruction of the nation. They’re undoubtedly already in turmoil since you left, but this would be the nail in the coffin.”

      “So? Does it matter if Allera is destroyed? Do you know what the watch word was when the nation was formed? For the least. Do you know what it is now? For glory. Believe me when I say that the glory they talk about is not the glory of the least. No, it’s the glory of the few who have realized that by controlling people they can build their wealth. As far as I’m concerned, it should all be burned to the ground. If I was strong enough I would have done it too, but Infinitum has at least three legendary Mages in their ranks. And if the reports are right, a sage.”

      Letting out a low whistle, John’s eyebrows rose as Katrine flicked her finger, causing a bubble of wine to float out of her glass and drop onto the bartop. Using her finger, she guided the wine as she traced three symbols onto the bartop.

      “Infinitum is divided into at least three main factions, each one led by a legendary class holder. The dagger represents the Master of the Blade, a legendary Rogue who runs their intelligence and assassination arm. Then we have the serpent, led by the Master of the Coil, a legendary Alchemist who specializes in drugs and poison. Finally, the Master of the Skull leads the Disciples of Bone who wear the skull brand.”

      Drawing a line up from the three symbols to a single point, Katrine’s finger traced out a sideways figure eight, forming the now-familiar sign of Infinitum.

      “And above all of them, there is the one called the Master of All, Kythov the Eyeless. He trains their Mages and transforms their warriors into unstoppable undead monsters. In one hand he holds unimaginable riches, and in the other, immortality. Or so the rumors say.”

      Staring down at the symbol, John’s brow furrowed.

      “I knew it was a mistake not to kill him.”

      “Nothing you could do about that, John,” Katrine said, picking up her glass. “There was no way to know that destroying his body and striking him with a mortal wound would actually allow him to grow to the sage level. Besides, we have a sage of our own, and one whose magic directly counters necromancy. The bigger issue is going to be the three legendaries. Unless, of course, we can pull in the Ecclesia. Isn’t your old teacher still around? Sir Little? Maybe we can call him over. And if my spies were doing their jobs right, the old man in charge of the Holy Knights should have become a legendary class holder by now. A Holy Knight, Sir Little, and I should be enough to deal with the Dagger, Serpent, and Skull. If you can handle Kythov, we should be able to win.”

      Grimacing, John wiped his hand across the bar, erasing the images Katrine had drawn.

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. The fallout from a battle of that scale would be enough to end the world. Before that, let’s see about convincing the Ecclesia to start combating Infinitum’s influence. Hopefully we can make some progress that way.”

      A sly smile flashed across Katrine’s face, but it was gone so fast that John wondered if he had only imagined it. Nodding, she drained her glass and nodded toward the door.

      “Alright, let’s go. I set up a meeting with our friendly local Ecclesia representative.”

      “You were that sure I would agree?”

      “Haha, I haven’t been empress for nothing, you know. While you’ve been playing at being a farmer, I’ve been learning the sacred art of getting my way,” Katrine said, her voice full of forced lightness. “Come on, you can yell at me later.”

      Seeing John get up, Ellie tugged on his sleeve.

      “I have a few things to buy at the store. Why don’t I meet you at the cart when you’re done.”

      “You’re welcome to come.”

      “I know, but I can’t follow half of your conversations anyway, so it’s not like I would have anything to contribute. Better to use the time to get my shopping done since we need to head back to the… farm.”

      Realizing a few hours had passed since the last time they had meditated, John nodded.

      “That’s right. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

      Walking out onto the inn’s porch with Ellie, John watched as she lifted her skirt and headed for the general store. Hearing a snort at his side, he turned and saw Katrine looking at him, amusement clear in her eyes.

      “We’re facing a potentially world-ending threat and you’re lost in a farmyard romance. How quaint.”

      “It’s nice,” John agreed. “Though, I admit, the timing isn’t the greatest. Or maybe it is. After all, if the world ends, there won’t be any romance left.”

      “True, but maybe focus up here.”

      As they made their way down the street toward the Ecclesia office, John glanced at Katrine who walked beside him, her back perfectly straight. Though she was shorter than him by a few inches, the way she held herself instantly set her apart. She had only been the empress of Allera for six years, but the bearing of royalty had been baked into her bones, and her every motion was full of regal grace. Remembering the anxious, timid young woman who had first appeared in the summoning circle with him, John found himself marveling at just how much she’d grown.

      Though, I guess she isn’t the only one who’s changed drastically. This world hasn’t been easy on us.

      “Do you have a current quest?” John asked quietly, his eyes scanning the street.

      “Yes. I have two, actually. [Prevent the Apocalypse], which I showed you last time. Unfortunately, I still haven’t figured out what Doom Points are, so I have no idea if anything I’m doing is working or not. But the other one is related to Infinitum. It appeared when they showed up in my throne room to try and kill me. Here, take a look.”

      
        
        [Evil Society: A nefarious secret society calling itself Infinitum has infiltrated the nobility of the nations of the world. With the aid of mind-controlling magic and drugs, ill-gotten wealth, and the promise of immortality, they have sunk their claws into the noble class, using the common people of Allera and Lepiera to conduct their disgusting experiments. If not stopped, their influence will continue to grow until the entire world is in their evil grasp. Find a way to destabilize their power and destroy their leaders.]

      

      

      Reading the blue window twice to make sure he didn’t miss anything, John nodded and dismissed the window with a flick.

      “That explains why you ran out here and what you’re trying to do with the Ecclesia.”

      “How about you?”

      “Still have [Prevent the Apocalypse],” John said, shrugging, “and a quest for growing wheat.”

      “Wheat?”

      Nodding, John opened up his quests and tapped on [Grow Wheat]. When the quest window opened he focused his attention on Katrine, willing the quest to appear for her to read. Seeing her eyes grow unfocused as she read over the window that popped up in front of her, John closed his status with a wave.

      “You always get the strangest quests. Though I guess it’s not wrong. Food is a massive problem. Have you made any progress?”

      When she saw John’s smile Katrine froze, mid-stride, her jaw dropping open. Grabbing his sleeve, she stopped him from walking on without her.

      “Are you serious? You have a stable food source?”

      “Not yet, but close. I figure a couple more generations and we should have wheat that can process mana. We can start testing it in the mana-irradiated zones. In theory, it should be able to not only grow rapidly in those zones, but it should be able to clear the concentrated mana as well, turning them back into normal areas.”

      “You’re joking,” Katrine said, still staring at John in shock.

      “Do I ever joke?” John asked, his eyebrows jumping in surprise.

      “No, that’s true. You are the most un-fun person in the entire world. Wow, I can’t believe you actually succeeded. I’ve been trying to breed plants that could process mana ever since my master died, and Uthor even put the entire weight of Allera behind my research. You know what I managed to do? Create a bunch of abominations that killed anyone that got close. How on earth did you do it?”

      “We can talk about it later,” John said, shaking his head and pointing at the Ecclesia office. “I think we’re late for our appointment.”

      Frowning, Katrine looked over and saw a haughty young Holy Knight walking toward them. A flash of irritation shot through her eyes and John felt the mana in the area swell, but a moment later it was gone and Katrine just clicked her tongue in annoyance.

      “Madam, the Priestess is waiting for you and Mr. Sutton.”

      “Oh, is she? So sorry for making her wait,” Katrine said, giving the young man her sweetest smile.

      A stunned look appeared in the Holy Knight’s eyes and with a cough he stepped out of the way, gesturing for Katrine to proceed toward the office, bowing with a flourish. John, on the other hand, got no more than a brief nod and a cold glance. With a small laugh that she hid behind her hand, Katrine led the way toward the office, where they were met by the older Holy Knight. Stepping through the door, John and Katrine saw the Priestess standing respectfully behind a large wooden chair.

      Sprawled out in the chair was an absolutely massive man with gray hair and a large handlebar mustache. Despite the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes, there was nothing elderly or infirm about the old man. His sharp gaze burst with vitality, and the thick hands that rested on his thighs gave off the sense that they were capable of rending steel apart. A massive two-handed sword leaned against the back of the chair, and the gleaming armor that covered his body completed the picture of a powerful warrior. Stepping into the room behind John, the young Holy Knight stretched his hand out toward the seated man and spoke in an imperious voice.

      “High Marshal Helbright, Master of the Holy Knights and Sword of the Eternal Flame! Pay your respects.”

      When neither Katrine or John reacted at all, a scowl crossed the young Holy Knight’s face, and he was about to speak again when the old man sat up and waved his hand.

      “Thank you, Hugo. You may withdraw.”

      Helbright’s voice was filled with power and his words were unquestionable, as only the commands of one who was used to commanding troops could be. It also carried a faint sense of suppression that caused the young Holy Knight to freeze. Swallowing the words he’d been about to utter, he clicked his boots together and snapped a salute before turning to leave the room. The older of the two Knights was about to follow when Helbright shook his head.

      “Marcos, you should stay. What we will speak of will concern you.”

      Standing up once Hugo had closed the door, Helbright started to lower himself to the floor when a hand appeared on his chest, stopping him in place.

      “I believe I told you that the next time you knelt, you would lose that knee,” John said quietly, no emotion on his face. “Katrine, remind me, do I keep my word?”

      “Annoyingly, yes. You do.”

      Despite the clear threat, Helbright’s face lit up as he smiled down at John. The powerful old man was almost seven feet tall and had to look almost straight down at John to meet his gaze. Taking a small step back, he slammed his fist into his breastplate with a crash.

      “All hail the Eternal Flame!”

      “Cut it out, I’m serious,” John said, stepping back with an annoyed look.

      “The Eternal Flame burns forever,” Helbright’s voice rumbled. “It is good to see you, Your Eminence. Many of the faithful believe you have ascended, and while I do not wish for your continued suffering in this corrupt world, I find myself relieved to know you still walk among us.”

      “Huh, I thought everyone thought I was dead.”

      “Dead? You are the Eternal Flame, Your Eminence. You may ascend, but what in this world can kill you?”

      Sparing a glance at the other two members of the Ecclesia in the room, John saw the utter shock on their faces and groaned. Pointing at them, he glared at Helbright.

      “Deal with them please, otherwise they’re not walking out of this room. I have been maintaining my cover here in this valley and I will not, and I repeat, not, have it broken just because you decided to show up. Wait, why did you show up?”

      Catching the flicker of Helbright’s eyes, John spun around and stared at Katrine, who was looking at the ceiling with entirely too much interest.

      “Katrine.”

      Wincing at the sound of John’s growl, Katrine vanished from where she stood, reappearing behind the high marshal’s armored body. Peeking out from behind Helbright, she waved her hands in surrender.

      “I didn’t know it was a big secret when I asked him to come. I didn’t even know for sure you were here. I only realized it when Thomas came to meet me at the entrance to the valley! I swear, I really had no idea you were hiding here! Okay, maybe a teensy smidge of an idea, but really, that was it!”

      Glaring at Katrine for a moment longer, John let out a sigh and stomped over to the small couch that had been pushed back to make room for the large chair Helbright had been sitting in. Pulling it closer, John sat down, leaned back, and crossed his arms. Swallowing, Helbright actually looked nervous as he glanced between Katrine and John.

      “Your Emin…”

      “Call me John, or so help me I’ll stick that giant sword so far down your throat it will take the entire Holy Knight Corps a month to find it.”

      Biting her lip to keep from laughing, Katrine patted Helbright’s side and walked over to the couch, gesturing for John to move over. Though clearly annoyed, John shifted to the side grudgingly and she sat down next to him. Seeing that Helbright had not yet reacted, she gestured toward the other two people in the room.

      “My dear High Marshal, you may have all day, but we do not. I have a business to run and John here has plants to grow, or something. Let’s get to the reason we’re all here.”
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          CHAPTER 13

        

      

    

    
      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Helbright rumbled.

      Turning to look at Marcos and Eva, he gestured toward Katrine and John on the couch.

      “It is my honor to introduce the two of you to the Eternal Flame, his Eminence, John Sutton.”

      “But don’t go spreading it around,” John cut in, his eyes narrowed as he glared at the Priestess and the Holy Knight. “And certainly no bowing.”

      Ignoring the interruption with a cough, Helbright continued with his introduction.

      “Ahem, and Katrine, the empress of Allera.”

      “Former. Former empress. I’ve given up the throne.”

      Too shocked to speak, Eva’s mouth dropped open as she stared at John, her trembling finger lifting as if she was going to point at him. Marcos, the Holy Knight, seemed better able to keep his wits about him and quickly stopped her. Clearly wanting to drop to his knees, he restrained himself with some effort and settled for copying the warrior’s salute that High Marshal Helbright had executed.

      “All hail the Eternal Flame!”

      Coming to her senses, Eva quickly echoed Marcos’ words, adding her sweet voice to his gruff one. Letting out a small sigh, John stood up and returned the salute, causing both the Priestess and Holy Knight to stiffen as he spoke softly.

      “May your flame burn forever.”

      Along with his words, an ethereal, bluish flame sprang up around Eva and Marcos, causing their eyes to light up with tremendous excitement. High Marshal Helbright, on the other hand, looked enviously on as the faint flames sank into the Priestess and Holy Knight beside her. Shooting a glance at John, he cleared his throat loudly.

      “Hmph. How come they get a blessing when they greet you, but I just get threatened? That hardly seems fair, does it?”

      Rolling his eyes, John waved his hand, gesturing for Eva and Marcos to retreat as he took his seat next to Katrine once again.

      “You know as well as anyone that the blessing can only be given once, and you got yours a long time ago.”

      “Just because no one has gotten it twice, doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”

      Watching the ethereal flames that were sinking into Eva’s body, Katrine’s eyes narrowed slightly and she turned to smile sweetly at John, causing him to flinch backward warily.

      “John, dear, what is that?” she asked, leaning closer when he leaned back. “What did you just do to her?”

      Seeing John’s shrug, Katrine’s eyebrows rose and she was about to speak again when the high marshal answered in John’s place.

      “The Blessing of the Eternal Flame. A confirmation of the faith of those who hold true faith in the Eternal Flame. It strengthens our power by a few degrees, allowing us to grow in both strength and skill. However, it also acts as a binding force, causing us to lose our powers entirely if we betray the tenets of the Ecclesia.”

      Though Katrine clearly wanted to ask other questions, John shook his head.

      “I don’t know how it works, and no, you can’t replicate it. It has something to do with the nature of their classes. I’m just the representative of the faith they hold, so when I say that, it triggers something in their class. Look, I really don’t know how it works. Plus, I’m in a rush here, so let’s get down to business. We’re facing a lot of threats and we need a plan for dealing with them.”

      His face growing serious, Helbright sat up in his seat and leaned forward.

      “Things are worse than you know, sir. We’ve had a tremendous flood of refugees from Allera, and though they’re being held near the border for now, their numbers are growing too large for us to handle without deploying the army.”

      Frowning, John glanced at Katrine, who was looking between him and the high marshal innocently.

      “Refugees? I thought the people of Allera were trapped under the iron boot of the nobles? Why do we suddenly have refugees?”

      Still maintaining her innocent expression, Katrine shrugged.

      “They must be the people from the cities. The citizens I was talking about are probably still working on the farms and in the mines.”

      Nodding, High Marshal Helbright agreed with Katrine.

      “Most of the refugees are from settlements near the border. From what we can tell, someone spread a rumor that the Ecclesia hands out free bread to everyone in Lepiera, so the Allerians have begun abandoning their homes to come and get food.”

      “Have we?”

      Rubbing the back of his neck, Helbright gave a rueful smile at John’s question.

      “Yes. At least, we’ve been doing our best to supplement where we can. We also made the mistake of feeding the first wave of refugees who showed up. I call it a mistake not because we shouldn’t be feeding them, but because after we fed them, their numbers more than quadrupled in a single night. Things are getting out of hand.”

      Shaking her head, Katrine shot a glance at John before looking at High Marshal Helbright.

      “If the number of refugees grew that fast, it’s clear someone is manipulating things in the background. Have you checked for problems with them? Poisons? Disease? Parasites? Could Infinitum be planning on using them to attack us? You know, like sleeper agents?”

      This time, it was the high marshal who paused and looked over at Eva and Marcos, whose expressions were confused.

      “Congratulations, you two, you just got surprise promotions. If any word of what we talk about here leaks, both of you will be charged with high treason. Am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir!” Marcos replied, snapping a sharp salute.

      Though slower to respond than the Holy Knight, Eva also nodded, bowing her head toward the high marshal.

      “I do. I will seal everything I hear behind silent lips.”

      “Good. We’ll talk later about your new positions,” Helbright said, his deep voice rumbling around the room as he turned back to address Katrine’s question. “As for the refugees, we’ve been doing spot checks, but we haven’t found much beyond the typical problems starving farmers have. Though, given the intelligence regarding Infinitum you’ve brought, we’re clearly going to have to check again.”

      “Make sure you do a search of their camp as well,” John added. “We’ve already run into drugged bandits who transformed into shambling undead once they were killed, and given that we’re dealing with a legendary Alchemist and his disciples, it’s likely we’ll see the tactic reused.”

      “Do you mean they’re hiding drugs and will use them to attack us?”

      “I’m more concerned that someone will spike the food you’re distributing,” John said, shrugging. “If you’re giving out porridge and someone drops something nasty into it, the situation could devolve really quickly, especially if it’s slow acting.”

      “Thank you for your warning,” Helbright said, bowing his head. “We’ll pay careful attention.”

      “Just do the best you can, and be ready to retreat if needed. Katrine, have you already outlined your plan with Helbright?”

      Shifting in her seat when John suddenly turned the conversation to her, Katrine nodded, giving him a sheepish smile.

      “I might have given him the basics of it in my letter.”

      “Good, then we don’t need to cover it here. Helbright, you have permission to do as you see fit. You are the high marshal and the Master of the Holy Knights, I trust you to make good decisions.”

      “Your faith in me shall not be misplaced, Your Eminence!”

      “Right,” John grunted, cutting the high marshal off. “That means we’re done, right? You two can figure out the details of the rest.”

      “Um, actually, there is another thing.”

      Surprisingly, it was Marcos who stepped forward, his expression clearly nervous.

      “Speak up,” Helbright rumbled, waving his hand. “What is it?”

      Swallowing, Marcos glanced at Eva, seeming to gather his courage.

      “The undead, um, the signs of the undead. In the mountains around the valley? They’re starting to move into the valley as well. We would like to put together a strike force to deal with them.”

      Falling silent, Marcos stepped backward, his face glistening with sweat, as if speaking those three sentences had been tremendously difficult. Sharing a look with Katrine, John shrugged.

      “That’s fine. Do what you need to.”

      “Ah, I think I understand where Sir Marcos is going with this request,” High Marshal Helbright said, rubbing his large mustache with a thick finger.

      “Oh? That doesn’t sound good,” John replied.

      “The Holy Knights have already been deployed to the border of Allera, Your Eminence, and none of them are available to be dispatched to the valley.”

      “Of course. Let me guess, you’re going to ask for my help next?”

      “I believe that Sir Marcos is hoping you would be able to assist with a locally sourced strike team,” Helbright continued, as if John had never interrupted.

      “I’d be happy to volunteer,” Katrine said, her eyes glowing with barely concealed excitement. “John, you should come too! It’ll be like old times.”

      Rubbing his forehead, John closed his eyes and quickly considered his options.

      If the undead are starting to make their way into the valley, they have to be dealt with, and two Holy Knights aren’t going to cut it. Even if I send Katrine and Haver, there’s no guarantee they’ll be able to deal with the undead completely, since magical fire is the only permanent way to kill them. It looks like I’m going to have to rearrange my schedule.

      Opening his eyes to everyone in the room staring at him, John nodded heavily.

      “Fine. I can help. But I need at least a week. Plus, you’ll need to send someone to talk to Haver the Wolf King. If we’re going to hunt undead in the mountains, we’ll need his wolves to scout.”

      “Haha, great! This is exciting!”

      Ignoring Katrine’s happy squeal, John stood up and nodded to Helbright.

      “I have to leave, and I expect to be left alone. From what I’ve seen, you and the council are doing well, Helbright. You make a great high marshal. Just watch the creeping influence of petty corruption and you’ll do great.”

      “Thank you, Your Eminence,” Helbright said, happiness clear in his deep voice as he stood up and started to bow.

      “None of that, High Marshal. It’s time for the Ecclesia to take the next step, so feel free to implement any of the plans we made as you find them appropriate. You know where to find me if the need arises, but I expect that it won’t. It was nice to meet you, officially, Eva, Marcos. I’ll see you later, Katrine.”

      With a nod to everyone in the room, John turned and left the room quickly, with a stride that said he wouldn’t be stopping for anything. Behind him, Katrine looked at the high marshal, her forehead furrowed.

      “Next step? What is he talking about?”

      Chuckling, High Marshal Helbright sat down again and gestured for Eva to bring some tea over.

      “Plans for the unification of the fractured nations, of course. Surely you didn’t think we would be content with just Lepiera, did you?”

      “You’ve made plans to take over the other nations?” Katrine asked, her expression incredulous.

      “Of course. The light of the Eternal Flame should be enjoyed by everyone. It is the light of hope, the warmth in the darkness. Why would we ever want to hoard it for ourselves? It was only out of consideration for you that we avoided putting the plan into action. However, now that you’re no longer empress of Allera, our acolytes can begin.”

      Unaware of the conversation that was happening behind him, John was completely absorbed in his own thoughts as he headed for the general store to meet Ellie. As much as he wanted to avoid fighting, he understood that his magic was, by far, the best way to deal with the undead that were starting to creep into the valley. What was more concerning to him was the fact that they were coming into the valley at all. There had been clear signs of the undead moving around the valley that Haver’s wolves had picked up, and according to Haver’s reports, more and more bandits were vanishing, no doubt being absorbed into the undead horde.

      Almost humorously, the destruction of the bandit groups had caused Haver’s forces at Wolf Den to swell in number as smaller bandit groups, completely terrified by the rumors of what was going on, sought safety with the Wolf King. Seeing Ellie directing one of the young men who helped at the general store to load some bags into the cart, John stepped up onto the general store’s porch next to her.

      “How’d your shopping go? Any trouble?”

      Seeing the hard look John was directing at the store, Ellie smiled and grabbed his arm.

      “No, no trouble at all. I got everything I needed and even a few other things. They had a nice bolt of wool I thought I could use to make Ben a coat like Thomas has. I’ve heard him complaining about how his coat was too fancy, and his birthday is coming up.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes, in three weeks.”

      “I’ll have to get him something. What do you think he might like?”

      Thinking for a moment, Ellie pointed toward John’s empty side.

      “What about a blade? I know he’s been working with Thomas on using a short sword. He already has the dagger you gave him, so a short blade might be a good present. Or maybe armor like ours? I saw him trying on my bracers the other day when he thought no one was looking.”

      “Both great ideas,” John said, nodding to the young man who had finished putting the bags in the cart.

      Tossing the young man a silver coin, he helped Ellie up into the cart and then swung himself into the driver’s seat.

      “Anything else you need to do in town before we go?”

      “No,” Ellie shook her head, “I’m ready to head home.”

      Clicking the reins, John directed the horse out of town and they quickly passed beyond the buildings and out onto the open road. As their trotting horse carried them down the road, John found himself glancing over at Ellie. Partly it was in admiration of the way she was dressed, but partly because he was curious about her lack of questions regarding what he and Katrine had talked about at the Ecclesia office. Catching one of his glances, Ellie smiled at him and lifted her eyebrows.

      “Is there something on my face?”

      “No, I was just thinking about how nice you look.”

      Blushing, Ellie looked away but also scooted over a bit closer to him on the cart’s seat.

      “Was your discussion profitable?” she asked after a moment of silence.

      “It was. Though it’s looking like we’ll have to put together a group to hunt the undead nearby,” John said, his voice growing serious. “We’ll probably leave in about a week.”

      “Who will be going?”

      “The Holy Knights, maybe Eva, Haver, Katrine, and me. Maybe Thomas as well, depending.”

      “Well, definitely count me in,” Ellie said, a spark of competitiveness appearing in her eyes as she turned to look at John. “I’m not going to sit around as the undead threaten our home.”
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          CHAPTER 14

        

      

    

    
      Life on the farm continued apace, and John found himself busier than ever. Most of his time was spent in the tower, meditating with Ellie and continuing his study of magic, but when he could he helped out on the farm, monitoring the wheat, that was growing nicely, and working in the forge to create tools for the farm. He had ground down the uneven surfaces on the bracer he and Ellie were repairing and finished drawing the new rune on the smoothed surface. There had been a few false starts, but once Ellie had pointed out that they needed to connect the rune to the mana channels in the bracer’s interior as well as to the channels on the outside, they were finally able to complete it.

      Emboldened by the success of the bracer, John dove head first into his study of enchanting, only sparing enough time to experiment with the Summon Water spell. Primarily, that consisted of casting the spell and then sending his mana back through it to try and explore what lay on the other side. It was tremendously difficult at first, but John persisted, and after a few days he finally managed to sense something.

      At first it was nothing more than a ripple, but once he managed to catch a thread, it was only a matter of time before he was able to get a good enough grip on it to increase his understanding of what he was looking at. As he sent mana into the tiny hole created by Summon Water, he was suddenly struck with a feeling of deja vu. It was as if he was staring through an eyehole in a door in his previous world, seeing through to the other side and getting a fish eye’s view of what lay on the other side.

      His first impression was of darkness, and wet. The tiny pinhole his spell had created was completely surrounded by water, and there was no visible light for him to see what was around him. The second impression he got was of pure mana. Even though the mana was clearly water attributed, the level of purity was unlike anything he had ever felt except inside himself. An instinctive yearning bloomed in his chest, and he had to fight down the urge to rip open the modified spell he had cast and throw himself through.

      With iron discipline, John let out his breath and swiped his hand, ending the spell and breaking the small connection he had with the plane of water. Taking a moment to stabilize himself, John swiped his hand across the spot where the miniature portal had been a moment before and made sure that it was, in fact, sealed. The last thing he wanted was to inadvertently flood the tower with a moment of carelessness. While he had been focusing on his extraplanar connection, the window he had been hoping for had popped up, and as he read it John found himself grinning widely.

      
        
        [New Skill: Astral Insight.]

      

      

      
        
        [Astral Insight: You have gained insight into the laws outside this world. Through your study of these laws, you have begun to peer into the secrets of the endless worlds. As this skill grows, your ability to impact, manipulate, and control the barriers between worlds will grow in both power and scope.]

      

      

      
        
        [Astral Insight: 1]

      

      

      Does this mean I can go back to Earth?

      The idea left John’s mind in a terrible whirl, and it was a long time before he managed to gather his thoughts into even a semblance of order. In the deepest corner of his brain he had always hoped there was a way to reverse the spell that had brought him to this world, but that hope had remained buried until now. For the first time since he’d arrived in this war-torn world, he let himself hope, but a moment later that hope was brutally squashed and shoved back in the dark hole it had been hiding in up until now.

      It doesn’t matter if I can go back to Earth if this world is destroyed first. Get yourself under control, John.

      There was simply too much to do to spend his time chasing flights of fancy, and John wasn’t about to let a vague dream derail what he was working on right now. Shaking his head, he brought up his status, a pleased smile crossing his face.

      
        
        Name: John Sutton

        Age: 28

        Class: Mage

        Spells: 9

        Active Quests: [Grow Wheat]

        Skill List: [Mana Breath: 00], [Arcane Tongue: 00], [Mana Control: 00], [Mana Reinforcement: 00], [Mental Model: 51], [Astral Insight: 1]

        Skill Points: 0

        Spell List: [Fireball (Novice)], [Flame Arrow (Apprentice)], [Twisting Flames (Mage)], [Dragon’s Breath (Mage)], [Summon Water (Novice)], [Water Arrow (Apprentice)], [Downpour (Acolyte)], [Raging Waters (Mage)], [Kelvis’ Greater Scrying (Mage)]

        Quest List: [Prevent the Apocalypse], [Grow Wheat]

        Doom Points: 95/100

      

      

      Apart from his new skill, John was happy to see how quickly his Mental Model skill had grown. As he had grown more comfortable with it, he realized Mental Model had two major components. The first was his processing ability, or his intellect. If the game system that guided him had stats, this would have been his intelligence stat. Thanks to the mana that coursed through his brain, John had a nearly limitless amount of processing capability, but using it was another matter entirely.

      The other piece of Mental Model, and the one limiting his growth, was the volume of his knowledge. As he learned more about magic from Rebya’s archives, his Mental Model skill grew faster. It was as if Mental Model was developing a library of its own, and as it filled out he was better able to model the world, leading to an explosive growth in his skill. He had just crossed the legendary threshold a day ago, and once he did the skill had transformed, filling his mind with an incredible amount of ideas. There were so many ideas that John had been unsure what to do with them, but as soon as that thought had finished, a structured list of options appeared in his mind.

      
        
        [Mental Model: Learn to simulate magical experiments in your mind rapidly, using known information to extrapolate unknown information. Consumes mana to use. You have reached the legendary level of this skill, allowing you to process multiple models simultaneously.]

      

      

      The increase in Mental Model’s efficiency had also brought with it a few other happy surprises, and as his skill level rose, he had also sensed his level of comfort with water spells rising to match it. Taking out the box he had recovered from Catherine over a year ago, John flipped open the lid and looked at the two remaining spell scrolls.

      
        
        [New Spell: Greater Storm detected.]

      

      

      
        
        [New Spell: Apocalyptic Flood detected.]

      

      

      
        
        [Please select a spell to learn.]

      

      

      Sensing no rejection from either of the spell scrolls, John reached out to touch the first one, accepting the prompt that popped up.

      
        
        [Would you like to learn Greater Storm?]

      

      

      With a flash, the mana in the spell scroll ignited and John felt a rush of mana pour into his brain. Immediately, Mental Model cataloged the spell, but John could also feel a new thread springing up as his skill began to deconstruct the spell into component pieces, storing each of them separately and expanding his knowledge of water magic. Repeating the process with Apocalyptic Flood, John took a moment to let both spells settle in his mind before he opened his eyes and looked at the spells that had appeared on his spell list.

      
        
        [Greater Storm (Master)]

      

      

      
        
        [Apocalyptic Flood (Forbidden)]

      

      

      Setting Mental Model working on creating fire-based versions of the two spells, John let out a happy sigh. For the first time in a long while, he finally felt as if he had a way to fight without bringing the world a step closer to destruction. Through his conversations and experiments with Rebya, he had discovered that there was a difference between using the mana of the world for his spells and using his own mana. While his own mana was clearly superior, any spell he powered with his mana released that mana back into the universal mana pool, raising the ambient purity of the mana in the pool, and thus the world.

      On the other hand, casting magic spells that didn’t use any of his mana was safe, since the only mana that returned to the universal mana pool was mana that had already been part of it. The clear tradeoff were spells that were no more powerful than the spells of any other Mage. Admittedly, John’s control was better than the average Mage by far, but the power of the spells was fixed. While casting spells without using his own mana would allow him access to magic, it put him on the level of an average legendary Mage. Resisting the urge to test out his new spells, John saw that Ellie had finished up her latest experiment and come over to begin their meditation session.

      Sitting together, John felt his body relaxing as they began passing mana back and forth. The method that Rebya had come up with was ingenious, and John found that his meditation sessions with Ellie were quickly becoming his favorite part of his day. Time passed quickly, and once they were done they both headed back to the farm, Ellie to prepare lunch and John to check the wheat. Stepping out of the portal into the cheese cellar, John saw an elderly woman staring at him with wide eyes.

      Ellie had found a widow and her daughter from the village to help with the cheese production, and it was clear the old woman was not yet used to the sight of Ellie and John appearing out of thin air. However, in what John found an equally irritating and amusing turn of events, Mrs. Clark was a devout believer in both the Eternal Flame and the almighty gold coin. She had barely recovered from her surprise of seeing the magical lights in the cheese cellar when she had assured Ellie that so long as she was paid on time, not even a whisper of what she saw would pass her lips.

      She kept true to her word, and apart from muttering a prayer to the Eternal Flame whenever she saw something magical, she just put her head down and worked. Her daughter, a powerfully built young woman who looked fit to wrestle a bull, was much too infatuated with Even to bother paying attention to what else was going on around the farm, and when Mrs. Clark assured them that Berta would keep quiet as well, John cast the young woman to the back of his mind. With the extra help on the farm, things were running smoothly, allowing John and Ellie to focus on their studies of magic.

      The wheat was growing well, and John used his Mana Control to pull the ambient mana together over the field. A fence had been erected around the field to keep animals out, for fear that the mana concentration would harm them, and the wheat appeared to be thriving in it. Touching one of the blades of wheat that had poked up above the soil, John examined the mana in it, using his newly refined Mana Control to try and sense the changes taking place. Rebya had said this batch of wheat should produce seeds that would be able to process mana to aid in their growth, which had John quite excited.

      I need to improve my reaper and add a threshing machine. Though maybe I should make them as two distinct machines. I wonder how quickly I could get these into mass production. Actually, I should send them with the Ecclesia to the forges. Those engineering madmen would probably take one look at my design and improve it by a hundred times. Which reminds me, I need to build something lighter. We need something that regular oxen and people can use.

      According to Rebya’s estimation, the newly adjusted wheat would be able to grow almost three times faster than normal wheat, which had a three-month growth period. The Growth Acceleration Flowers had taken normal wheat down to a short five-week growth cycle, and the new wheat they were cultivating would grow in four weeks. Though the Growth Acceleration Flowers wouldn’t work with the new seeds, there wouldn’t be a need for them anymore. Even more importantly, the wheat they were growing would be able to grow in both mana-irradiated environments and normal environments, allowing humanity to reclaim many of the areas destroyed by forbidden level spells.

      Hearing the distant sound of carts and horses coming up the road, John stood up and walked back to the house. From the porch he could see a large caravan making its way toward the farm from Fairford village. Recognizing the carts as Gofreid’s, John was gratified to see three dozen fierce-looking horsemen riding alongside the carts. Many of them were talking and laughing as they looked around in wonder at the valley’s scenery. Few of the Moritoi had ever left their home on the plains, and the trip through the mountains and into the valley must have felt like stepping into a new world.

      A single cart escorted by five Moritoi horsemen pulled away from the rest of the caravan and turned up the lane to the farm, stopping in the farmyard. Seeing Gofreid jump down from the cart, John gave him a small nod as he stepped off the porch to greet the grinning Moritoi warrior on a powerfully built brown horse.

      “Welcome, brothers of the great road, to my home. It is not a tent, but I have a feast for you if you would sit at my table.”

      Jumping down from his horse, Onggur let out a loud laugh and clasped wrists with John. Gesturing to the four other warriors who swung down from their mounts, he introduced them quickly.

      “Yekeouru, Nakhu, Megujin, and Dogar. The wings and claws of my tribe. This is John, blood-bonded brother of I, Onggur, and the other Khans of the Five Tribe Alliance.”

      After greeting each of the four warriors, John gestured toward his door where Ellie had appeared.

      “You are all welcome. Come, rest yourselves and eat.”

      With respectful salutes to Ellie, the five Moritoi warriors, trailed by John and Gofreid, entered the house. Seeing Ellie serving the food, the horse bandits looked incredibly uncomfortable, wanting to jump up and help, but Ellie shook her head and told them to sit.

      “Though tribes have different traditions, you follow the tradition of the tent you’re in, correct?”

      “Yes, that’s true,” Onggur said, wiping his palms nervously on his leather vest.

      “This is the tradition in our home, so please, sit. It makes me happy to serve you a meal.”

      Though unconvinced, the five Moritoi men could only sit there nervously as Ellie brought out the food and set it out for them. The idea of a Wise Woman serving a warrior a meal was something that was both thrilling and terrifying to them, but since Ellie insisted, they had no way to protest. Once they had finished eating, John tapped his cup on the table to draw their attention and looked at Onggur.

      “Tell me, how have you found it? Guarding and trading instead of raiding?”
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          CHAPTER 15

        

      

    

    
      “They say that the further you travel on the great road, the wider your eyes become,” Onggur said, pushing his plate back. “And it is undoubtedly true. They also say that the glitter of gold is more powerful than any hatred. And we have found that to be true as well. The merchants who have looked down on us for generations opened their arms in welcome when we arrived bearing the wealth of the tribes. It would seem the glitter of wealth cannot be denied.”

      “That is true, but I have discovered a gold whose glitter is even stronger than coin,” Megujin interjected, causing the others to nod seriously.

      “Oh? And what is that?” John asked, looking around the table.

      “Wheat,” Megujin replied, gesturing out the window at the waving fields in the distance.

      “It’s true,” Onggur said, nodding seriously. “I have brought carts full of gold and jewels back to the tribe, and yet, never have I seen more happiness than when I brought back a simple half sack of wheat from Kingsmouth.”

      “Haha, it’s true. My woman nearly chased me out of my own tent because I brought her silk instead of food like Onggur,” Nakhu said, tugging at his mustache glumly. “I had to sleep with the horses for two days.”

      “That’s because you don’t understand women,” Onggur said in a smug voice before blanching as he realized Ellie was looking at him, full of curiosity.

      Rolling his eyes, Dogar, a large bald warrior, shook his head and pointed at Onggur, not hesitating to throw him under the cart.

      “Don’t let him fool you. He only brought his woman food because he lost all the jewelry he bought gambling with me. The food was the only thing he had left.”

      “Okay, that’s true, but she liked it and that’s all that matters,” Onggur protested weakly. “But enough about that. The truth is, it’s quiet. Trading and guarding is a strange way to live. Many of the warriors are still unsure about it, and I am finding myself having to convince my people daily that it is a better way forward. It will take us some time to adjust to a bloodless way of life, if we can at all.”

      “It’s not a matter of can or cannot,” John said, shaking his head. “You must. If you don’t you’ll lose both your land and your lives. There are great threats coming, not the least of which is standing over you even as we speak. The Ecclesia moves to unify its land, and the great plains are a part of that. If you wish for your children’s children to see the beauty of the sky, you must convince your people to ride under the blue flame.”

      Hearing the seriousness in John’s voice, Onggur nodded.

      “I know this. And the other Khans know this. But our Five Tribe Alliance, though strong, cannot speak for all the tribes. Zayaat has called for an assembly of Khans, but only the assembly can ultimately decide the fate of our people. In part, I came today to invite you and the Wise Woman to speak your piece before the assembly.”

      “When is the assembly?” John asked, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      “It will take place in one month. At the Sky Stones.”

      Running some mental calculations, John looked over at Ellie and saw that she was nodding.

      “Very well. We will speak before the assembly.”

      A clear expression of relief flashed across Onggur’s eyes and his lips split into a wide grin.

      “It will take a week from the edge of the pass to arrive at the Sky Stones, so as long as we leave in two weeks, there should be plenty of time to arrive. If it’s convenient for you, we will camp here in the valley until you are ready to depart. Otherwise we can meet you at the pass.”

      “You can just stay here,” Ellie said, bringing the teapot to the table and pouring out cups for the six men. “There’s plenty of room in the bunkhouse.”

      Staring down at the tea she had poured, the five warriors shared slightly helpless looks, and then Onggur stood up and bowed, careful not to meet Ellie’s eyes with his.

      “You honor us with your invitation. We will move our belongings at once.”

      With barely concealed bitterness on their faces, they lifted their cups and swallowed the tea directly before rushing out of the house as respectfully as they could, leaving John and Gofreid laughing behind them. Still holding the pot of tea, Ellie looked at John helplessly as he did his best to stifle his laugh.

      “John! What was that? What did I do?”

      “Haha, tea is a drink only women drink in Moritoi tribes, and the only people that the Wise Woman serves tea to is her attendants. Hahaha. You giving them tea and a place to stay within your home is almost the same as inviting them to be your handmaidens. Hahaha!”

      Unable to contain his laugh anymore, John leaned back in his chair and let loose. Gofreid, slapping the table, could barely contain himself.

      “Haha, did you see their faces—haha, that was hilarious. Moritoi are supposed to be unafraid of anything, but they ran faster than a pack of cats with their tails on fire!”

      Seeing the worried look on Ellie’s face, John wiped his eyes and stood up. Taking the pot from her, he poured her a cup and gestured for her to sit down.

      “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. They’re not so silly as to believe you were actually inviting them to be handmaidens. Onggur is wise enough to know you are unfamiliar with their traditions, so they might be a bit embarrassed by it, but that’s fine. They won’t make a big deal out of it, and even if they do, their only recourse is getting their heads beaten in by me.”

      “Should I apologize?” Ellie asked, still looking concerned.

      “No, absolutely not,” Gofreid said, shaking his head. “You’re a Wise Woman, which means that anything you do is correct. It’s their job to change to suit you, not yours to suit them. After all, Wise Women clearly know better than others. That’s why they’re called wise, after all.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “It’s not, but it’s how their culture works,” John said with a shrug. “Gofreid, how are things in the wider world?”

      At John’s question, the merchant’s face fell and he let out a deep sigh.

      “It’s not good. While no official war has been declared, the Allerian army is already crossing the border. Worse, rumors have spread that Lepiera has been stockpiling food, so we have people flooding in from all of the broken nations nearby. There’s so little farmland available that it feels like we’re in one giant food shortage. I came to see if your valley had anything to spare, and it looks like I bet correctly.”

      Seeing Gofreid looking out the window at the thirty-four acres of regular wheat, John nodded.

      “We still have a week before it’s ready, but once it is, we can harvest and send it with you. Additionally, we’re working on a solution to the larger problem of food, but it will likely not be ready for at least another six months.”

      “Every bit counts,” Gofreid said, nodding happily.

      Though the Moritoi were familiar with raising livestock, they seemed endlessly fascinated with the way the farm operated. Most of the soil of the great plains was not suited for growing food, and the land that was had been bombarded with mana from forbidden level spells, making it impossible for them to use it for farming. The sight of acres of wheat glistening in the sun occupied them for almost an entire day, and they peppered John with questions about how it was grown and the machines he used to harvest it.

      Other than the wheat, they also found Ferdie and Sigvald of interest. The intelligent, stuck-up, eyepatch-wearing bird was clearly a novelty, and they followed him around for a while, doing their best to imitate the noble way the giant rooster walked. Their only interaction with chickens had been on farms they were raiding, so getting to observe one up close was interesting to them.

      Ferdie, on the other hand, they simply admired for his size and strength, and it wasn’t long before some of the bigger Moritoi were climbing into Ferdie’s pasture to try and wrestle him into submission. Hearing of the event from a slightly panicked Ellie, John just laughed and walked over to watch as Ferdie crushed them one after the other, without apparent effort. The giant bull had an unbelievable level of raw strength, and even without igniting his horns and hooves, the mana coursing through him gave him more power than even a dozen of the Moritoi.

      Finally, annoyed by the poor showing of his warriors, Onggur slapped Dogar on the shoulder and told him to go in and try his hand. Rubbing his wide palms together, Dogar stomped into the pasture, sending the warriors who had been tossed this way and that scrambling sheepishly to their feet. Sent out of the pasture with a wave, they watched as Dogar slapped his hands together and charged toward Ferdie, who had been having a wonderful time knocking the Moritoi warriors around.

      Sensing a real challenge, Ferdie let out a snort of hot air and braced himself to meet Dogar’s charge. As the warrior advanced, his body glowed with a bronze light and he lowered his shoulder, slamming into Ferdie with a bang that shook the air. Watching him from a distance, Ellie felt her heart jump into her throat, but since John didn’t even twitch she kept her calm.

      “Is he a Barbarian?”

      “Yeah,” John nodded, “at least, that’s what it looks like. A lot of classes have highly specific offshoots, but that bronze skin is a clear sign of a Barbarian, so you can be sure when you see it that you’re dealing with a Barbarian or a related class. If the color was grayish, you would be dealing with a Monk who practices the stone-fist arts. A huge amount of information is revealed whenever a class holder acts, and the same is true for beasts.”

      In the middle of the field, neither Dogar or Ferdie had managed to take the upper hand, so they jumped back and then charged toward each other again. Pointing to Ferdie’s waving tail, John continued to explain the situation to Ellie.

      “For example, Ferdie’s tail is kinked, which means he’s just playing around. It would be straight out if he was charging for real. Granted, if this were a real fight, Dogar would have his warhammer, but Ferdie would have lit up his horns.”

      “How do you know he uses a warhammer?”

      “Foot position. He plants himself when he engages, but it’s clear that he normally fights from horseback from the way he’s bending his back.”

      With a low roar, Dogar reached out and took hold of Ferdie’s horns, trying to twist the bull’s head to the side, but Ferdie just let out a snort and jack-knifed his rear legs, using the momentum to whip his head around. Dogar’s roar turned into a startled yell as he lost his grip on Ferdie’s horns and flew through the air, crashing into the branches of a nearby tree. With a triumphant bellow, Ferdie held his head up and pranced over to Ellie and John, nudging John in the chest with his nose as if asking if John had seen his victory.

      “Yes, very good. Well done.”

      Feeding the proud bull a mana crystal, John turned and grinned at Onggur.

      “Fancy a try?”

      “Hah, no, no need. If Dogar cannot beat the beast, the rest of us would simply be trampled flat. But what I really want to know is how you tamed a beast. Our wisdom tells us that beasts and humans cannot coexist and are only good for hunting.”

      “You simply need to create your bond before the animal becomes a beast,” John said, shrugging. “Though at this point, it seems more chance than anything. But speaking of hunting, I’ve got something you can help with if you’re willing to fight.”

      No sooner had he said the word than all the nearby Moritoi gathered closer, their eyes shining. No less excited compared to his men, Onggur slammed a fist into his chest.

      “We never turn down a fight! Our days have been bloodless and our blades grow thirsty. What foe would you have slain?”

      “Hah, I thought you might be interested. Have you faced undead before?”

      Instantly, the mood grew somber as the warriors’ gazes sharpened. Megujin, who had been standing beside Onggur, nodded his head.

      “Yes, when the cursed warriors shamble out of the forbidden fields. Every tribe has done their duty to guard the forbidden fields, which means facing the undead. Our tribe has done our duty like all others.”

      “Good. Well, we’ve got undead in the mountains, and I want them dead before they can corrupt our fields. We’re putting a team together to set out tomorrow, but I would welcome all who wish to assist us.”

      Nodding, Onggur shared a look with Megujin before responding to John.

      “We are bound to guard the merchant’s carts, but we can spare a dozen warriors to join your hunt. I will lead them, along with Yekeouru, Nakhu, and Dogar. Megujin will remain here with the other warriors to guard the carts.”

      “Perfect. Be ready to go first thing in the morning. We will go and meet up with the others in Fairford. We’ll be traveling on horseback for part of the way but will likely have to proceed on foot once we’re in the mountains.”

      “Good, I will prepare my men,” Onggur said, an excited smile lighting up his face.

      Leaving the Moritoi to decide who would get to go among themselves, John and Ellie headed for the house. Sensing that Ellie had something on her mind, John paused and waited for her to speak. When she did, it was with a sigh.

      “Should I stay here? Everyone else is highly experienced. Won’t I just be a drag on the group?”

      Thinking about her question carefully, John didn’t rush to answer. While it was true that Ellie was lacking in experience, her spells, especially the air spirits she controlled, were incredibly valuable for hunting down enemy casters. Shaking his head, he smiled.

      “No, we’ll need you to ensure that we’re being as efficient as possible. Plus, the only way you get more experience is by doing things like this, and between the Holy Knights, Katrine, and me, this group is going to be about as safe as possible. You should come.”

      Letting out a relieved laugh, Ellie perked up.

      “Okay, good. I was afraid you were going to leave me behind.”

      Taking her hand gently, John shook his head as they walked back toward the house.

      “I don’t plan on leaving you behind, ever.”
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          CHAPTER 16

        

      

    

    
      Early the next morning, before the sun had climbed above the valley’s edge, John woke from his meditative trance and stretched. He had taken to practicing a modified version of the exercise he and Ellie had been doing, since he found it helpful to practice his Mana Control as much as possible. Standing up, he got changed and picked up his sword and buckled the sheath around his waist. Making sure his daggers were secure across the small of his back, he slipped the repaired magitech bracer on his left forearm, securing it with its leather straps.

      As he put it on, his eyes drifted to the small table against the wall where drawings of magitech farm equipment lay scattered. Ever since they had succeeded in repairing the bracer, John’s mind had been full of other types of equipment he could create, but he’d quickly realized just how complex the spell structures were for even simple motions. Shaking his head, he smiled ruefully at himself in the small mirror next to his door.

      When I get back, it will be time to harvest, and then we’re leaving for the Moritoi assembly. After that, I should have a bit of time. Maybe I can get a standalone thresher done before the next harvest. Though we have a lot of land to clear too.

      Letting out a sigh at how much there was to do, John opened his door and walked out to the kitchen where he found Ellie standing by the sink, looking out into the early morning darkness. She was dressed in her leather armor, with two long daggers sheathed on her lower back like John. At her side hung her wand, and a belt of pouches with a few loops for potions hung around her waist. Hearing John enter the room, she turned her head and gave him a sleepy smile.

      “Morning. The bread is just resting. It should be ready in a minute.”

      “Good morning. It smells wonderful.”

      Stopping by the cupboard, John got out two large mugs and put them on the table while Ellie brought over the teapot to fill them up. Stopping by the window, John heard the faint sounds of labored breathing and saw both Ben and Even out in the yard with Thomas, exercising. A slight smile curled at the corners of his lips as he watched them, memories of days past surging up in his mind. Bringing him his cup, Ellie looked out the window at the dark farmyard, barely able to make out her younger brother in the pre-dawn light.

      “Thomas really works him hard.”

      “That he does. Thomas is a wonderful teacher, but his standards are really high. Haha, I still remember thinking it was more like torture than practice. But if he can stick it out, Ben is going to be miles stronger than those around him. Not many people can say they were trained by a legendary class holder.”

      “True. Though when he does get his class, do you think he’ll be upset that he isn’t able to cast magic like we are?”

      Shrugging, John took a sip of his tea.

      “Eh, he might be. But he has at least a few years until he gets his class, unless he awakens naturally. By that time, we should be much better at this whole enchanting thing, so I figure we can enchant him a good set of equipment. If he wants to throw fireballs around, we should be able to help with that.”

      “I was actually wondering about that,” Ellie said, returning to the table to put her cup down before going to get the freshly baked loaf of bread. “Why is Thomas so insistent that Ben wait before getting his class? My grandmother tried to awaken my class when I was much younger, but Thomas was telling me that Ben will have to wait until he’s older.”

      “Because kids with super strength are dangerous. Both to themselves and others. Plus, Thomas’ class requires obscene amounts of control, and Ben doesn’t have it yet. Being a Duelist has incredibly high requirements all around, so Thomas wants to build up Ben’s abilities first before he passes the class down. At least, that’s what I’m assuming.”

      Cutting thick slices of bread, Ellie and John made a dozen sandwiches and wrapped them up in cheesecloth, slipping them into a bag before heading out to join the Moritoi warriors who had gathered in the yard to watch the training Thomas was putting Ben and Even through. Seeing John and Ellie coming out of the house, they raised their hands in greeting, being very careful to greet Ellie first. She had found their deliberate deference uncomfortable at first, but over time she had gotten used to it so she didn’t let it bother her.

      Thomas had already saddled Merlin and Storm, and after feeding Storm a small mana crystal, Ellie mounted up. John tied up the bag they had just packed behind his saddle with the other bags that had been packed the night before and then walked over to where Thomas was standing. Huffing quietly, Ben shot him a glance but didn’t say anything, focusing on saving his breath as he completed the sequence of rapid dashes and twisting tumbles.

      “We’re heading out. Keep an eye on things here, and if something happens, don’t forget the cellar. I’m not sure how long it will take, but we should be back within a week at the very latest. Rebya will let you know when it’s time to harvest the mana-saturated wheat if we’re not back already, but be careful if you do harvest it. The ambient mana around that field is pretty strong.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “How are they doing?”

      “Ben is doing wonderfully, sir. Even is a dolt. But for someone who missed the best window for training, he’s doing well enough. His persistence is that of a titled class holder.”

      Raising his eyebrows, John looked at the skinny farmhand who was turning careful flips in the middle of the yard. Noticing how scrunched up Even’s forehead was, John realized that the young man was concentrating fiercely as he slowly worked through the exercises Thomas had given him.

      “Shield fighter?” John asked, turning to look at Thomas, who had a slight smile on his face. “Or a Knight?”

      “Yes. Maybe even Holy Knight if he accepts the Eternal Flame. His focus is exactly what a Knight needs. Plus, with his height, he has the reach. I’m thinking of a kite shield and broadsword. He can practice the solo shield wall style. You should tell that Holy Knight in the village—Marcos?—to take him as an apprentice.”

      Giving Thomas a glance from the corner of his eye, John was skeptical.

      “Do you think he will? Why wouldn’t he take an apprentice from the academy instead of taking a skinny farm boy?”

      “If the Eternal Flame asked him to? He’d do a lot more than that.”

      “Hah, fair. Sure, I’ll ask him. Keep up the good work,” John said, patting Thomas on the shoulder as he turned away.

      Swinging up onto his horse, he saw that everyone else was already mounted, and with a pat on Merlin’s neck he led the party out of the farmyard and down the road toward Fairford village. When they arrived, they found that the Holy Knights, Haver, and Katrine were all waiting for them on the porch of the inn. Seeing John and Ellie ride up with twelve tough-looking warriors, Haver’s eyes widened slightly and Katrine let out a low whistle.

      “Wow, you brought quite the party.”

      “Indeed,” John nodded, turning in his saddle to glance back at the group following him. “I’ll let everyone introduce themselves.”

      Nodding, Onggur pushed his horse forward and bowed toward Katrine.

      “I am Onggur, Khan of the Broken Horn tribe. I bring my best warriors to join you on your hunt.”

      “Welcome, Onggur, it is our honor to have you. I am Katrine Blood Storm.”

      Stepping up next to her, Hugo, the younger Holy Knight, spoke up next, his eyes blazing brightly.

      “Hugo Bright Blade, Holy Knight of the Ecclesia.”

      “Marcos the Iron Wall.”

      Sensing the gazes of all the people present turning toward him, Haver grunted and stood up from where he crouched by his wolves.

      “Haver. Wolf King.”

      “And you all know Ellie and me,” John said, waving his hand. “Let’s get underway.”

      Mounting up, the party quickly left the village, heading for the mountains as they followed Haver’s wolves. Katrine had guided her horse to John’s other side and Hugo followed close behind her, his hand resting on his sword and his eyes constantly scanning the surroundings for threats. Unlike the young knight, Marcos rode calmly behind John, keeping abreast with Onggur and keeping up a conversation with the jovial Khan. Occasionally his eyes would stray to John’s back, but for the most part he just focused on riding.

      Haver was leading the party since he’d been keeping tabs on what was going on around the valley, and after a short three-hour ride he brought them to a burned-down bandit hideout. The charred timbers were still covered in the early morning dew and the sun still hadn’t managed to chase away all of the shadows, but the party dismounted and began to look through the ruins.

      “We’re looking for anything that might have belonged to the bandits—spread out and search.”

      Following John’s command, everyone split up and began to rummage around. A few broken weapons were quickly found, and taking the one that looked the most complete, John stepped away for a moment, focusing his mind and snapping his fingers as he cast Kelvis’ Greater Scrying. Mana surged in his surroundings for a moment and settled onto the cracked blade he held, filling it with power. Letting go of it, John watched as it floated in the air, spinning slightly as the point of the blade turned to the north. Eyes narrowing, John looked toward the dense wilderness in that direction before he returned to the party.

      “Looks like we are headed north. Any idea what’s north of here?”

      Thinking for a moment, Haver nodded.

      “There’s a cave system. We might try there.”

      “Good idea,” Katrine said, balling her fist and punching it into her other palm. “Undead love caves since it keeps them out of the light and they don’t need food or water. Necromancers do too. Come to think of it, pretty much every sort of bad guy likes caves.”

      “Is it the same cave system that runs under the valley?” John asked, glancing back at the mist-covered forests laid out behind them.

      “As far as I know, they’re all connected. Though it’s been a long time since I’ve been down there. I much prefer the open air, and so do my pets.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Katrine said, shuddering. “Caves are scary. There are always dangerous things lurking behind rocks and in the shadows.”

      “Do not worry, Lady Katrine,” Hugo interjected, stepping forward to stand beside Katrine. “I will protect you if anything threatens you.”

      “Aw, how sweet,” Katrine said, giving Hugo a brilliant smile.

      Turning away, John coughed into his hand to cover his laugh, not daring to look at the proud young Knight. Next to him, Ellie was staring between Katrine and Hugo with a strange look, but John gestured for her to get up on her horse before she could say anything. Climbing back into the saddle, he looked over at Haver.

      “I think we’re ready to go.”

      Leading the way, Haver brought the party deeper into the mountains and the ground quickly became so rough that they had to get down from their horses. Leaving four of the Moritoi warriors with the horses, the rest of the party proceeded on foot, climbing up the side of a mountain through a thick pine forest. John’s spell continued to point the way forward and soon one of the wolves picked up a scent, letting out a soft howl. Waving his hand to dismiss the spell, John kept the broken blade just in case he needed it later and the party sped up, following the tracking wolves.

      Visibility was low in the darkness of the trees where the light couldn’t reach, so John activated his shield, casting a soft glow over everything as they rushed along. It was quiet and not a little bit eerie in the shadows of the forest, but with the exception of Ellie, everyone else in the party was battle-hardened and used to such environments. Picking their way forward, the party soon came to a broken cliff face where they saw a series of small cracks in the rocks. Pointing to a slightly larger opening higher up the cliff, Haver spoke quietly.

      “That is where the scent trail leads. It looks like they crawled up the wall there. The trail is only a few hours old, so there are definitely undead in there. I don’t know if it’s the main nest, but if we can squeeze in, we’ll find our target.”

      Scanning the cliff, John nodded.

      “Got it. Ellie, can you tell me which of these cracks connects to the main passage?”

      Shifting her crossbow to her back, Ellie drew her wand and crouched down, drawing something in the dirt. With a whisper, she poked the center of the symbol she’d drawn and John felt a small ripple shoot out from it, vanishing into the ground. After a moment, Ellie nodded her head and whispered again before standing up and pointing to a long crack that was only around a palm wide.

      “This used to be a larger opening, but the earth spirits are telling me that someone closed it up. It leads to a wide cave.”

      “What was that spell?” Katrine asked, stepping closer and looking down at the symbol with interest.

      “We’ll have time to exchange knowledge later,” John said, cutting her off. “For now, let’s focus on the task at hand. The sooner we’re done, the better. We need to get this entrance open.”

      “You want it open? Simple enough,” Katrine replied, lifting her hands and thrusting them out before John could stop her.

      A raging storm of wind manifested itself at her palms, spinning around and carving deep into the cliff. With a dreadful screech, the blades of condensed wind chewed apart the stone, sending shards of rock flying as the opening was forced apart. Lifting his shield to intercept the flying stone, John shot a glare at Katrine, who was standing there, a guilty expression on her face.

      “Katrine.”

      Hearing the grim tone of John’s voice, the former empress let out a squeak and hid her hands behind her back, taking a quick step to the side. The sound of smashing rocks faded as the spell fell apart, but everyone in the party knew that the damage was done. Weapons were drawn and everyone was alert as they stared at the dark forest around them.
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      As the last rocks fell, the forest regained its silence. An unnatural sense of stillness settled over the party as they held their breaths, ears straining for the slightest noise. Any element of surprise they had possessed had been blown apart under Katrine’s powerful wind spell, and for a moment John felt as if he had returned to the early days when he and Katrine had adventured with others who had been summoned with them. Even then, Katrine’s rash personality often landed them in dangerous jams, and it seemed that her time as empress hadn’t managed to dull her propensity to act first and think later.

      “S… sorry.”

      Ignoring her whispered apology, John kept listening for any sign of enemies. Without breath or heartbeat, undead were one of the hardest monsters to detect until they moved, but what he was even more worried about was the magic user behind them. Though he had no personal experience controlling undead, he’d memorized the grimoire he had recovered from the Necromancer who had ambushed their caravan, and it contained spells for sharing the senses of undead minions.

      “Don’t worry,” Hugo started to say, intending to comfort Katrine, only to get cut off with a glare and a hiss from Marcos.

      “Be quiet!”

      For almost three minutes the party stood quietly, not moving even an inch as they waited to see if the racket had drawn any unwanted attention. When he didn’t hear anything, John looked over at Haver, who shook his head.

      “There’s nothing in the forest,” Haver said quietly.

      “And the cave tunnel is still clear,” Ellie added.

      Letting out a relieved sigh, John nodded.

      “Good. It seems like we squeezed by.”

      Seeing John turn toward her, Katrine held up her hands, giving John her best smile.

      “I know, I know. I need to slow down and not just act without thinking. I’ll listen to what you say and only act when you tell me to. I’ll also be careful not to damage the walls or any pillars I see, and I will make sure I’m avoiding allies as well.”

      “It’s almost like she knows what John is about to say,” Ellie whispered to Haver, causing him to chuckle.

      “Yeah, it sounds like there are a lot of stories packed into what she’s saying. But what are the chances she actually sticks with it?”

      “I’d say low,” Ellie said, hiding her smile behind her hand.

      “Hey, I can hear you, you know?”

      Looking guilty, Ellie saw that Katrine was sticking her tongue out and let out a relieved sigh. Katrine seemed to carry the complete opposite of John’s serious demeanor, and it was clear she didn’t actually take anything very seriously. From the way John was rubbing his forehead, it was clear he understood that as well.

      “Fine, let’s just get going,” John said, looking toward the cave entrance Katrine had carved out.

      “Do we have to?” Haver asked, his face twisting unpleasantly. “I’m not going to lie, I’m really sick of caves and tunnels. I feel like every time I go into one I nearly die.”

      “But you haven’t died yet, have you?”

      “Sure, but third time’s the charm, isn’t it? I have a really bad feeling about this.”

      “The idea that bad things come in threes is an old wives’ tale,” Katrine said, joining the conversation. “In my experience, bad things come in at least sets of ten. Besides, we have these strong Holy Knights to protect us. I’m sure nothing bad will happen.”

      “That’s a death flag if I’ve ever heard one,” John muttered, causing Katrine to let out a laugh. “But yes, to answer your question, Haver, we need to enter the cave. Marcos, can you and Hugo lead the way? Katrine, Haver, you’re after Hugo. Ellie, Onggur, and the rest of the warriors will go next, and I’ll bring up the rear. How does that sound to everyone?”

      “Sure.”

      “Yup, no complaints.”

      “So long as they leave some enemies for us.”

      “Great.”

      With the party organized, they entered the cave. Marcos led the way, his large kite shield protecting his body. Behind him, Hugo advanced with his two-handed broadsword drawn. As they entered the darkness, both of the Holy Knights spoke a command and blue glowing flames sprang up around them, flooding the passage with light. Seeing Katrine’s look, John shrugged.

      “After the racket you created we can’t sneak in anyway, so we might as well go in swords blazing.”

      “Hmph.”

      Carefully picking his way forward, Marcos led the party through a tight tunnel that curved this way and that, quickly starting to descend into the mountain. They had only walked for around five minutes when Ellie lifted her hand and called for the group to stop.

      “What did you detect?” Katrine asked, her eyes shining in the blue light from Hugo’s flames.

      “There’s a big room ahead with lots of creatures that don’t move.”

      “Creatures that don’t move? Undead.”

      “Looks like we found our enemy,” Onggur said, brandishing his scimitar. “It’s about time.”

      “Haha, it’s true,” Dogar agreed, lifting his warhammer. “I was beginning to think we were just going for a walk.”

      Walking forward to join the conversation, John looked around at the party.

      “How many of you understand the adventuring party roles? Front line, support, and damage?”

      Seeing everyone nod, John smiled and tapped himself on the chest.

      “I’ll join Marcos as front line, with Hugo helping to control the enemy as well. Ellie, you’re our support. Everyone else, kill as many undead as you can without getting hurt.”

      With the team roles set, the party continued forward, moving faster now that they knew what they were up against. When they finally arrived at the wider cavern, they saw nearly sixty slumped figures on the floor. Drawing in a quick breath, Hugo lifted his sword, casting flickering blue light over the cavern as the figures started to stir, hissing and moaning with displeasure.

      “Careful! They’re only zombies, but even zombies can be trouble at these numbers.”

      Gripping his shield and sword tightly, Marcos stood next to John, leaving a gap of about four feet between them. Both carried their shields on their left arm and wielded their swords in their right hands, keeping enough distance that Marcos could swing his weapon properly. Slowly, the enemy began to get to their feet as they reacted to the sounds and smells of the party. Watching their lurching behavior, John did his best to sense any sort of mana connection that would alert him to where their creator was hiding but he couldn’t find anything.

      “Ellie, see if you can figure out where they’re being controlled from.”

      “On it.”

      The closest zombie, a dead bandit with a massive festering wound in his neck, let out a loud moan and shuffled closer to Marcos, causing the zombies behind him to start shifting forward as well. Arms that hung limply at the monster’s side were lifted as the zombie lunged forward, its mouth opening wide for a bite, only to meet the Holy Knight’s swinging sword. With a snick the blade cut through the side of the zombie’s head, carving through its skull and smashing its brain to pulp.

      Taking a small step forward as his wrist twisted to clear the gore from it, Marcos let out a breath, his focus narrowing. It had been a long time since John had fought side by side with a true front-line fighter, and it was clear from his title that Marcos was a master. The Holy Knight put everything out of his mind besides his job of protecting the party. It was this single-minded focus that Thomas had noticed in Even, and as John watched Marcos skillfully block another zombie, he decided to talk to the Holy Knight after they were back in the village.

      A shambling zombie lunged forward to attack John, but he thrust out with his sword, using it to channel a Dragon’s Breath spell. Crimson flames rolled out, charring the zombie and lighting the three behind it on fire. With unnatural shrieks the monsters writhed, but the magical flames were tenacious and burned through their bodies quickly. Using his shield to throw another zombie aside, John saw Hugo’s broadsword slice through it, gleaming with light as blue as the summer sky. The powerful blow cleaved the zombie in half, and with a flicker Hugo’s blade changed direction, skillfully taking the head off another zombie.

      Though John often found Hugo to be both stuck-up and incredibly naive, he had to admit the Holy Knight deserved his position and title. Hugo’s attacks were skillful and showed both the incredible amount of practice he had put in as well as the polish that could only come with use on the battlefield. Realizing that he may have to reevaluate the young Knight, John stepped forward and nodded happily when he saw both Hugo and Marcos keep pace with him.

      With the three frontliners taking the brunt of the zombie horde, the Moritoi warriors spread to the sides, chopping up the zombies that rolled off John’s and Marcos’ shields with lethal efficiency. While they lacked the grace of the Holy Knights, their attacks were no less brutal, and rarely did they have to swing more than once to put a zombie down. It wasn’t long before the entire room was cleared and the party realized they had run out of enemies. Katrine, who had barely done a thing, let out a laugh and clapped her hands together.

      “Wow, that was awesome. It’s such a pleasure to work with a skilled party.”

      “It is,” John nodded, his brow slowly furrowing.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No, I’m just curious why these zombies were just standing around here. I expected them to put up more resistance, but they were clearly just acting on instinct.”

      “They weren’t being controlled,” Ellie said, walking over to stand next to John. “I couldn’t find a connection to a controller like last time. However, I did find more zombies. There’s another cavern nearby with at least twice as many zombies.”

      “Alright, let’s go clear it. Everyone, stay on your toes. We don’t know when we’ll face an enemy caster.”

      After taking a moment to rest the party set off again, heading for the next cavern. As they were walking through, doing their best to stay quiet, John’s mana-enhanced senses picked up something and he lifted his hand, stopping the entire party.

      “Haver?”

      “Ghouls,” came the reply even before John had finished speaking.

      “Prepare for an ambush! We’re breaking through!”

      Collapsing into a tight group, the party rushed forward, trying to get out of the tight, dark passage into a space where they could actually fight. No sooner had they started to move when the clatter of stones alerted them to creatures moving silently overhead. With a horrible scream, three of the eyeless creatures launched themselves from the ceiling of the tunnel where they had been hiding and fell toward the party, their sharp teeth and claws glistening in the blue light.

      A soft clicking sounded and the three monsters suddenly fell apart, their bodies separating into a dozen pieces. Blood rained down on the party as the grisly body parts fell to the ground to be trampled under their feet. Despite the swift deaths of the first three ghouls, a dozen more came out of the darkness, throwing themselves at the party with abandon. Lifting his sword, John slashed through a reaching claw and then spun, using the edge of his shield to slam the ghoul’s head into the wall. Barreling forward, with Marcos at his side keeping in lockstep, John pressed through the crowd of ghouls that had appeared.

      He could hear the zombies in the cavern ahead starting to stir and he knew they were about to face a serious fight. Behind him Katrine continued to flick her fingers, the soft clicking causing invisible blades of air to fly out at the approaching undead monsters while the Moritoi behind her cheered and struck out with their weapons. Even Haver was swinging his large wolf tooth club, using it to beat the pouncing ghouls back. Only Ellie wasn’t taking part in the fight as she continued directing her spirits to try and catch the traces of whoever had created the undead.

      Breaking out into the cavern, John let out a shout and thrust his sword up into the air, causing a gout of crimson flame to boil outward, illuminating the entire room for a moment and lighting two leaping ghouls on fire. With screams the monsters fell back, their blood boiling and skin blistering as they rolled on the ground. All across the cave the zombies who had been standing, completely unmoving, began to stir, turning toward the party and starting to shamble in their direction.

      “Keep the formation tight! Hugo, take the south position, Marcos, take the north! Onggur, I’ll leave the west to you!”

      Spreading the front-line fighters out to the four points of the compass, John readied himself for the incoming horde. Undead were dangerous, but so long as the team didn’t run out of stamina, it was only a matter of time before they came out on top of the fight. Every single member of their group was a class holder, and apart from Ellie and two of the Moritoi warriors, they were all titled class holders at the very least, meaning that undead of this level were barely a threat. However, John could feel something building in the darkness that caused him to narrow his eyes. Sparing a glance back at Ellie, he saw that she had sensed it too and was scrambling to figure out what new threat they were about to face.

      Blocking a zombie’s swing, John cut its legs out from under it and delivered a lightning-fast stab to its eye that pierced through to its brain, killing it instantly. At the same time he cast a quick Fireball spell, sending a crimson orb at a ghoul trying to dash past him. With a shriek the monster dodged to the side, only to find itself on the wrong end of a glowing blue broadsword that stabbed straight through its chest, crushing its ribs and snapping its spine. With a grunt, Hugo kicked the dead ghoul away, ripping his sword free and burying it in another ghoul’s side. At the same moment, the top of the ghoul’s head suddenly floated away, cut cleanly by an invisible wind blade.

      Standing in the center of the battling party, Ellie’s fingers trembled as she tried to understand the signals her spirits were sending back to her. Closing her eyes, she tried her best to block out the din of the fight, focusing on interpreting what the air spirits were seeing. A moment later her eyes opened with a snap and she spoke in a shaky voice.

      “I… I think I found… no, they found us.”
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      Dodging under a flailing arm, Onggur spun to the side and slashed with his scimitar, simultaneously blocking a reaching hand from another zombie and cutting through the outstretched arm of the zombie closest to him. Around him the warriors of the Broken Horn tribe cut, hacked, and smashed the zombies into pieces. Occasionally a ghoul would dart forward, grasping claws and gnashing teeth trying to find flesh, but no sooner would they advance then one of the Moritoi would jump forward and slay the monster with a flurry of blows.

      At the top of the formation, Marcos had fallen into a steady rhythm that forced the zombies into a halting advance. Every time their momentum flagged he would swing his sword, killing another zombie before raising his shield to absorb the inevitable rush forward. Across from him, Hugo was simply cutting apart any monster that got close, causing piles of bloody corpses to accumulate at his feet. Standing next to Ellie, Katrine was keeping up a stream of Wind Blade spells, assisting both of the Holy Knights with the ghouls rushing forward to test their defenses.

      While no one was particularly struggling, the one having the easiest time was John, whose Dragon’s Breath and Twisting Flames spells were anathema to the undead. Flames licked all around him as they burned away the approaching zombies with crimson fire. He even had the freedom to send the odd Fireball toward the opposite side of the formation to assist Onggur and the Moritoi. In the center of the formation, Haver was using his flail to great effect, flicking it out to drive back any zombies that got too close. While he wasn’t actually killing any of them, he sent them stumbling into the range of the others who quickly took them down.

      Ellie wasn’t fighting at all, instead focusing on the reports her spirits were bringing back to her. Hearing her shout, John’s eyes narrowed and he flicked his sword, sending a twisting spiral of jumping flame into the advancing horde. He was about to ask for clarification when Katrine beat him to it.

      “What do you mean, they found us?”

      “There are three groups of enemies moving toward us. Two large groups of zombies, and a smaller group with a very dangerous creature. The enemy Mage is with that creature. It’s… it’s not a natural creature.”

      “Natural or not, I doubt it will survive being cut into a million pieces,” Katrine said with a smirk. “I’ll deal with it.”

      Ignoring the battle-hungry Mage’s confident declaration, John glanced around the room.

      There are still at least forty zombies, and easily a dozen ghouls.

      “Ellie, can you sense how many zombies are in each group?”

      “At least two hundred,” Ellie said, taking a deep breath. “And there are larger monsters with them. At least a dozen.”

      “Abominations.”

      Both Holy Knights and John spoke at the same time, their voices equally grim as they shared a brief glance.

      “This is going to get messy if we add another four or five hundred zombies and thirty abominations,” John said, his eyes scanning for a more defensive location where they wouldn’t be surrounded. “Everyone, follow me!”

      Letting out a shout, John charged forward, the entire group surging after him. Cutting his way through the crowding zombies, he quickly reached the wall and slammed it with his shield, sending cracks spiderwebbing out. Seeing Haver’s confused look, Katrine smirked and flicked her finger, beheading a ghoul crawling on the ceiling.

      “He’s testing for passages at our back. You only get ambushed by goblins coming through a wall of a tunnel once.”

      “Knights to the front! Watch the sides! Katrine, keep the ceiling clear! Ellie, I need a timer on our new friends!”

      As if they were granted wings by John’s commands, the party reorganized faster than they thought possible, their bodies reacting even before they registered John’s words. Taking his place next to Hugo, John sent out a gout of flame, scorching a zombie that still had yet to turn around. Behind him Ellie mumbled under her breath, trying to estimate how long they had until the enemy reinforcements arrived.

      “Thirty seconds for the big group on the left. Forty seconds for the big creature, and ninety seconds for the other big group. They’re all moving really fast!”

      “Katrine, we’re swapping. I want as many of those zombies dead as possible the moment they leave the tunnel, but save some juice for the big guy.”

      “Leave it to me.”

      “Onggur, did you fight abominations at the forbidden fields?”

      “Yes, at least ten times,” Onggur said, his voice low.

      “Good. Depending on how many there are, you might need to jump in and keep them busy. Marcos, defend this location. Hugo, you’re hunting abominations. Can you handle them by yourself?”

      “All day,” Hugo said, grinning as he sank his blood-covered blade into another zombie and threw it aside.

      “Haver, Ellie, help Marcos here. We’ll need somewhere safe to retreat to when we get tired.”

      “O… okay.”

      “Sure.”

      With all of the commands issued, John flicked the blood from his blade and took a deep breath.

      “Get ready! Here they come!”

      From the northern side of the room, growls and shrieks began to echo out of a small tunnel. A horde of running zombies, their eyes glowing red, boiled out of the tunnel, rushing into the cavern where the team was waiting. Unlike the slow, lethargic zombies they had been fighting up until this point, these zombies were clearly being controlled as they charged forward. The pound of their feet beat a terrifying tattoo on the ground, sounding like a horrible song as it mixed with the guttural bellows of the abominations that squeezed out of the tunnel after them.

      “Katrine!”

      “I told you, I’ve got it!

      Strange words spilled from Katrine’s lips as her eyes glowed with a pale blue light. Wind began to whip around the party, throwing dirt, stones, and the mangled bodies of the undead they had already killed into the air. Feeling an intense pressure build up around them, John ducked his head to avoid a flying ghoul claw and shouted over the din.

      “Without killing us, please!”

      “Shut it! I said I got it!”

      With a loud yell, Katrine thrust both hands forward and the swirling winds ripped forward, slamming into the charging zombies with the force of a cyclone. A rapid-fire clicking, like the sound of something rattling along the spokes of a wheel, echoed through the cave a moment later as dozens of Wind Blades joined the Gale Force spell, slicing their way through the zombies. Limbs flew as the Wind Blades circled and the charging zombies were thrown back again and again by the swirling wall of wind that had manifested between them and the party. Looking over at John triumphantly, Katrine dusted her hands off.

      “I told you I got it.”

      “You did,” John nodded, his eyes narrowed as he stared past her at the other side of the cave. “And you also said you would deal with that.”

      Following John’s pointing finger, Katrine’s face paled as she saw a massive, four-legged beast with two scorpion tails rising from its back. Thick plates of bone armor covered its head and shoulders, and its head had clearly been patched together from a giant bird and a giant spider. The top of its snout was a long hard beak with a sharp point that curved like a blade over the mandibles that opened and closed to reveal hundreds of needle-like teeth. Shaking her head vehemently, Katrine backed up, putting herself behind John.

      “Yeah, no. You got that. I’ll take care of the Mage, but I’m not getting anywhere near that thing.”

      “What is it?”

      Hearing Ellie’s hushed question, John shrugged, his eyes never leaving it.

      “A chimera of some sort. It’s like an advanced-stage abomination. It looks like we’re dealing with a full-blown Necromancer here. Katrine, are you sure you can deal with them?”

      “If they’re not a legendary class holder, absolutely. If they are, I’ll at least be able to keep them busy.”

      “Good. It’s time to pull out all the stops, people. Get ready.”

      With a mental command, John shrank his magical shield down until it was little more than a buckler on his arm and drew one of the long daggers he carried on his back. The larger shield was good for defense, but defense wouldn’t help him against a monster of this size. Looking around to make sure everyone was ready, he was about to charge when he heard a crackling voice.

      “Look what crept into my tunnels. It looks like a poor group of lost souls. Do not fear, I, Lethor the Bone Carver, will guide you to salvation.”

      Walking out from under the shadow of the chimera with a clatter came a wizened old man leaning on a walking stick with a glowing skull clutched in his other hand. Bones from a variety of creatures and blades of various sizes rattled around on his belt as he came to a stop. On the side of his face was the tattoo of a skull and a figure eight, marking him as part of the group under the Master of the Skull. Sensing Katrine tense up, John stretched out his dagger in front of her to keep her from jumping forward.

      Unsure why he had stopped her, Katrine looked at him with anger in her eyes. Considering that the old man had introduced himself as a titled class holder, it was clear he hadn’t yet entered the legendary stage, and Katrine was confident she would be able to kill him quickly. Yet John had stopped her at the perfect moment to attack. Ignoring her angry look, John jerked his head at the zombies who had all stopped attacking. It was clear the old man must have wanted to talk to them, and John was just as interested in getting as much information as he could. Taking a small step forward, John lowered his weapons and nodded to Lethor the Bone Carver.

      “We detected the traces of undead in these mountains and ventured in, thinking we had stumbled upon a naturally formed nest, only to be attacked once we entered the main caves. Yet, based on the circumstances, it’s clear these undead were raised by your power.”

      “Ehehe, that is a curious deduction you have made, lost one. What makes you think they’re mine?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, maybe the glowing skull you’re holding,” Katrine cut in, rolling her eyes.

      “Hmm, it does seem rather incriminating. Eheheh. Fine, I will admit it. All of these undead are under my command, and soon you too shall be added to my flock to serve the glory of my master! Will you do it willingly, or shall my servants strip your flesh from your bones inch by inch?”

      “What are you aiming for that requires so many undead?” John asked, looking around the room. “Raising this many undead must put a terrible burden on your soul. Not to mention, it’s a great way to attract unwanted attention.”

      “Burden? Ehehehe, no, it’s no burden. In fact, it’s just the opposite. I have gained an unlimited amount of power, wielded on behalf of the great eyeless one who controls life and death! Hear of his glory and tremble, mortals!”

      “You also serve the Master of All?” John asked, his forehead furrowing.

      Taken aback by John’s casual use of his master’s title, the Bone Carver paused and pointed a bony finger at the party.

      “What do you know of the Master?”

      Sheathing his dagger, John reached into the pouch at his side and pulled out a ring, showing a mask with an infinity symbol where the mouth should have been. Seeing that Lethor was peering at it, clearly unable to see what it was in the darkness of the cave, John frowned and tossed it over to the old man. Unsurprisingly, Lethor didn’t bother catching it, letting it hit the magical shield that sprang up around him.

      Sensing that it was the same darkness he had encountered with the other Necromancer, John’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he showed no surprise. The glowing skull had been more than enough of a clue that this old man served Kythov the Eyeless. Once Lethor was sure the ring wasn’t an attack, he bent down and picked it up, seeing the symbol on it. His eyes lit up as he saw the familiar figure eight, and he cackled to himself.

      “Ehehehe! So even the Masks have been dispatched to the valley? Who is your master?”

      “We were originally hired under Earl Vacek, but after his disappearance we’re now directly under the Master of All. It seems we might have the same objective.”

      “Oh? Then why did you force your way into my hiding place and kill my flock? Did you not hear? The door has been found! It was here all along! Right here, under our noses.”

      The door? Wait, are they looking for the door left by the first Mage? Then why do they need all of these undead?

      Wary of giving himself away with his lack of knowledge, John’s mind spun for a few seconds, formulating the safest question he could ask that might lead to more information.

      “It has been found? In the valley?”

      “Ehehe, yes! Soon our master will lead us to open it and we shall lead our flock through to bring salvation to the stars! But first we must gather our strength for the day of judgment! For only on that day will the door open!”

      Day of judgment. They can’t be talking about the apocalypse, could they?

      “Are you sure? We didn’t hear of this and have received no orders to stop searching. Where was it found?”

      “In the depths of the valley,” Lethor said, his eyes flashing with a strange light. “But if you seek out your master, you can ask him. My orders were to build up my strength here, get ready to take part in the dawn of blood that comes. But I will not speak any more of the coming glory. You have destroyed much of my flock, crushing them beyond hope of restoration, even for a master like me. Enough of this, ehehehe. Instead, let us speak of how you will make up for the damage you have done to my flock.”

      Seeing that John wasn’t answering, Lethor took a step forward, the bones and knives at his waist rattling.

      “Ehehehe, don’t tell me you expect to simply cull my flock and then leave.”

      “Oh, we’re not done,” John said offhandedly, his mind clearly still on other things.

      “Not done? What do you mean? Not done with what?”

      Blinking, John looked around and his dagger appeared in his hand.

      “The culling, of course.”
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          CHAPTER 19

        

      

    

    
      Before John was finished speaking, the party was moving. Katrine leapt forward, her body rising into the air as a storm of Wind Blades cut through the air toward Lethor the Bone Carver and Hugo lifted his gleaming sword and charged toward the closest abomination. John moved as well, straight toward the chimera beside Lethor. The monster, able to sense the threat John posed, let out a loud roar and lowered its body toward the ground as it got ready to meet his charge.

      Lethor took a moment to react, and when he did, it was with a scream of rage. While he was more than a bit crazy, he wasn’t an idiot, and it didn’t take him more than a second to realize he had been tricked by John’s words. Before he could react he heard a steady clicking and the skull in his hand flared, surrounding him with a shield of dark mana. One after another, the Wind Blades Katrine unleashed slammed into the shield, causing it to shudder continuously. Fury gleamed in the Necromancer’s eyes and he mumbled something incomprehensible, causing the mana around him to glow with an oily red light and then shoot out in a wave.

      Feeling the red mana pass through him, John felt a corrupting influence trying to worm its way into his body, carrying intense feelings of rage and hatred. While his defenses were too strong for the curse that Lethor unleashed to affect him, not everyone in his party was immune to the effect. When the red mana reached the Moritoi it seeped into some of them, dyeing their eyes with red light. Madness took hold of the warriors, and with a roar they turned to the people beside them, weapons lifting.

      “Ellie! Stun them!”

      Hearing John’s shout, Ellie froze for half a second before realizing what John was talking about. Lifting her wand, she pointed it toward the ceiling and called her storm mana out, weaving a quick spell. A crack of thunder erupted from the end of her wand, buffeting the enraged men with a wall of sound. Everyone nearby was shaken by the sound and the cursed warriors came back to their senses temporarily. Seeing her spell was effective, Ellie lowered her wand and began to pull potions out of her pouch to try and dispel the curse.

      The red wave of mana had not only affected some of the warriors, however. When it seeped into the zombies, there was no one to dispel its effect on them. With glowing red eyes, they screamed out their rage and rushed toward the party, moving at least three times as fast as before. Unperturbed by the change, Marcos let out a shout and activated one of his abilities, causing a stack of ethereal shields to appear in front of his shield. With another command, the magical shields spread out to either side, forming a solid wall that temporarily stopped the zombie charge.

      At the same time, in the middle of the zombie horde, Hugo spun around, his bright blue blade carving through flesh and bone with ease, leaving a streak in the dim light. Not slowing down, he threw himself at one of the hulking abominations that stomped toward the party. The abominations were at least twice as tall as the other zombies and were gross, misshapen monsters covered in bloated, bulging muscles. Extra arms and legs seemed to have been tacked on here and there, along with a dozen eyes that stared at the Holy Knight from various places on the monster’s body.

      Hugo lifted his blade into the air and brought it down with as much force as he could muster, cutting through one of the abomination’s flailing arms and sinking it deep into the undead’s side. Lacking a sense of pain, the blow, which would have stopped any other creature, simply made the abomination angry, and it swung its other two arms at the Holy Knight. Planting his feet, Hugo ripped his sword free and spun away, using the momentum to clear the area around him and lop off one of the abomination’s legs. Already unbalanced, the loss of a leg sent the monster tumbling to the ground where a vicious stab sent it to oblivion.

      At the same time that Katrine engaged Lethor and Hugo attacked the abomination, John met the chimera. His charge had carried him in front of the monster, and as his sword slammed into its beak he sensed a movement at his side. Tucking his shield close to his body, he jumped into the air, nearly turning sideways as two poison-coated stingers ripped through the air where he had been a moment before. Spinning around, he dropped to the ground and crouched, lifting his shield in front of him as one of the scorpion tails stabbed at him.

      The clash between the stinger and his shield sent him sliding back, but he sprang forward, his silver sword slashing down on the thick bone plates at the chimera’s neck. Sparks flew as his blade clashed against the creature’s armor, causing John to frown even as he dodged another slashing scorpion tail. Now that he was closer, he could see that nearly every inch of the chimera was covered in bone armor, all of it clearly modified by Lethor the Bone Carver to be harder than steel.

      Jumping back, John lifted his sword, channeling the surrounding mana into it as he cast Dragon’s Breath. The crimson flames that gathered on his sword weren’t nearly as dangerous as the blue flame his purified mana produced, but John was trying his best to avoid using his mana unless absolutely forced to, so he didn’t have any other option. Bringing his sword down, he released the gout of flame at the chimera, forcing it to shut its eyes as the fire rolled over its head. That didn’t stop it from trying to skewer John with one of its stingers, but he batted the attack away with a swing of his arm and charged close, stabbing his silver blade into one of the joints between the armored plates.

      As the tip of his sword cut into the slightly weaker joint, the chimera let out a roar of pain and threw itself at him, trying to use its bulk to crush him to death. Dancing backward, John let out an annoyed snort, his dagger and sword parrying the monster’s stingers. The chimera was truly a masterpiece of its type and was easily at the level of a legendary class holder. It boasted incredible defense and a strong attack, and combined with Lethor would undoubtedly be a formidable force. Realizing he was in for a long fight, John shook his head and kicked off the ground, dashing to the side as the monster tried to bite him in half with its curved beak.

      Not that far away, the Bone Carver was locked in battle with Katrine, trading spells back and forth as they tried to overcome each other’s shields. Lethor, despite only being a titled mage, actually had a slight advantage since his dark mana shield was being supplied by the glowing skull in his hand. Every time it shivered into existence to block Katrine’s attacks, she found herself growing more and more frustrated. It would have been one thing if Lethor had actually been skilled enough to fight her on his own, but watching her attacks bounce off a shield that was clearly a step above the legendary level was driving Katrine crazy.

      “Ehehehe! You shall pay for your lies! You shall pay for your insolence!” Lethor cackled, his twisted fingers blurring as he cast another curse at Katrine.

      “Unlikely,” Katrine said, sending out a swirling storm of wind that formed a spinning arrow.

      The Wind Arrow spell met the squirming greenish-gray energy of Lethor’s curse, grinding it to pieces as both Mages began casting their next spells. Even though it had won the encounter with the curse, the remnants of Katrine’s spell splashed against the shield that sprang up around the Bone Carver, not even distracting him for a moment. Lifting one of the bones he wore on his waist, he tossed it out in front of him, his hand darting into his pouch and retrieving a slimy black potion that he poured over the floating bone.

      With a hiss the bone began to dissolve, corroded by the black potion until it was pitted with holes. From those holes smoke began to rise, gathering in front of Lethor ,who muttered insanely and thrust out the glowing skull, causing the smoke to shudder. As Katrine watched, the shuddering smoke coalesced into a large chattering skull with eyes that blazed with devilish light. Shooting toward her, the skull bit down, like it wanted to take a chomp out of her. Sneering, she waved her hand, causing a wall of wind to slam into the skull, only to see it bite through her spell like it was nothing.

      Eyes widening with alarm, she flew backward, barely dodging as the skull lunged through her spell and bit down where she had been standing. Hearing the snap of the skull’s teeth, a shudder ran through her and she knew that, had she not dodged, she would have been bitten in half. Throwing another spell at it, she saw the floating skull chew through her mana like it was air as it shot toward her again. Flying away again, she formed a powerful Wind Arrow, shooting it at Lethor, only to see it bounce off the skull shield. Beyond frustrated, she let out a furious shout.

      “Argh! I hate Necromancers!”

      Still tangled with the chimera, John’s lips twitched. Unfortunately, he was having equally bad luck against the Necromancer’s monster. His blade could barely get more than a few inches into the beast before it tried to squash him, and even if he could stab his sword all the way through, he was sure it wouldn’t be any good since the creature had been designed to ignore its pain. Using his shield to bash its head, he took a moment to scan the room. Hugo was on his third abomination and the rest of the party seemed to be holding out well, thanks in large part due to Marcos’ incredible defensive ability.

      “Ellie, can you help Katrine?”

      When John called out over the din of the battle, he got more than a few skeptical looks. Hugo, Katrine, and even Lethor all looked at him like he was a fool, and even Marcos’ and Onggur’s foreheads creased in confusion. The only two people who didn’t respond with skepticism were Haver, who quickly backed up, and Ellie herself, who took a deep breath, her expression growing serious. Swallowing, her wand rose and she pointed at the Necromancer in the distance.

      “Sigvald!”

      A piercing cry shook the room, causing every single zombie in the room to shudder to a stop as two large lightning wings erupted from behind Ellie’s back. Sparks of electricity arced through the air, grounding themselves on anyone nearby, causing the Moritoi warriors to scramble to safety. With a loud crow, Sigvald emerged from the tattoo on Ellie’s back, his steel-like feathers glowing blue with lightning. Flapping his wings, he shot through the air, his gleaming claws spread out as he targeted Lethor the Bone Carver.

      Unlike the first time he had manifested, this time his lightning bolts actually hit his target, pounding away at the dark mana shield that sprang up around Lethor. Each bolt of lightning was as thick as a fist, and like punches from an angry thunder god they smashed into the skull’s shield, causing it to grow dangerously thin. Sensing that the shield was about to break from the lightning, Lethor screamed and called back the smoky skull to bite at Sigvald.

      The powerful bird let out an answering cry and turned in the air, his claws slashing into the side of the skull even as he nimbly dodged its biting jaws. A burning smell filled the air as Sigvald’s lightning-covered claws ripped into the skull, bolts of lightning still falling with every flap of his powerful wings. Given a moment of respite, Lethor cackled as he saw the dark mana shield begin to recover, but a moment later that excitement turned to pure terror as he saw Katrine’s outstretched hand.

      Six swirling Wind Arrows were twisting together in front of her splayed fingers, forming a giant vortex of wind that screeched as the air ripped apart. About to activate his emergency escape spell, Lethor heard Ellie’s voice above the sounds of battle that surrounded him.

      “Strike!”

      From the dark ceiling above him came the smell of burning ozone as a lightning bolt crashed down onto his head, spreading sparks as it splashed against the dark mana shield. Naturally effective against the dark mana, the arcing lightning ate away at the shield until it was nearly invisible. Like a stream of water pouring from a pitcher, the lightning continued to fall until, with a light cracking sound, the shield shattered apart.

      “Air Cannon.”

      Katrine’s voice was flat, almost without any emotion as she spoke the activation words for the powerful spell she had woven together. The six Wind Arrows had blended together into a long, thin vortex that moved so fast that the last echoes of her words were drowned out by the earthshaking explosion of the spell impacting the cavern wall on the other side of Lethor the Bone Carver. One of the Necromancer’s arms and a large part of his chest had vanished under the attack, and it was with terror that he stared down at the gaping wound. His lips started to open when a silver flash cut through the air and his head went flying, leaving his badly damaged body standing still.

      John appeared where the Necromancer had stood, shaking the blood from his blade with a twist as Lethor’s body crumpled to the ground. In the air, the skull formed from smoke was still fighting against Sigvald and the undead around the room continued to rush toward the party, not impacted by the Bone Carver’s death at all. Sigvald’s lightning was proving highly effective against the skull, and as they chased each other around the room it was clear the bird was coming out on top.

      Ignoring the roaring chimera who was trundling toward him, John’s hand shot out, grabbing the glowing skull that had started to float in the air. It looked almost exactly like the other skull John had destroyed, and he could sense both the sliver of Kythov the Eyeless’ spirit inside of it and the connection it had to all of the undead in the room. Hearing a whisper at the edge of his hearing, John ignored the Necromancer’s attempts to speak to him and sent mana into his hand, causing a sheet of blue flames to surround the skull and the spirit inside. With a squeeze, the skull crumbled and the spirit burned away without even the time to scream. Traces of blue flame scattered into the air as they traced the connections the skull carried to the undead and blue flames began to erupt in the chests of all the zombies and ghouls, quickly reducing them to ash.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]
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          CHAPTER 20

        

      

    

    
      As the blue flames dotted the room, lighting it with a flickering glow, John waved away the window that appeared in his sight. Sigvald and Ellie had seized the opportunity to finish off the smoky skull with a few powerful lightning bolts, and the massive rooster, who was looking less and less like a rooster every day, landed near John, walking over to him and staring up at him expectantly. Amused, John clenched his fingers, gathering mana together into a crystal shard and tossing it to the bird, who pecked it out of the air with incredible speed.

      With Lethor the Bone Carver’s death, the chimera had come to a shuddering stop and collapsed, unmoving, to the ground. For a second John felt as if he had seen a rush of energy escaping from the chimera’s body, but when he blinked it was gone. Flying over, Katrine drifted out of the air and landed next to John, staring at the armored behemoth at her feet. Her brow furrowing, she kicked its beak lightly, producing a dull thud.

      “Why’d it suddenly fall over?”

      “Some sort of soul connection, probably,” John said with a shrug. “Lethor probably should have been a legendary class holder, but I would guess all his effort went into creating this chimera. If he had focused all that effort on himself, he would have been a lot stronger.”

      “It’s a modification of a puppetry enchantment,” Ellie said, walking over. “The chimera is acting as a puppet, but one made from the body parts of different animals. Normally the caster would use part of their soul to control the puppet, but he seems to have tried to use other people’s souls, creating a perversion of the spell. When he died, his control over the other souls vanished and they scattered.”

      Blinking at Ellie, Katrine was lost for words for a moment. This was the second time in a matter of minutes that the farm girl had completely shocked her. Turning to John, she pointed at Ellie.

      “Ok, what? Are you going to explain this, or are you going to pretend that everything is totally normal?”

      “Haha, I dunno, seeing you picking your jaw off the floor is rather amusing,” John said, cracking half a smile.

      This time, Katrine’s jaw actually dropped, her mouth opening wide enough to fit a whole egg, causing both John and Ellie to laugh.

      “Okay, now I know something has gone wrong with the world. Was that a joke? John ‘Mr. Serious’ Sutton? Making a joke? Wild.”

      “Are you asking about my familiar? Or how I knew about the spell?” Ellie asked, patting Sigvald on the head.

      “Um, both? All of it? And that lightning spell you cast. Are you a Mage? I thought that w… I thought that Mages were really rare, but your lightning spell sure looks like a Mage spell.”

      Sharing a glance with John, Ellie smiled and shook her head.

      “I’m not a Mage. I’m a Witch.”

      “Hold on,” Katrine said, lifting her hand as her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Like, one of the original classes type of Witch?”

      “Exactly like that. I got my class from the last inheritor of the original Witch line,” Ellie said with a nod. “I know about the puppetry spell because Alchemists are an offshoot of my class and I’ve studied records of puppetry to see if I can create a helper for the farm.”

      This time, Katrine really didn’t have any words. Looking up at the ceiling, she let out a depressed sigh, causing John to laugh and pat her on the shoulder.

      “I feel the same way. Can you imagine having an unbroken lineage? Hah, at least you had an actual master to teach you magic.”

      “Maybe, though that hasn’t stopped you from shooting on ahead,” Katrine replied, rolling her eyes as the rest of the party gathered.

      Staring at the chimera, then at Lethor’s body, Marcos nodded, clearly satisfied with the way the fight had turned out. Next to him Hugo was in a slight daze, his thoughts unknown, though every now and again he would sneak a glance at John.

      “I would count this as a success,” Marcos said, looking at John. “Would you like to continue the hunt?”

      “No, I think we’ll call it for now,” John replied. “We know the enemy is biding their time and building their strength, but for exactly what, I’m not sure. We also know they’ve found the door left by the first Mage, or at least what they believe to be the door, and in the valley no less. What did Lethor say? In the depths of the valley? That probably means in the tunnels under the valley, right? I guess we have more tunnel exploration in our future. We need to figure out where that door is so we can stop whatever plan they’re cooking up.”

      “We’ll need more people for that,” Katrine said, looking at Marcos.

      “I will inform the Ecclesia to send more people to the valley.”

      “Haver, can you help with the search?” John asked.

      Thinking for a moment, the Wolf King nodded slightly.

      “Yes, though my wolves aren’t nearly as good underground as they are in the open. But sure. I can help. Will you ask Rebya?”

      “Actually, that’s a great idea.”

      “Who is Rebya?” Katrine asked, looking between Haver and John with interest.

      “A friend who’s particularly adept below the earth,” John said with a wave. “Alright, let’s get this all cleaned up and get out of here.”

      It didn’t take the party long to search Lethor’s body and then trace his steps back to the small cave he called home. It was messy and dirty, but the magical circles drawn on the table were the marks of an alchemy table, so John spent a few moments memorizing the marks on it while Ellie directed everyone else on how to pack up the various ingredients scattered around. Once he had finished imprinting the spell circles in his mind, John carefully cut apart the table and bundled the pieces together to take with them.

      A few hours later the party found themselves outside and back on their horses, heading for Fairford village. The whole trip had been much shorter than John had estimated, but he was more than happy to have additional time to spend on studying magic and running the farm. He’d take that over fighting crazy Necromancers any day of the week. With the destruction of the magical skull, they had only gained two magical items. A grimoire similar to the Grimoire of Bones called Dark Alchemy that he had found in Lethor’s room, and an enchanted iron knife made from a single piece of metal with a square spike on the bottom that had been on the old man’s belt.

      John had also recovered the ring with the mask, as well as another ring with the symbol of the coiled snake. There had been other things, but most of them were dangerous potions or ingredients to make more of the potions. They had thoroughly burned everything they hadn’t taken with them apart from the chimera’s corpse, which John planned to strip at a later date.

      After arriving at the village, the party split up and John and Ellie rode back to the farm along with Onggur and the Moritoi warriors. As they traveled, the warriors who had gone into the caves regaled the four warriors who had stayed outside with tales of the fight, and by the time they made it back to the farm, each one of the Moritai warriors had faced at least a thousand undead on their own. Sharing an amused glance, Ellie and John said goodbye to the warriors and headed into the house.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” Ellie said, brushing back her tangled hair with a frown.

      “That sounds good. I’ll take mine once you’re done. After that, we should head to the tower to meditate. I used my mana again and it’s got me nervous.”

      “Oh, speaking of the tower, I noticed you haven’t mentioned it to Katrine,” Ellie said, looking at John squarely. “Is there a reason for that?”

      Mulling over the question, John shook his head.

      “No, not really. Force of habit, probably. Knowledge, especially magical knowledge, is dangerous. Besides, telling her would be the same as inviting her, and I don’t think I’m ready to share the knowledge Rebya has yet.”

      “Are you worried she would turn against us?”

      “Maybe? Magic has a way of twisting people. I mean, just look at Lethor. At one point he was an Alchemist, but over time, as he sought power, he ended up a crazy old man hiding in a cave with thousands of undead. No human is immune to the temptation of more power, and when power grows it tends to lead to suspicion. If I were to tell Katrine we were sitting on a nearly complete record of magic, we would either have to share it with her or fight her for it, and even if we share it with her, there’s no guarantee it would turn out well since she might think we were holding something else back and turn on us.”

      Biting her bottom lip, Ellie’s forehead furrowed as she thought about what John was saying.

      “But aren’t we doing what you’re worried about Katrine doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It sounds a lot like you’re suspicious of her and jealous that she might take the knowledge of the tower and use it against you.”

      Freezing, John felt like a bolt of lightning had just shot through his head. Thanks to Mental Model, it wasn’t hard to replay his words in his head, and with growing horror he realized Ellie was completely right. Rubbing the back of his neck, he smiled ruefully.

      “Huh, I guess you’re right. That’s really hypocritical of me.”

      “I’m not saying we should tell her,” Ellie said, still frowning. “I’m just wondering if we have a good reason not to. Rebya’s desire is to share her knowledge, and the more people we have working on problems, the quicker we can make progress, so I think it’s worth weighing the pros and cons. And besides, even if she were to go off the rails, I’m confident that we—well, you—could deal with her.”

      “Heh, true. I think you’re right, we need to consider it more carefully. Thanks for saying something.”

      “Of course. It’s easy to be blind to what we’re doing,” Ellie said, her frown transforming into a smile. “I’m going to grab a quick shower.”

      Heading out to the barn, John checked in with Thomas to make sure everything was okay and then took a quick trip to the tower, dropping off all the materials and potions they had recovered from Lethor’s lair. He also gave the book they had found, Dark Alchemy, to Rebya for her to catalog in the library. While he was reassembling the alchemy table, Ellie arrived, her hair still wet from her shower, so John left her to work on the table while he went back to the house to shower.

      It often felt like there was at least thirty-six hours of work to squeeze into the twenty-four hours they had, and time passed quickly on the farm. Each day was full to bursting, and before he knew it John was standing in front of a waving field of golden wheat ready to be harvested.

      “Would you like me to run the reaper, sir?”

      “I don’t mind doing it,” John said, turning down Thomas’ offer. “If you wouldn’t mind following behind with the basket, I want to try out the threshing spell.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      Taking a moment to look over the thresher he had made for the last time, John tested each of the pieces to make sure they worked. It was a simple affair that consisted of a large basket where the wheat stalks would be collected, a round drum with protruding teeth that could spin when the wheels moved, an enchanted filter to separate out the wheat seeds, and a hopper for collecting the seeds. The basic idea was that the spinning wheel would act as a beater, separating the seeds from the stalks, and the magical filter would spit the seeds out of one side and the stalks and husks to the other.

      The enchantment on the filter was an ingenious piece of work Ellie and Rebya had come up with, and after testing it a few times, John was ready to give it a try in the field. Satisfied that everything was working as intended, he lined it up and took a hold of the reaper, beginning to push it forward as Thomas followed with the thresher. All the farm workers had stopped what they were doing to come out and watch, and they were joined by the Moritoi, who were quite curious about the whole process.

      Seeing a row of wheat vanish under the blades of the reaper and transform into a trail of broken stalks and a bag of seeds, Mrs. Clark, who had harvested many times, nearly fainted from shock. Beside her, the others were just as dumbfounded. The efficiency of the two machines was unbelievable, even if John wasn’t completely satisfied. Walking back along the row they had just harvested, he crouched to examine the crushed and chopped stalks that had been left behind, noticing the seeds that were scattered among them. Walking over to join him, Ellie crouched down next to him and poked one of the seeds.

      “It looks like the filter will need more adjustment.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty efficient, but we’re losing enough seeds that we’ll probably miss about three to five bags across the whole acre. Not huge, by any stretch, but multiply that by thirty, or one hundred, and it’ll add up.”

      “I might need to see the filter working to be able to tell what’s going on. Can you run it without the guard in place?”

      “Not without losing even more seeds out of the top. The barrel sends them flying so we’d lose everything we put in. Maybe we could put a piece of mesh, or even glass on the side. I can cut a hole and we can fix something there that will allow you to see through to the filter.”

      “I’ll get some glass,” Ellie said, standing up.

      Watching her hurry off, John couldn’t help but smile, a deep sense of peace permeating his mind and body. With a start, John realized he had never been happier.

      *ding*

      
        
        [Active Quest Complete]

      

      

      
        
        [Completed Quest - Grow Wheat: Food is important, not only to you, but to everyone in the world. Learn to grow wheat that will survive in any environment.]

      

      

      
        
        [Reward:  -15 Doom Points.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse retreats.]

      

      

      
        
        [Reward: +1 Skill Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [New Quests Generated: Feed the Nations, Reclaim the Forbidden Lands]
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          CHAPTER 21

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [Feed the Nations: You have managed to do the impossible, creating a type of wheat that consumes mana to grow yet is still edible. However, in the face of the sea of mouths that go hungry every day, the wheat you have grown is less than a drop. Expand your production of this new wheat, propagating it until it is sufficient to provide food for the world. Be careful of those who would take the wheat for themselves, trying to monopolize in order to generate wealth.]

      

      

      The first quest that popped up after John cleared [Grow Wheat] was exactly what he had expected. It was apparent that the system wanted him to create a stable food source, so it only followed that the next step would be to increase the amount of seeds until the food source was sustainable. Looking at the full bag of wheat seeds Thomas was tying off, John grinned widely. With the drastically shortened maturation cycle of the new wheat, every five weeks each acre he planted could grow into another forty to fifty bushels of seed. Since every bushel his farm produced could seed another acre, the growth would be explosive.

      It seems like the biggest problem is going to be prepping the land to plant. That’s a lot of plowing to get the fields ready. I wonder if we can build spells for that? We’re going to have to, since every acre is going to have a fortyfold growth. What is that? One acre produces forty bushels, which seeds forty acres. Forty produces sixteen hundred bushel,s and sixteen hundred seeded acres produces sixty-four thousand bushels. Sheesh. Sixty-four thousand acres will produce two million, five hundred, and sixty thousand bushels. That should be enough to complete the quest, right?

      Shaking his head, John opened up the other quest he’d received.

      
        
        [Reclaim the Forbidden Lands: The wheat seeds in your hand hold the secret to reclaiming the lands blighted by the forbidden spells. Rewards will be dependent on the size of the reclaimed land. This is a repeatable quest.]

      

      

      Chuckling, John stood up and brushed his knees off. The extra quest was exactly what he needed right now. The best farmland in the various nations of old was now forbidden to everyone due to the mana fallout that had irradiated it after the wars, and if he was going to grow enough wheat to feed everyone, reclaiming that land was a must. Getting a quest that was asking him to do something he already needed to do was like icing on a cake.

      Now that his Doom Points were down to eighty-one, John finally felt like he could deal with whatever was coming. Nineteen seconds was practically a lifetime to him, and since he no longer had to worry about the Doom Point he gained each week thanks to Rebya’s meditation technique, he felt as if he had a bit more breathing room.

      “It seems we missed some seeds, sir,” Thomas said, bringing over a new bag to attach to the thresher.

      “That it does. But that’s okay, we just need to adjust the filter. Ellie wants to see it in action, so we’ll be adding a window to the side.”

      “I see. Might I also suggest we adjust the back wheel on the left? It was sticking a bit.”

      “Sure, let me check it out.”

      Lifting up the machine, John turned it onto its side and took a look at the offending wheel. It didn’t take him long to realize that the rod holding the wheel onto the machine was slightly bent, which caused the wheel to rub against the metal side of the machine as it turned. Gripping the wheel, John bent it slightly and then tried spinning it. Seeing that it was still a bit stiff, he bent it a little more and then spun it again, nodding when it moved cleanly. Leaving the cart on its side, they waited for Ellie to come back with a sheet of glass she had retrieved from the tower.

      After sizing it up, John pulled out the metal knife he had taken from Lethor and placed the edge on the metal side of the thresher. The knife, which looked like it had been made from a pitted metal and made John think of meteorites for some reason, had a six-inch-long blade that was shaped almost like a cleaver. The tang was square, but it had been turned repeatedly to make a spiral handle before straightening out and tapering to a spike. Overall, the knife was twelve inches long and fit John’s hand nicely.

      Not sensing any dark mana on it, John had been curious about its use and had tried activating it in the Shadow Tower. To his amazement, it had turned out to be an excellent carving knife, and when mana was inserted into the blade it cut every material he’d tried it on like butter. Metal and stone proved no challenge for it, and it left nice clean marks wherever it passed. Both sides could be used, and John had taken to wearing it on his belt.

      Gathering mana from the air, he saw the knife’s edge change to a bright silver and drew his hand down, forming a neat cut in the metal side of the machine. Three more cuts allowed him to take a large square part of the side out, and after cutting a few tabs out of the sheet, he spot-welded them back onto the sides and bottom of the opening. Turning the machine right side up, Ellie slid the pane of glass into the slots and peered through at the inert spell.

      “That should be good. I can see how it’s working, and hopefully that will help us refine the spell. For now, let’s adjust the weight slightly. I think most of the seeds it’s missing are larger.”

      “Sure. That’s the sixth line, right? And you want it heavier?”

      “Yeah, so that it accepts larger seeds. Just a hair though.”

      After making the adjustment, John and Thomas ran the two machines down the next row while Ellie followed along, watching as the drum spun, breaking apart the wheat stalks fed into it from the basket and then flinging them out of the chamber onto the angled filter. Any wheat stalks that hit the filter simply passed through, but the seeds and any tiny pieces of chaff that were under the weight restriction on the magical filter bounced to the side, where they entered the hopper with the bag.

      Over the next four hours, John and Ellie continued to tweak the filter, even changing it out twice until they were getting ninety-nine percent of the seeds into the bag, along with minimal amounts of chaff. As they tested various options, they had finished harvesting the new wheat and had moved on to the thirty-four acres of regular wheat. Before the day was over, they had perfected their thresher and also harvested every single stalk of wheat they’d grown. Looking at the forty-one bags of special wheat seeds they had ended up with, John let out a satisfied sigh.

      “We need a name for this wheat.”

      “Sutton,” Thomas said, “for Sutton Farm.”

      “Eh, I thought about that, but honestly, I’m not sure I want my name on it.”

      “What’s wrong with having your name on it?”

      “I guess nothing, but still, it makes me feel weird to think people will be eating it. No Sutton.”

      “What about golden grace?”

      Turning to look at Ellie, who had suggested the name, John tapped his chin.

      “It’s poetic, but also a bit strange. What’s your thought process?”

      Leaning down, Ellie picked up a handful of the seeds, letting them run through her fingers like drops of molten gold.

      “They carry a sheen like real gold thanks to the mana they possess, and eating them will naturally strengthen the bodies of anyone who consumes them, making them a grace. Thus, golden grace.”

      “I like it,” John nodded. “From now on, we’ll call this strain of wheat golden grace. Tomorrow we’ll plant it across all our fields and then we’ll leave for the Moritoi assembly.”

      “But first, we have a birthday party to celebrate,” Ellie said, looking toward the porch where Ben was sitting, reading a book.

      “Hey, I was meaning to ask, what’s with Ben reading all of a sudden?” John asked, nodding toward the young man. “The other day he asked me for the cheese business ledger.”

      “Ah, that would be because I informed him that the greatest Rogues are all masters of finance, sir.”

      “Masters of finance?” John asked Thomas, giving the middle-aged man a surprised look.

      “Yes, sir. We are masters of other people’s finances. I meant it as a joke, sir, but he seems to have taken it seriously.”

      “Hah, there are worse things he could be doing,” Ellie said, smiling. “We’ll be celebrating tomorrow morning after the first milking at breakfast. I’ve made a cake and we’ll have some sausage I got from town.”

      Giving the fields one last look, John grabbed a few bags of wheat and carried them toward the yard. When the Moritoi saw him moving the bags, they all ran over and pitched in, though it quickly devolved into a contest of who could carry the most bags at once. A contest that Thomas won with ease, since none of the Moritoi were legendary class holders. Chuckling at the annoyed looks the warriors were shooting at Thomas, John called Onggur over and explained the plan.

      “Tomorrow we’ll be planting, but that should only take a day. After that, we’ll be ready to go with you to the assembly. Is there anything we need to prepare?”

      “No,” Onggur said, stroking his mustache. “Just bring your smoothest tongue and we’ll hope for the best.”

      “Sounds good.”

      That night, after their meditation session, John and Ellie sat down on the porch with cups of tea, enjoying the warm night. In the distance, John could hear the sounds of the animals as they started to bed down and the nighttime insects starting to wake up. Realizing that Ellie had been shooting glances at him from the corners of her eyes for some time, John turned to look at her, smiling when she pretended she hadn’t been looking at him at all.

      “Are you sure you want to come to the assembly?” John asked quietly, looking up at the gleaming stars that cast their light over the valley.

      “Of course I want to go. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because traveling is a drag? Because you’re tired of running around all over the place? I dunno. If I’m honest, I’d rather not go if it could be avoided, but I don’t think it can be.”

      Tucking her feet up under her body, Ellie straightened her skirt out and nodded.

      “I know what you mean. But this is really important.”

      “It is,” John agreed, taking another sip of his tea. “And it will also allow us to take a look at one of the forbidden lands.”

      “Are they dangerous?”

      “The forbidden lands? Yeah, they can be. But no worse than a cave full of undead. Well, except for the threat of mana sickness. But we should be fine.”

      Continuing to chat quietly, they finished their tea and then headed off to bed, rising early the next morning as the sun was just starting to peek over the mountains. The smell of frying batter filled the kitchen as John walked out of his room, and he saw that Ellie was working at the stove, a pile of golden-brown pancakes piled high next to her. Setting the table, John got out the butter and jam from the cupboard along with some honey.

      It wasn’t long before the door opened and people started to troop in. Ben and Even were first, clearly exhausted from their early-morning exercises. Seeing the pancakes next to his sister, Ben’s face lit up and he collapsed into his seat, dramatically flopping his head onto the table.

      “Come now, young master, the training wasn’t that hard,” Thomas said, entering the kitchen after Mrs. Clark and her daughter.

      “Not that hard? It was torture!” Ben cried, his head popping up off the table as he stared at his teacher indignantly. “I thought you said today was supposed to be an easy day because it was my birthday!”

      “No need to shout, Ben,” Ellie said, bringing a stack of pancakes over to the table. “Go wash up.”

      “I already did.”

      “Then do it again. You still have dirt on your cheek.”

      Looking around for someone who might take his side, Ben realized no one would stand up to his sister’s tyranny on his behalf, so he muttered something under his breath and dragged himself off to the bathroom to wash his hands and face. The original table had been replaced by a longer rectangular table so everyone had a place, and John took his seat at one end after helping Ellie carry over the large pan of eggs that had been warming in the oven. Once Ben was back and everyone was seated, John looked around the table and gestured for everyone to start.

      “So, Ben, how does it feel being twelve? Feeling different?”

      Grabbing a thick stack of pancakes from the pile, Ben paused slightly and then shook his head.

      “No, I feel exactly the same as always. For some reason I thought it would be a bigger deal, but it feels like just another day.”

      “That’s often how it is as you get older,” John said with a shrug. “It’s difficult to see how things are changing when you’re in the midst of the change. Especially when the changes are gradual and progressive. But one way that you’ve changed is that you’re taller than you were when I first arrived. Almost six inches taller. More muscle too.”

      Looking down at his arm, Ben unconsciously flexed it, nodding his head happily. Picking up the jam, Ellie passed it to Mrs. Clark and smiled across the table at her brother.

      “Another way that Ben has grown is that he’s more helpful around the farm. In the past he could help with tasks, but now he can handle a lot of them on his own.”

      “And he does a good job too,” Thomas added. “I almost never have to follow up with the tasks I give him because he takes his time and does the work right the first time.”

      “See,” John poked Ben in the arm, “you are different. It just doesn’t come all at once. It comes a bit at a time, one good habit stacking up on the last.”

      Practically glowing from the praise, Ben lowered his head into his food, embarrassed by all the attention. Chuckling, John left him to eat and busied himself with his own food. After breakfast was finished, Ellie brought out a small cake she had made, along with three fruit pies. While she served slices to everyone, John got up and left the room, returning a moment later with a set of three packages that he placed in front of Ben. Starting from the smallest, Ben ripped the paper off to reveal a two-foot sword that gleamed with a frosty air.

      Eyes wide, he immediately stood up and stepped away from the table, executing one of the chops he’d been learning. Feeling the sharp blade cut through the air, his grin grew so big it looked like it would split his face.

      “The blade is called Frost Edge. It was awarded to me a long time ago, for my service to Lepiera,” Thomas said, bringing out a sheath from inside his coat. “May it serve you well.”

      “Thank you!”

      The second package contained a coat Ellie had made, along with some socks and underwear Mrs. Clark and her daughter had bought from the village tailor. Slightly embarrassed that they had bought him new underwear, Ben stammered a “thank you” and turned his attention to the third package. Ripping the wrapping away, he saw a gleaming leather set of armor. A chest piece with pauldrons, greaves, and bracers completed the set and he let out a whoop of joy, rushing over to his sister to give her a hug.
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      It ended up being two days before they managed to get on the road. After the planting they had gotten caught up in trying to develop a new spell with Rebya which would allow them to plow and till a large area of land. While they didn’t manage to complete anything, John felt like they had started to make good progress, and Rebya promised to keep working on it. Waving to Ben, who was still wearing the armor he had gotten for his birthday, and Thomas, who was standing next to him, John and Ellie rode out of the farmyard with Onggur and his warriors. John and Ellie rode side by side, a single cart following behind them. He had decided at the last minute to bring Ferdie along with them to pull the cart, a decision the Moritoi warriors were quite pleased with.

      They had quite enjoyed the bull’s antics while they’d hung out on the farm and had already approached John about buying the bull to use as a stud in their own herds. The Moritoi were herdsmen when they weren’t raiding, and they were quite excited at the idea of breeding their cows with such a powerful bull. Ferdie, on the other hand, was slightly timid due to all the new sights and was following close behind John and Ellie, his big eyes rolling this way and that as he looked around.

      Thanks to the powerful aura Ferdie gave off, they had no trouble as they headed through the mountains, and after two days they arrived at the edge of the great plains. Stopping for a moment, Onggur, who was leading the way, let out a relieved sigh and took a deep breath. The other warriors with them did as well, seeming happy to finally be back in their own land. Gazing across the plain, Ellie shook her head.

      “It’s amazing how large it is,” she whispered.

      “And flat. Now imagine if it was all covered in wheat,” John said, smiling.

      Setting off across the plain, the party sped up, trotting along until it began to grow dark. One of the Moritoi, scouting ahead, returned with word of a campfire, so the party changed their direction slightly and soon arrived at a small hollow where another group had set up a camp. As they came close, Onggur whistled, sounding almost like a bird. Hearing an answering whistle from the camp, his face lit up and he led the way forward.

      As they came into the hollow, John saw two dozen powerful Moritoi warriors seated around the fire, eating their dinner. A group of five warriors were waiting to greet them, and as they swung down from their horses, Onggur grasped the wrist of a bear-sized man whose dark hair was tightly bound in thick braids.

      “Welcome, brothers. Do you make your way to the Sky Stones?”

      “We do. We are escorting the Wise Woman and her guard John to the assembly,” Onggur replied, gesturing toward Ellie. “This is Okin, band leader of the Swift Bear tribe.”

      “Your information is outdated, Onggur,” one of the other warriors said with a laugh. “You’re shaking hands with the Khan now.”

      “Khan? Congratulations!”

      “Haha, thank you,” Okin said, smiling widely.

      Stepping forward, he faced Ellie and John, giving her a salute.

      “Our camp welcomes the Wise Woman. I am Okin the Shield Breaker, Khan of the Swift Bear tribe. To our shame we do not have a tent to offer you, but we will clear any space you would like.”

      Unsure how to respond, Ellie heard a slight whisper by her ear and brightened.

      “Thank you, but I have brought my own tent. I will not disrupt your camp and will set it up on the northern edge of the camp.”

      “Very well. Simply ask if you need anything.”

      While Onggur and his men caught up with their friends from the Swift Bear tribe, John led Ferdie around to the northern side of the camp and quickly set up the two tents they had brought. The Moritoi rarely camped in tents when they weren’t in their main camp, so the two tents were rather conspicuous, but they were far enough away from the fires that Ellie didn’t feel too self-conscious.

      The next morning, they packed up and set off again, this time traveling with the Swift Bear tribe. Initially John had some concerns about keeping up with the Moritoi due to the cart, but Ferdie had no trouble trotting alongside the horsemen. As heavy as the cart was, the giant bull didn’t seem to notice it was bouncing along behind him. For the next few days they traveled all day and then camped in the evening. Occasionally they met up with other groups of warriors who were traveling the same direction as they were and joined together. By the time the morning of the fourth day had dawned, their group had swelled to nearly two hundred and the ground shook when they ran.

      When evening arrived, they didn’t stop to set up camp, instead pushing on as the sun fell and the stars appeared in the sky, like raining diamonds set against a velvet cloth. They had only traveled under the light of the stars for a few hours when they saw a glow light up the horizon. Approaching the massive camp, the group split up, each tribe separating themselves out as a squad of horsemen galloped over to them.

      “Hold! You approach the Sky Stone Assembly! State your name, tribe, and who rides with you.”

      “Okin the Shield Breaker, Swift Bear tribe. I bring my warriors.”

      “Kete the Clear Eyed, Spotted Leopard tribe. I bring my warriors.”

      “Batukhan the Golden Fist, Golden Club tribe. I bring my warriors.”

      “Onggur the Moon Sword, Broken Horn tribe. I bring my warriors and honored guests of the Five Tribe Alliance.”

      Directing his horse over to Onggur, the horseman leading the squad looked over John and Ellie carefully, his eyes widening when he saw Ferdie. Seeming slightly nervous, he looked at Onggur for a moment before nodding.

      “You may go in. Onggur, will your honored guests set up next to your tribe?”

      “Yes. We will camp in the Five Tribe Alliance’s area.”

      “Very well. I will inform the Wise Women.”

      With a wave of his arm and a shout, the squad wheeled their horses around and rode away swiftly, continuing to patrol the surroundings. Giving John a slightly strained smile, Onggur led the way into the large camp, winding between the staked-out camps of the various tribes. As they walked their horses forward, Onggur would occasionally stop to greet different groups, proving that his connections were wide. Trailing after him, Ellie and John attracted quite a bit of attention, but no one came over to talk to them, only staring from afar. Eventually they made it to the center of the giant camp where they found Zayaat the Slaying Wind, Khan of the Flying Eagle tribe, waiting for them with the other Khans from their alliance and an old woman who leaned on a cane with a carved bird on the top.

      “Welcome, honored friends!” Zayaat said, spreading his arms wide. “Welcome to our camp.”

      Next to him the old woman took a small step forward and spoke softly, causing Zayaat to close his mouth quickly.

      “My greetings to you, Wise Woman Ellie. I speak for my sisters in saying that your presence honors our tribes. We have heard of your wisdom from the whispers that drift in the air. I am Saransi, Wise Woman of the Flying Eagle tribe.”

      “Thank you. I am Ellie, of Sutton Farm.”

      “My sisters have prepared a feast. Will you join us?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Ellie said, not needing a prompting from John this time.

      She had been interacting with the Moritoi for a few weeks now and found herself much more comfortable with the way they comported themselves, so she didn’t hesitate to swing down from her horse and toss the reins to John. With a smile at him, she followed Saransi, quickly vanishing into the nearby tents. Watching the two women disappear, Zayaat smiled and shook his head.

      “Welcome, brother. We’ve been looking forward to your arrival.”

      “I am honored,” John said, jumping off Merlin. “Where should I set up our tents?”

      “Come, I’ll show you to your place.”

      Ellie did not return until the morning sun was just starting to rise in the sky, and as she collapsed into bed John told Ferdie to keep watch while he went in search of Zayaat and Onggur. He found them in the alliance’s main tent, along with Saransi and another middle-aged woman who wore the dress of a Wise Woman.

      “Morning.”

      Jumping up to greet John, Onggur quickly introduced him to the middle-aged woman.

      “This is Chakha, the Wise Woman of the Broken Horn tribe.”

      “It is my honor,” John said, bowing his head toward Chakha.

      “Likewise. I have heard that you hosted my husband well, and for that I thank you.”

      “Husband?” John asked, looking over at Onggur who was nodding happily, his face red.

      “Unfortunately,” Chakha said dryly, causing everyone else to laugh as Onggur’s expression deflated.

      Once John was seated and food had been served, Saransi spoke up, fixing John with a hard gaze.

      “It is amazing to see one not from our tribes who knows our traditions so well. Tell me, do you know what you will face in the coming days?”

      “Roughly, but I wouldn’t mind a crash course,” John said, shrugging.

      “Crash course?”

      “Ah, a quick explanation.”

      “Hmm. Very well. Through the test of blood, the Khans of our alliance have made a deal with you. After examining the results of this deal and discussing it at length, we, the Wise Women of the alliance, have decided to honor this deal. However, it is only our alliance that has made this choice. There are over five hundred tribes among our people, and without a consensus among them, it will be impossible for your suggestion to be carried out. Many of our people do not believe there is a threat that can destroy us when we are united, so if you would have us change our path, you must convince everyone. We have, at Zayaat’s request and against our better judgment, called for this assembly to give you the opportunity to make your case.”

      Looking over, John was surprised to see the firm expression on Zayaat’s face. The Khan had clearly gone against the wishes of the Wise Woman of his tribe, a feat that was as brave as charging into an enemy army without any support. In fact, John had heard his friend mention that it would be much preferable to simply strip naked and jump into a snake pit than contradict a tribe’s Wise Woman, but Zayaat had clearly done that.

      “Thank you. I believe it is the only path forward for your people,” John said calmly, his gaze returning to meet Saransi’s.

      The Wise Woman’s eyes narrowed and her lips twitched into a frown.

      “That is what Zayaat said. Tell me, what makes you so sure?”

      “Because the resources of this world are starting to vanish, and with every drop of blood spilled, this world takes a small step toward destruction. Allera has started to deploy troops to our border and the Ecclesia is starting to move. The coming war will be the last, and anyone who stands in the way of peace will be removed.”

      “You threaten us?” Chakha said, leaning forward with a scowl.

      “Threaten? No. I simply state the truth. There are evils in this world that would see it bathed in blood, but the Eternal Flame will not tolerate it. The only path to survival is to put down your enmity with the other people of this world and engage in trade.”

      “Then what? Would you have us beat our swords into plows? Who will defend us against the wolves that circle?”

      Shaking his head, John pushed his plate back.

      “Look, I’m not telling you to disarm, or to stop training warriors. I’m just saying that this life of banditry cannot continue. It’s not sustainable, and soon it will have no place in the world. You know what will? Guarding others against beasts and the evil people who hide in the cracks of this world. Your skills, both with horses and weapons, will continue to be highly sought after, but for protecting, not pillaging.”

      After a moment of silence, Saransi sighed and smiled slightly.

      “You are certainly persuasive, but ultimately we are not the ones you will need to convince. There are many other warriors, many other Wise Women, who have heard these same arguments from Zayaat, and they have rejected them, including the High Priestess. Tomorrow, the ceremonies will start and the assembly will be called. You will be given a chance to stand up in front of the Wise Women and Khans and speak your mind. Which reminds me, Zayaat assures me you are a powerful warrior. There will be many who wish to shut your mouth and remove your right to speak through the test of blood—are you confident you can maintain your place?”

      “Exceedingly.”

      “Good. But what of the Wise Woman Ellie?”

      “Will she face challenges as well?” John asked, his eyes narrowing dangerously.

      “Undoubtedly. Your right to speak is contingent on her being recognized as a Wise Woman. Some of our more, uh, warlike sisters will challenge her to prove herself with both spells and wisdom.”

      “Even though she’s not part of your people?”

      “Yes, which is the excuse they will use to challenge her to a fight.”

      “Are any of them legendary? I mean, are they at the level of a greater Khan?”

      “There are a few of them, yes, but it is unlikely they will challenge her, since she has yet to reach even the level of a Khan,” Chakha said, looking between John and Saransi. “But there are those who might ignore the difference and throw away their honor to fight her.”

      Remaining silent for a moment, John nodded.

      “It would be better to see this through in peace, but I understand it is not the way of your people. We will face any challenge that comes and count on the honor of your people to make them fair.”

      Giving him a worried look, Saransi let out a sigh.

      “I’m afraid you don’t understand the level of opposition you face. For years, a certain faction in our tribes has been trying to convince us to go to war, to sweep through Lepiera and seize the nation for ourselves. In recent years, that faction has grown in influence and volume. Just as you seek to persuade us to peace, they seek to do the opposite.”

      “Then I’ll just have to be more persuasive,” John said, his lips curling in a small smile.
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      Not a single cloud could be seen in the blue sky that stretched above the great plains, and as the tribes gathered together, Ellie finally understood why the Moritoi named this place the Sky Stones. Hanging in the air in an unbelievable display of magic were six massive obelisks that seemed to have been fixed in the air. The bottoms of the obelisks hummed with power as they hovered two feet from the hard packed earth under them. Each was at least twenty feet in diameter and they rose nearly thirty feet into the air.

      At the top of the obelisks, hovering a few feet from the dull stone points, was a wide platform over two hundred feet wide. A perfect circle, it appeared to be as firm as if it had been planted in bedrock. Six long sloped wooden ramps led up in a spiral around the structure, allowing the Wise Women and Khans of the Moritoi tribes to make their way up to the top of the platform. Clearly added by the Moritoi, the ramps were fixed to the obelisks and didn’t touch the ground at all. Holding John’s hand, Ellie looked over the edge of the ramp in wonder as they walked up to the platform with the members of the Five Tribe Alliance.

      “How are they floating?” Ellie asked, her eyes wide.

      “No idea,” John said, shrugging. “There are strange things like these stones scattered around the world, but as far as I know, no one actually knows what they are or how they function. Maybe Rebya would have something in her records.”

      “Then they’ve been here for a long time?”

      “Yup. Since before the first Mage arrived.”

      Arriving at the top of the wide stone circle, John and Ellie saw two raised platforms, one at the edge of the circle and the other in the middle. Both were made of the same stone that the rest of the floating stone circle was made from and were clearly part of the whole structure. Sitting on the smaller platform at the edge were three figures. Two of them were masked and exuded an aura of incredible power. Wearing a sun mask, the woman sat in the center of the platform on a tall chair while the man, who had a moon mask, stood next to her, his muscles seeming to strain against his skin even while he wasn’t moving. The two of them were an impressive sight, and as the Moritoi from different tribes walked onto the platform, they bowed toward them with clear respect.

      However, while everyone’s attention was on the woman in the sun mask, John’s gaze drifted to the third person on the platform. Sitting in a small chair to the side, the motherly old woman had a smile on her chubby face, causing her eyes to nearly vanish behind her cheeks. Unlike the other two, she gave off no aura at all as she looked out over the growing crowd.

      “That is the High Priestess and the Moon Guardian,” Saransi whispered to Ellie, who was staring at them in wonder. “They will preside over the assembly. If you wish for our people to change, you must first convince them.”

      “They seem really strong,” Ellie whispered back.

      “They are the most powerful among our people,” Chakha replied with a smile. “Among your people, you would call them legendary warriors.”

      “Late stage legendaries at that,” John said, throwing a glance at the man with the moon mask.

      As the last of the crowd found their places, everyone sat on the ground, falling silent until there was no sound save for the gentle breeze that blew over them. Standing up from her chair, the High Priestess in the sun mask lifted her hands and spoke, her voice magically amplified over the crowd.

      “It has been two years since we were last together, but the rite of assembly has been claimed by the Flying Eagle tribe, causing us to gather once again. Let it be known that our assembly has begun. Until sundown the ancient law, established by our forefathers, shall be observed. Remember, each one of you is responsible for your words and actions as representatives of your tribes.”

      Sitting back down, the High Priestess gestured and the Moon Guardian stepped forward, his voice booming over the gathered people.

      “Let the one who called for this assembly step forward and give their reason.”

      As his words faded, Zayaat took a deep breath and stood up, Saransi rising next to him. Surprised, he looked at her and got a wry smile in return.

      “You speak for all of us anyway, so what good is it if I stay seated? Come, brave one, lead the charge.”

      Buoyed by the unexpected support, Zayaat walked through the crowd, his head high and his chest out. He wore a fluttering cape and a set of eagle feathers in his hat that swayed in the wind, presenting a heroic aura. Climbing the steps up onto the raised area in the center of the platform with Saransi following close behind, Zayaat stopped and turned slowly around, his gaze sweeping the crowd before he turned to face the High Priestess.

      “I am Zayaat, Khan of the Flying Eagle tribe. I bring a warning and a plea today.”

      Looking back at the High Priestess and seeing her nod, the man in the moon mask gestured for Zayaat to speak.

      “Make your case, the assembly listens.”

      Taking another look at the crowd, Zayaat saw a hundred different expressions staring back at him. Not letting them affect him, he began to speak in a measured voice.

      “I am not one for flowery speech, so I ask your tolerance for my plain speech. For generations our people have carved out a living under the great blue sky. We have done this with the strength of our swords and the endurance of our bellies. But anyone with half an eye can see that life is getting more difficult every day. There are more monsters at our borders, more enemies sneaking into our midst. There is less food, less livestock. Our nation has flourished, but in doing so we have grown to the point that raiding caravans no longer satiates our hunger or the hunger of our children.

      “At the same time, the world outside of the great plains grows more dangerous as well. Nations marshal once more for war and great danger stirs in the shadows. There have been many times throughout our history when it appeared that the very world itself was at risk, but never has that been more true than now. If we are to survive the coming changes, we must be willing to change as well. My proposal is simple. Let us turn our hand from raiding to trading. There is great wealth in our lands, and we can begin to trade that wealth for the food we need to fill the bellies of our children.”

      A murmur ran through the crowd at Zayaat’s words, but he ignored it and continued to speak.

      “I know it seems like a strange suggestion, but I have seen firsthand the effect it can have. A few months back members of our Five Tribe Alliance entered Kingsmouth and returned with bags of wheat. We have been eating bread ever since and still have enough for the next few months.”

      This time the murmur erupted into an uproar. Jumping to his feet, a stocky Khan pointed his finger at Zayaat’s face and spat.

      “Lies! The guards of Kingsmouth would never let one of our people inside their walls!”

      “I know it sounds unbelievable, but it’s the truth,” Zayaat said, not seeming to care that he’d been called a liar.

      Next to him, Saransi pulled something from under her cloak and held it up. It was a simple loaf of bread with a dark crust. As she held it up, the crowd fell quiet again, staring at her.

      “I made this with my own hands. From wheat we traded for, not wheat that was seized.”

      While they could call Zayaat a liar without consequence, not a single person on the platform dared accuse the Wise Woman of lying. To do so would be to plunge their tribes into a blood feud with the Flying Eagle tribe. Taking advantage of the silence, Zayaat bowed to the High Priestess.

      “If I may have permission, I would bring my honored guests up to testify. They are the ones who gave us this opportunity, and they would offer the same opportunity to everyone here.”

      Leaning forward slightly, the High Priestess seemed to think about it for a moment before nodding.

      “Very well. However, according to the ancient laws, you will be responsible for every word they utter.”

      “So be it.”

      Feeling Onggur’s nudge, John got up with Ellie and the two of them made their way to the stage. Many of the gathered Khans and Wise Women hadn’t seen them earlier and were surprised to see foreigners in their midst, causing another wave of murmurs. When they got to the platform, they walked up to join Zayaat on the stage. Ellie stood quietly by Saransi while John faced the High Priestess and her Moon Guardian.

      “Thank you for the honor of speaking before the assembly. I am John, blood brother of Zayaat and the Khans of the Five Tribe Alliance. I would extend the same invitation I gave them to everyone else here.”

      Pausing for a moment, John gathered his thoughts and then began to speak in a slow, calm voice.

      “As Zayaat has spoken of, the world has begun to fall into chaos. All around you, the nations plot, raising their armies to invade each other. The nation that claims the great plains, Lepiera, is no different. While her reasoning for marshaling her forces is different, that doesn’t change the fact that she is beginning to do so. This will be the final war, the last conflict of this kind in this age. It will only end when the world is unified under the Ecclesia or cast into ruin. In this world of war, there will be no escaping the flames. My name is John. Some time ago, I was crossing the plains with a caravan of wheat from my farm when the Five Tribe Alliance arrived and, in good Moritoi tradition, requested we share our goods with them. Instead, I offered them another option. Escort us to Kingsmouth, keeping us safe from the bandits that roam the great plains.”

      Hearing a laugh sweep the crowd, John smiled slightly and continued.

      “In return, I offered them a chance. A chance to put down the bloody blade and seize their spoils in another way. Through trade. Though they doubted it was possible, you have heard the testimony of their success. Peacefully, they were able to enter Kingsmouth, engage the grain merchants in trade, and then return to their families, whole, hale, and hearty. Imagine how your tribes would prosper if you could do this as well. How your children would smile when their bowls were filled. And food is only the beginning. Soft cloth from the north for your wives, proper steel tools from the south for your sons. Wines from the west for your tables. All of these things will be open to you. The Five Tribe Alliance was able to do all of this under the flag of the Eternal Flame, and you can do the same.”

      Ellie had expected another eruption after John finished speaking, but his calm words seemed to have sucked all the energy out of the crowd as they thought about the picture he painted. There were few things more captivating than the dream of improving the lives of their tribes, and the Khans found themselves caught up in a collective daydream. After all, who wouldn’t want to clothe and feed their families with the very best? Finally, the Moon Guardian stepped forward and broke the silence.

      “The testimony has been heard. Who would speak against it?”

      It took a little while for the crowd to stir, but finally a grim-faced man stood up. His cheek was badly scarred and he was missing part of his ear, giving him a savage look.

      “You say the world is falling into chaos, but why is it that our plunder has been richer than ever these past years?”

      About to step forward to answer, Zayaat saw John nod and speak.

      “If I am not wrong, every raid that has returned in the last two years has brought back more gold and jewels than ever.”

      Hearing a murmur of accent from the crowd, John’s lips curled up and a gold coin appeared in his hand.

      “I have one hundred more of these for anyone here who is willing to eat them.”

      Looking around at the suddenly silent crowd, John’s smile grew wider still, and he looked at the Khan who had posed the question.

      “Gold and jewels are wonderful, but they cannot fill your bellies. They are nice to have but are worthless if there is no food to buy. I’m offering you a way to use those spoils you have gathered.”

      Another Khan jumped to his feet to ask a question, and after him another. The questions ranged from details about what sorts of things could be traded for to what kind of guarantees John could offer, and as the time passed, it quickly became clear that many of the Khans, if not outright convinced, were leaning toward John’s offer. It was hard to argue with food, and everyone of them knew just how tight their belts had been recently.

      Just when Ellie thought they might actually pass through the assembly without any real conflict, a woman stood up. Unlike most of the other Wise Women present, she wore her hair in a tight braid like a warrior and her eyes sparkled with barely suppressed anger. Seeing her rise, both Saransi and Zayaat paled, as if their worst fear had come true. Lifting her hand to point at the stage, the Wise Woman with the braid spoke in a rough voice.

      “Enough! We have listened to your blathering for long enough. You ask us to change our ways, break our traditions. Traditions that have been passed down for thousands of years. You ask us to live peaceably with those who would steal us blind and call it fair. Those who despise us as the lowest of wild sheep. This is an insult to our ancestors. You may not know this, but our people are simple. We respect strength, and strength alone. You have made your offer, now it is time to defend it with the strength of your fists.”

      Seeing the High Priestess nod, the Moon Guardian stepped forward and spoke in a loud voice.

      “So be it. Let the challenges begin. Jiguur, you spoke first so the first challenge is yours.”

      “I welcome it,” the braided woman said.

      “As do I,” John replied.

      With a laugh, Jiguur shook her head.

      “I am not challenging you, warrior. I am challenging her,” Jiguur said mockingly, her finger pointing at Ellie.
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      The cloudless sky seemed especially blue, and from her position on the stage Ellie felt like she was floating in a pool of water since she couldn’t see the ground. Across from her, the Wise Woman who had challenged her had mounted the stage, a hooked staff with a sharpened edge held in her hands. Wetting her lips, Ellie glanced over at John who, after much resistance, had been persuaded to step off the raised platform and was now standing at the edge, staring at Ellie’s challenger. There was something about his look that Ellie found funny, and with a light laugh she felt herself relaxing.

      “A challenge has been called,” the man in the moon mask spoke solemnly. “And might shall determine the right to speak. Will this be a challenge of craft, of fist, or both?”

      “Let her use everything she has to defend herself,” Jiguur said, tapping the end of her staff on the hard stone with a thud. “In that way she might last a moment longer and not completely embarrass herself.”

      Down below the stage, some of the anxiety bubbling up in John’s chest eased at Jiguur’s words. He’d been afraid that the Wise Woman would demand a challenge with just weapons, denying Ellie the opportunity to use her spells. Now that the rules were established and there was no restriction on the way Ellie fought, he was much more confident in her chances. From what he could tell, Jiguur was a titled class holder, which was a level above Ellie, but the difference in their strength wasn’t that significant.

      As a Witch, Ellie’s mana was uncommonly pure, easily rivaling that of a titled class holder. Added to the fact that she was on the cusp of becoming a titled class holder herself thanks to the intensive study she had been doing, and the fact that she had a powerful, combat-oriented familiar, John thought she had a good chance of victory.

      Clearly, Jiguur didn’t agree with John’s assessment, and as she stared arrogantly at Ellie, her disdain was obvious. Seeing Ellie fumbling with her wand as she drew it out, the derision in the Wise Woman’s eyes grew stronger and she turned away with a snort, looking at the Moon Guardian. Next to John, Saransi rubbed her hands together, obviously nervous. Glancing at John, she saw his calm expression and a flash of anger ran through her.

      “Do you know what it means if she loses?” she asked, her voice harsh.

      “You mean Ellie?” John asked, taken aback by her tone.

      “No, Jiguur. We’re in a dangerous situation, like walking on the edge of a knife. If Jiguur loses, you can be sure there will be another challenge because the war faction cannot afford to lose prestige, especially to a foreigner. They will continue to challenge Ellie, without giving her a chance to rest, until they defeat her.”

      Frowning, John shot a glance up at the platform where the High Priestess sat.

      “Surely the honor of the Moritoi would stop them from using such a tactic.”

      “Only victory is honorable. The method is not a matter of honor at all. After all, we’re equally welcome to use the same tactic. However, we cannot compete with them in a physical confrontation. They boast Great Khan level combatants among their numbers, but we have no Wise Women who can fight against them.”

      “I can fight them,” John said, his gaze returning to Ellie and Jiguur on the stage.

      “No, you cannot. Wise Women face Wise Women, and Khans face Khans. That is the law of the assembly.”

      “Hmm. Then we might have a real problem,” John said after a moment of thought.

      Up on the stage, Ellie and Jiguur readied themselves, waiting for the command to begin. Clearly tense, Ellie presented a sharp contrast to her opponent, who looked calm and relaxed. Seeing that they were both ready, the Moon Guardian lifted his hands and spoke in a solemn voice.

      “Let all of those who watch stand witness. Wise Woman Jiguur of the Torn Branch tribe challenges,” here the Moon Guardian paused, realizing he didn’t know Ellie’s title.

      “I am Ellie, of Sutton Farm.”

      Nodding, the Moon Guardian continued with his introduction of the fight, his voice slightly uncertain.

      “She challenges the representative of the Five Tribe Alliance, Ellie of Sutton Farm. Begin!”

      As soon as she heard the command to start the fight, Jiguur dashed forward, her hooked staff rising up above her head to slash down toward Ellie. The hook on the end of the staff was thick, measuring about four inches. The outside edge of the curve had been sharpened to a point, creating a sort of axe-like blade that Jiguur used to chop at her opponent. Ellie, freezing slightly when the beginning of the fight was signaled, quickly snapped out of her daze and retreated to the side, her wand lifting.

      Sneering, Jiguur tracked with Ellie, her explosive footsteps carrying her the distance between them quickly. Realizing she wouldn’t be able to avoid the attack by dodging, Ellie planted her feet and stabbed her wand forward, casting her first spell. A thunderclap echoed from the tip of her wand, creating a solid wall of sound that rushed across the platform, slamming into Jiguur and forcing her back. Taken off guard by the force of the spell, Jiguur struggled to stay on her feet and had only just recovered her balance when Ellie’s second spell manifested itself.

      With an arcane word, the wind whipped and the blue sky was suddenly darkened with a swiftly gathering cloud. From the spot where Jiguur stood on the platform, it felt like the whole sky was covered with a fierce storm cloud that began to drop a furious deluge while sharp winds blew violently. Feeling the rain slamming into her, Jiguur suddenly found herself unable to see more than a few feet. The clouds had completely blocked out the sun, darkening the surroundings, and the water pounded down in such thick sheets that her vision was completely blocked. Totally thrown off by the change in weather, she cast around with her staff, only managing to strike the air.

      Outside of the platform, the gathered Moritoi stared at Jiguur with confusion. The sun was still shining in the cloudless sky and the light breeze blowing across the platform stirred their clothes. Yet, from what they could tell, Jiguur had suddenly started casting about as if she was blind. Her feet shuffled this way and that while her weapon slashed around in large arcs that came nowhere near Ellie, who was still standing across the platform. Unable to fathom what was going on, the crowd started to whisper to each other, trying to figure out why Jiguur would suddenly go mad.

      A few of the people watching, those who had obtained the legendary stage, leaned forward, their eyes narrowing as they watched Ellie preparing another spell. It was clear Jiguur had been caught in an illusion and was lost in a world that only existed in her mind. While a few of the Wise Women understood what was going on, they were unsure how Ellie had done it. In their understanding, such spells were only possible at the legendary level, and Ellie was clearly nowhere near that level.

      Feeling some gazes settling on him, John just crossed his arms and watched the fight, maintaining his unruffled calm. Up on the stage, Ellie’s wand stabbed out again and another thunderclap echoed out, slamming into Jiguur’s back. The Wise Woman, trapped in the illusion, had lost her sense of direction and had turned away from Ellie, causing the spell to catch her completely unprepared. With a scream of surprise, Jiguur tumbled forward, rolling off the edge of the platform and falling on her face with a thud.

      The heavy fall shocked Jiguur out of the illusion, and with a groan she stumbled to her feet, her nose clearly broken. Staring around her at the blue sky, it took her a moment to gain her bearings, but when she did she realized the entire crowd was staring at her with strange looks. Most of the looks were looks of confusion, but mixed in was anger and a fair amount of derision. Feeling a pain in her nose, she lifted her hand and stared in shock as her fingers came away bloody. Letting out a scream of rage, she grabbed her staff and turned to jump back up onto the stage, only to hear the hated echo of thunder as a wall of sound caught her for the third time.

      Mid-jump, Jiguur had no way to brace herself as the spell slammed into her body, sending her flying over the crowd to crash into the seated spectators. Standing calmly on the platform, Ellie watched as Jiguur tried to detangle herself from the people she’d smashed into, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her lips. Glancing over at the Moon Guardian, she saw he was staring at her in consternation. With a small cough, she pointed to Jiguur’s sorry figure and saw him jerk back to the present.

      “The challenge of Wise Woman Jiguur of the Torn Branch tribe has failed. The representative of the Five Tribe Alliance is victorious and maintains the right to speak.”

      Smiling happily, Ellie bowed her head toward the Moon Guardian and turned to look at John, who gave her an encouraging look. Jiguur, just managing to get to her feet, and still disoriented by taking a thunderclap to the face, couldn’t believe she’d lost so easily. Furious, she was about to protest when an iron-like hand clapped down on her shoulder, causing her to freeze. Another Wise Woman had appeared behind her without a sound, and as Jiguur turned her head, the woman walked past her, heading for the stage.

      “I am not convinced. Ghoa of the Black Wyrm tribe challenges Ellie of Sutton Farm.”

      Hearing a sharp intake of breath next to him, John’s eyes narrowed, and the pleasant expression his face had worn vanished. Ghoa was a powerfully built woman, and it was clear from both her voice and the way she walked that she was a legendary level class holder, and a strong one at that. Sensing John’s desire to step in, Saransi stopped him and shook her head, speaking in a quiet voice.

      “Ghoa the Burning Blade. Her strength in direct combat is at the top of all the Wise Women, only equaled by the High Priestess and maybe the Moon Guardian. Since she is stepping out, we are beaten.”

      Frowning, John stared at Saransi for a moment, but she was looking at the Moritoi woman advancing on the stage.

      “Then why fight at all? Let’s tell Ellie to come down.”

      “No, that would be a sign of cowardice, not only for her, but for our entire alliance,” Saransi said bitterly. “None of us would ever have the right to speak again. But don’t worry, Ghoa shouldn’t take things too far.”

      “It would be best if she didn’t,” John said, still frowning.

      Up on the stage, Ellie’s eyes were fixed on Ghoa who was climbing up onto the stage. Shorter than average, Ghoa’s heavily muscled body seemed to give off the same type of pressure Ellie had felt from Thomas before. It caused the air to turn viscous, making it hard for her to catch her breath. Seeming slightly surprised that Ellie was still able to keep her feet, Ghoa smiled, her thin lips spreading into a vicious grin.

      “You aren’t bad, but it would be better for you to crawl off the stage. I cannot always control myself once I start fighting.”

      Sneaking a glance at John, Ellie saw that his attention was on Ghoa and she suddenly felt slightly nervous. Closing her eyes, she shook her head and turned back to face Ghoa. Even though she was clearly outclassed, Ellie was determined to at least give it a try. She could always give up if she lost. Having made her decision, she opened her eyes and stared defiantly at Ghoa, gesturing for the Wise Woman to come. Letting out a booming laugh, Ghoa reached behind her back, pulling out two short daggers with wide blades. Clashing the two daggers together, sparks flew through the air, igniting the air around the blades and causing them to burst into flame.

      “Let all of those who watch stand witness,” the Moon Guardian said. “Wise Woman Ghoa of the Black Wyrm tribe challenges Ellie of Sutton Farm, the representative of the Five Tribe Alliance. Begin!”

      Unlike Jiguur, Ghoa didn’t react at all when the Moon Guardian announced the beginning of the fight, instead watching Ellie with an amused smile. Her face pale, Ellie cast her first spell, trying to trap her opponent in an illusion just like she had done with Jiguur a few moments before. However, when the spell rolled toward Ghoa, the Wise Woman casually waved one of her blades, cutting through the spell and burning it away. Taking a step forward, she lifted her dagger and pointed it at Ellie.

      “If you have any real abilities, bring them out, or you will suffer a humiliating defeat.”

      Nodding, Ellie lifted her wand and spoke in a low voice. As her words echoed across the platform, the wind picked up and the clouds appeared in the sky. This time, the clouds were real, and as they darkened Ghoa let out another loud laugh and looked up at them. Not done, Ellie also summoned Sigvald, calling out the lightning bird to hover over her head. With a sharp cry, Sigvald flapped his wings, causing lightning to snake down from the gathering clouds, landing on his metallic wings and forming arcs of electricity that jumped between his feathers. Staring up at the large bird, Ghoa lifted her burning blades in front of her body and nodded.

      “Good. This way, you will be able to put up at least a token resistance. Come, let us fight.”

      Letting out a battle cry that shook the air, Ghoa leaned forward and dashed, her body blurring as she moved toward Ellie almost too fast for the eye to follow. Realizing she had underestimated her opponent, Ellie responded by swiping down with her wand, throwing a thick bolt of lightning into Ghoa’s path. With a slash of her burning dagger, Ghoa cut into the lightning like she was cutting water, causing it to smash apart. At the same time, her other dagger darted out to block the raking claws that were heading toward her eyes.

      Able to sense the danger from the burning blade, Sigvald twisted away and shot up into the air, quickly turning to dart down toward Ghoa’s back while Ellie threw another bolt of lightning at the Wise Woman’s face. Laughing savagely, Ghoa rushed forward, completely ignoring the lightning and stabbing her blades toward Ellie’s chest. A thunderclap echoed across the stage but it was ignored, cut apart by the flames around Ghoa’s blades. Realizing she was falling into a dangerous situation, Ellie tried to dodge backward, but before she could the air around her suddenly solidified, freezing her in place as Ghoa closed in.

      Sitting on her chair, the High Priestess’ eyes narrowed and her gaze flickered to a corner of the platform where a Wise Woman sat, her head down and her mouth moving as she cast a spell. Hesitating for a moment, the High Priestess ultimately chose not to do anything as Ghoa’s flaming blades approached Ellie. Yet she wasn’t the only one who noticed what was going on. As soon as Ellie felt the air start to thicken, she realized she was in real trouble. Summoning all of her mana, she sent it smashing outward, trying to break through the spell surrounding her. With a hoarse shout she managed to twist to the side, barely avoiding one of the blades as the other bit into her flesh.
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      A scream ripped across the platform as Ellie fell backward. It had taken every ounce of her mana to break out of the restrictive spell that had bound her in place, and as the pain of the burning blade cut through her shoulder, she couldn’t help but scream. Shock filled Ghoa’s eyes as she realized she’d failed to kill Ellie, and the Wise Woman quickly spun her daggers around into a reverse grip, stabbing down toward Ellie, who was still in the air. A savage expression grew on her face and she put all her power into her attack, intent on finishing the fight right then and there.

      In a moment, a few different things happened all at once. Ellie, falling through the air toward the platform with two burning daggers hanging above her, summoned the dregs of her power, throwing any semblance of defense to the wind as she called down another lightning strike. Still darting toward Ghoa, Sigvald let out a furious crow that shattered the air, causing it to transform into a thousand tiny blades that shot toward Ghoa’s back. The Wise Woman at the edge of the platform gritted her teeth and cut her palm, causing a line of blood to appear and boil away into the air, strengthening the nearly broken spell she had cast.

      The air around Ellie started to harden again, and with a sinking feeling she realized she’d been trapped once again. Ghoa, sensing the attack aimed at her, just sneered and continued with her attack, causing a bitter smile to rise on Ellie’s face. Yet before any of the many actions could resolve, Ellie felt a firm hand catch her back, right before she hit the ground. The spell that ensnared her was broken apart like cobwebs, causing the Wise Woman on the edge of the platform to cough violently, a trickle of blood dripping from her nose as the backlash from the spell hit her.

      In the next second, Ghoa’s daggers sank deep into the stone stage, causing the entire platform to shake. Staring in shock at the place where Ellie had been a moment before, Ghoa looked around wildly and saw John and Ellie standing together a dozen feet away. Realizing she was about to get hit with the attack Sigvald had launched, she spun around, cutting through it with her daggers. Completing her turn, she was about to jump toward John and Ellie when John spoke.

      “Enough.”

      Though his word wasn’t loud, it slammed into her mind like an icy wave, knocking her out of the battle craze she was in. Held up by John’s arm, Ellie was still gasping in pain, her brain trying to catch up with everything that had just happened. She had no idea how she’d moved from under the knives to standing with John, but as her mind cleared, the pain from her shoulder hit her and she nearly fainted. Feeling something at her lips, she instinctively opened them and felt a cooling liquid slip down her throat.

      Ghoa’s dagger had left a jagged rip in Ellie’s skin and the flames had burnt the edges of the wound, causing horrific pain. Yet the wound seemed to be nothing in front of the healing energy contained in the first-class healing potion John had just given her and her skin quickly knit back together, the scorched nerves healing and reconnecting as if they’d never been damaged in the first place. With a gasp, Ellie came back to her senses, slowly calming down as she felt John’s arm tighten around her.

      Below the stage, a murmur of displeasure started to ripple through the crowd, who were upset with John’s interference with the fight, but he ignored them as he looked at Ghoa. Turning to scan the edge of the platform where the Wise Woman who had coughed up blood was sitting, he then turned to where the High Priestess sat. His expression was completely calm, so calm that Ellie felt herself shudder. Facing his stare, the High Priestess’ eyes flashed with an unknown emotion but she didn’t say anything, simply gesturing to the Moon Guardian.

      “You have interfered in a test of blood during the assembly, a grave crime!”

      “Is this the honor of the Moritoi?”

      “The punishment…”

      It took a moment for the Moon Guardian to process what John had asked, but when he did, his voice trailed off. Before he could regain his train of thought, John continued, each one of his words stabbing deep into the minds of those listening.

      “How utterly sad. A culture famed for its honor, reduced to this pathetic display. Your honor is a lie and your ancestors have closed their eyes to you. It is clear you have lost the great way, turning down a small, twisted path. I require an explanation for the treachery you just displayed, or the consequences will not be something you can handle.”

      Silence followed John’s words as the watching crowd found themselves completely frozen. John’s act of interfering with the fight was the pinnacle of dishonoring their traditions, and to the crowd, which still had no idea that someone else had interfered first, his words were practically blasphemy. For a foreigner to stand on stage and curse them roundly in their own way was astonishing, but the insults he spoke were insults that demanded blood. Standing on the stage, Ghoa realized that John knew exactly what had happened and a deep sense of nervousness gripped her heart.

      She was just about to attack him when the High Priestess slowly stood up, causing her to pause. Many of the people watching had turned to the High Priestess to see what she would do in the face of the words John had spoken, and it was clear that, as the leader of the Moritoi, she had to do something. When she was standing, she pointed her finger at John.

      “You, a foreigner, come to our most holy meeting, interfere in our most holy traditions, and then scold us for having lost the way? Bow down and admit your crimes and we will give you a swift death.”

      Tilting his head to the side as if he was curious, John stared at her, his expression still completely emotionless.

      “Maybe you didn’t hear me,” he said, completely ignoring her words, “but I asked for an explanation of why you allowed someone to interfere in the fight.”

      “It is not your place to question what we choose to do,” the High Priestess said, her eyes narrowing behind her sun mask.

      Letting out a mirthless laugh, John shook his head.

      “You believe that strength is the measure of worthiness, right? That you get to speak because you’re the strongest? Fine. We’ll do it according to your tradition.”

      Letting go of Ellie, John lifted his hand up in front of his chest and drew one of his daggers with his other hand. Flicking the blade, he cut the tip of his thumb, causing a single drop of blood to well up.

      “I am John, blood-bonded brother of Aruktai the Exiled, hankhu of the Great Sun tribe; Zayaat the Slaying Wind, Khan of the Flying Eagle tribe; and the other Khans of the Five Tribe Alliance. Today I declare uragakh tangarag, witnessed by my blood.”

      As he spoke, John continued to cut his other fingers, causing drops of blood to well up on them. Once all five of his fingers had drops of blood trembling on them, he sheathed his dagger and flipped his hand over, causing the blood to drip down to the stone stage where they quickly seeped into the stone. Facing him, the Moon Guardian didn’t know how to respond, and just as he was about to turn to the High Priestess he suddenly stiffened. Almost against his will, he opened his mouth and spoke haltingly.

      “The Oath of Destruction has been witnessed. Who do you seek grievances against?”

      “The High Priestess and the Wise Women of the Moritoi.”

      Hubbub broke out among the crowd, and it took a long while for it to settle. Holding his hands up for quiet, the Moon Guardian spoke in a strained voice.

      “And… and what are your grievances?”

      “The High Priestess has grown corrupt and the Wise Women of the Moritoi have grown blind and dull, in both mind and spirit. Their hearts are twisted to seek their own advantage. Until my destruction, they shall answer for their crimes.”

      This time the Moon Guardian replied before the crowd could erupt again.

      “Who do you point out to start your road of destruction?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” John said, shaking his head. “Come one or all, I will decorate this stone with their blood.”

      Turning around, he gestured for Ellie to leave the platform and then crossed his arms as he waited for the first opponent. Calling Sigvald over and hurrying down to rejoin Zayaat and Saransi, Ellie noticed that the Wise Woman’s expression was terrible.

      “What’s happening?” Ellie asked, her voice barely a whisper.

      Grimacing, Zayaat peeked at Saransi, and when he saw she wasn’t going to reply he explained softly.

      “Uragakh tangarag, the Oath of Destruction. John has declared before the assembly that he will not rest until his grievances are answered or he is destroyed. The target of his grievances must either choose a champion to fight him, or admit their defeat without fighting, losing their ability to speak in the assembly for the rest of their lives.”

      “What happens if their champions lose?”

      “Then his grievances are accepted as true. But he has accused all of the Wise Women of being corrupt, which means none of them would be able to rule anymore.”

      “So either way, he’s cutting off our path,” Saransi said, her voice grim. “If he wins the challenges, we’ll be cast down. If we do not accept his challenge, we will be cast down. Unless he dies, our tribes will descend into chaos.”

      Disliking the Wise Woman’s tone, Ellie’s brow furrowed but she held her tongue, biting back the words that rose to her lips. At her side, Zayaat gave her a worried look. What should have been a simple discussion of the assembly had somehow spiraled out of control, and he had a feeling things were about to get much worse. On the stage, John looked around, his gaze eventually settling on Ghoa.

      “Are you my first opponent?”

      “Do you think you deserve to face me?” Ghoa sneered, her daggers slipping into their sheaths.

      “Then what are you doing on the stage? Get lost if you don’t have the courage to fight.”

      Delivered in the same calm tone he’d been using the whole time, John’s words cut deeply into Ghoa’s heart, and she was just about to erupt when the High Priestess spoke.

      “Which Great Khan from among my people will defend the honor of their Wise Women?”

      Immediately three different men jumped up, rushing toward the stage. Two of them arrived at the same time, nimbly hopping up onto the stage while the third took a moment longer. Much larger than the other two men, he landed with a thump, towering over them. With a snort, Ghoa spun and left the stage, shooting a glare at Ellie as she did so. Still standing with his arms crossed, John looked at the three warriors who faced him and nodded.

      “State your names.”

      “Blade Master Gugun, of the Double Gorge tribe.”

      “Singing Spear Bugunutei, of the Silver Spear tribe.”

      “Steel Arm Tokhuchar. Stone Belly tribe.”

      “John of Sutton Farm.”

      “Your name will not be important when your blood dyes the stones of this stage,” Bugunutei said, flourishing his spear. “I shall fight first.”

      “That would be a waste of time,” John replied, shaking his head. “You should all attack at the same time.”

      “How foolish!” Singing Spear Bugunutei shouted, jumping toward John.

      Letting out a light laugh as the other two warriors charged forward as well, John’s body flickered and he sidestepped the stabbing spear, his fingers closing around the shaft of the spear like iron bands. With a flick of his wrist, he whipped it to the side, the force sending Bugunutei flying through the air, completely off of the platform that hovered between the Sky Stone obelisks. With a scream the Moritoi warrior vanished over the edge, causing a gasp from the crowd. Before Blade Master Gugan could react, the blunt end of the spear slammed into his forehead a dozen times, striking too fast for him to respond. The last blow was to his temple, causing him to crumple in place as it knocked him unconscious.

      As Gugan slid to the ground, John tossed the ruined spear to the ground and spun, his fist flying out to meet the punch that Steel Arm Tokhuchar had just thrown. At over seven feet tall, the Great Khan of the Stone Belly tribe was naturally strong, a fact that had only been magnified by his legendary status. Like two unstoppable meteors, the two fists met and both John and Tokhuchar stopped in place. With their fists touching, the two men stood there for a moment before the giant slowly lowered his fist and bowed his head to John.

      Under the astonished gazes of the crowd, Tokhuchar turned around and walked back down off the stage, making his way back to his tribe. Coming to a stop in front of the elderly Wise Woman of his tribe, he shook his head and then collapsed, falling unconscious as blood dripped from his mouth and nose. A terrified look appeared in the eyes of the Wise Woman as she stared at John before hurrying to check the giant warrior.

      Still standing casually on the stage, John flicked Blade Master Gugan’s body with his foot, causing the poor Greater Khan to roll off the stage, falling to the ground with a thud. Looking around, he raised his eyebrows in the first change of expression since he’d appeared on the stage.

      “You’re going to have to bring something better than that or you’ll all be in a lot of trouble.”

      Though he couldn’t see her face because of the sun mask she wore, John could tell from the way the High Priestess clenched her hands that she was furious. Pointing at John imperiously, she spoke loudly.

      “You wish to challenge the wisdom and martial might of the Wise Women? Fine. You shall get your wish. Ghoa, Dagasi, Ibakha, bring me his head.”

      “With pleasure,” Ghoa spat, quickly returning to the stage.

      Beside her were two other Wise Women, both exuding a dangerous air. The first held a short cane with a curved end that was shaped into a blade, just like Jiguur’s staff, in one hand and a short club in the other. Like Ghoa, her hair was tightly woven into braids to keep it from getting in the way as she fought. Next to her was a Wise Woman who wore a cloak with a hood. As she moved the cloak shifted, revealing hundreds of small charms that chimed as she walked. Standing together with Ghoa, they faced John, whose eyes had narrowed. Nodding as if he approved, John drew his sword and one of his daggers, letting them hang loosely at his sides, waiting for the three women to attack.
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      The platform was silent as the crowd stared at the figures up on the stage. The three Wise Women all had powerful auras and the pressure they gave off was oppressive. John’s challenge to the authority of the High Priestess and the Wise Women of the tribe was sly in nature, since it put them in an awkward position no matter what happened. Only by killing him could the insult to their honor be removed and the situation resolved, so the three women didn’t bother hiding their deadly intent. Yet for all the strength of their auras, when the mana they stirred up got to John it appeared to vanish, causing them to hesitate.

      It would have been one thing if the mana had encountered John’s mana and been contested, but instead it simply ceased to be under their control. Since John wasn’t giving off an aura of any kind, they were unable to understand what was happening, and after sharing a look, they were still unsure what to do. The seconds of indecision dragged out and finally, Ghoa, who had made a big show of coming up to fight John, caved in to the ever-increasing pressure she felt from the crowd and dashed forward, her daggers bursting into flame.

      Leaving an afterimage where she’d just been standing, Ghoa moved at least twice as fast as she had when she attacked Ellie, mana bursting from her feet as she charged toward John. A beat slower, the other two Wise Women moved as well. Dagasi, who wielded two weapons like Ghoa, rushed around the edge of the stage, her curved cane starting to glow with a sickly green energy. Still standing at the edge of the stage, Ibakha lifted her arms, revealing a series of small charms hanging from her sleeves that tinkled in the breeze.

      Mana began to build up around her as she started to form a spell, and for a brief moment John almost felt bad for what was about to happen. That feeling vanished, however, as Ghoa arrived in front of him, her daggers stabbing at his neck and ribs. Silver blades flashed as John’s sword and dagger blocked the flaming blades, and with a neat step John’s sword stabbed toward Ghoa’s throat. Blurring again, Ghoa vanished from in front of John, moving in a blur as she rotated around to his side.

      Sandwiched between Ghoa and Dagasi, John felt attacks coming from both directions and darted forward, heading straight for Ibakha, who was still casting her spell. Down below the stage, Ellie, who was watching the fight with bated breath, heard Zayaat groan and shot him a quick look.

      “It’s a trap,” he explained. “They baited him into attacking Ibakha.”

      By the time he’d finished speaking, the mana on the stage suddenly swelled and the charms hanging from the Wise Woman’s sleeves suddenly chimed, all at the same time, drowning the stage in rays of light. The light was heatless, but everyone present could tell exactly how dangerous it was as the rays bounced in all directions. They were trapped in a small sphere in front of the Wise Woman, repeatedly shooting back and forth and completely drowning John in a torrent of light. This was Ibakha’s strongest spell, and even as she completed it she sagged, nearly falling to the ground as the effort drained her strength.

      “That is what happens when you challenge the Wise Woman,” Saransi muttered in a low voice, causing Ellie to shoot her a hard glance.

      Realizing that Ellie didn’t seem at all concerned, Zayaat stared at her for a moment before turning his attention back to the sphere of light, his expression incredulous as he thought of a thrilling possibility. On the stage, Ibakha was forcing herself to stay on her feet. The spell was one she could barely cast, but it was enough to kill a legend if it caught them off guard. Secretly feeling proud of herself, she straightened up, only for her expression to turn horrified as a silver sword shot out of the tangle of lights, stabbing straight toward her throat.

      Emerging from the light as if nothing had happened, John’s sword would have cut straight through the horrified Wise Woman’s neck if Ghoa hadn’t appeared at the last moment, her two daggers slamming into John’s blade, throwing it a few inches off course. Feeling like she had just run into an iron wall, Ghoa landed on the platform, stumbling, as John’s sword left a bloody scratch on Ibakha’s neck.

      Screaming, more from fright than from pain, she grasped her neck and scurried away as Dagasi caught up, her cane and club attacking John’s back even as Ghoa launched an attack from the front. His expression still unchanged, John’s sword and dagger wove an impassable net of steel, blocking both of the Wise Woman’s attacks. He moved easily, even as their attacks grew more and more desperate, and it only took a few exchanges for both of them to realize they were entirely outclassed.

      Every time their weapons collided with his, they felt their hands shake as their strength was destroyed by an even more powerful counterforce. With growing unease, Ghoa realized that, despite her tremendous skill, she couldn’t even follow John’s weapons as he blocked her daggers, all the while dealing with Dagasi’s attacks on the other side as well. He hadn’t yet counterattacked, but she knew it was coming, and it caused a fine sweat to appear on her back. Realizing she had to do something, she let out a loud shout and stabbed both of her daggers forward, holding them close together.

      When John’s long dagger blocked them, an explosion of flame erupted, hiding the edge of the stage where they were fighting. As if they had arranged it beforehand, both Ghoa and Dagasi retreated as quickly as they could, regrouping with Ibakha on the other side of the platform, watching the flames warily. To their surprise, John didn’t give chase. Ghoa’s attack faded away as John swiped with his sword, extinguishing the last tongues of flames around him, a faint sense of amusement hanging around his eyes even though his expression really hadn’t changed.

      “Is that it? Surely you have stronger fighters than this,” John said, turning to stare at the High Priestess. “If not, you’re going to be in for a rough time.”

      Incensed that John was disregarding their strength, Ghoa clenched her teeth and Dagasi gripped her weapons tightly. They didn’t even need to look over at the platform where the High Priestess sat to know she was furious, because her aura had started to go out of control and the mana around her was fluctuating wildly. About to launch attacks again, they froze when John turned his gaze toward them, his expression completely flat.

      “You have been spared once, do not test my patience further. If you attack again, only death awaits.”

      His voice was not loud, yet it seemed to deafen everyone who heard it. The casual way he’d fought in their previous engagement had been apparent to everyone, and it was no stretch to imagine that he could have slain at least one of them if he’d ever counterattacked. Instead he had only defended himself. Fear clear on her face, Ibakha bowed her head and mumbled something before immediately turning to leave the stage. Seeing her leaving, the High Priestess stood up abruptly, mana surging around her as she spoke.

      “You dishonor yourself and your tribe!”

      Shaking her head, Ibakha gave the High Priestess a look that was hard to read.

      “Better dishonored than dead,” she muttered and climbed from the stage.

      As she walked back to her seat, the only sound on the platform was the chiming of her many charms. The sound seemed strangely lonely, and with every step the surrounding people pulled back, as if not wanting to be too close. Despite that, she simply clenched her fists and kept her head down until she made it back to her seat. Up on the stage, the other two Wise Women watched her leave with mixed expressions. It was one thing to watch the fight from below the stage and see John’s skill, it was entirely another to stand on the stage with him and try to fight against him.

      In Ghoa’s vision, John had suddenly transformed into a wall that simply could not be overcome. Even from the first moment, she’d realized that he showed no openings, ever. Even when he moved, she found it impossible to envision a successful attack, leaving her at a loss. In desperation, she had thrown herself at him, but reality had proved her sense right as none of her attacks came close to connecting. If she was honest with herself, she wanted to do the same thing as Ibakha, simply turning around and walking off the stage. Yet she also knew that if she did so, every ounce of prestige and authority she had built up would be torn to shreds.

      For the first time in her life, she realized the monumental flaw in the culture she’d so fiercely promoted. It was the Wise Women who upheld the culture and tradition of the Moritoi, and none more strongly than the law of strength. Yet now, she faced someone who was so far beyond her that the thought of continuing to fight sent threads of despair shooting through her heart. Realizing that she was forced into a corner of her own making, Ghoa was frozen, unable to decide what to do.

      Across from her, John turned his gaze away, looking at the High Priestess with an inscrutable gaze. She had been the primary person he’d leveled his grievances against, and so she was the one who had the most at stake. From the furious glare she was giving him, it was clear she wanted nothing more than to see him dead, but clearly the champions she’d called forth weren’t up to the task. An uneasy silence fell as everyone realized that the situation had gotten seriously sticky.

      John’s status as a foreigner should have made it easy for the High Priestess to dismiss his claims, but the Moritoi believed that the bonds forged throughout life were even stronger than the bonds granted by birth, and John’s status as a blood-bonded brother of Zayaat and the other Khans of the Five Tribe Alliance made him one of them. More importantly, it granted him full rights to not only speak at the assembly but also to issue the Oath of Destruction. Either his grievances had to be admitted and restitution made, or he had to be defeated.

      Yet it was also clear that his strength as a warrior was a league above those he fought against. The situation had grown increasingly bad for the High Priestess, and only now was she realizing just how much of a pit she was in. John’s skill was inscrutable, and she wasn’t even sure if she would be able to do anything to him. While she was a legend herself, she had to admit that she couldn’t have dealt with the three Wise Woman she had sent up onto the stage as easily as he had. Even if she combined forces with the Moon Guardian, the outcome of the fight was hard to predict.

      At the same time, if she didn’t step forward she would undoubtedly face the scorn and derision of the tribes. There were already many who were secretly unhappy with her for one reason or another, and they would certainly seize any chance they could to criticize her. Hesitating slightly, she realized that the only possible solution was stepping on the stage and killing John, but for some reason she couldn’t bring herself to move. Next to her, the Moon Guardian saw her hesitation and mistook it for something else entirely. With a bow to her, he vanished from the platform they were on and appeared on the stage. Waving Ghoa and Dagasi off the stage, he watched as they fled as fast as they could before turning to meet John’s gaze.

      “You are incredibly powerful, but it is not as if we have no one who is powerful as well.”

      “Eh, that’s debatable,” John replied with a shrug, causing a fierce look to flare up in the Moon Guardian’s eyes.

      “Let me prove it to you,” the masked man said, taking a step forward and drawing the blade that hung on his hip.

      Holding up his hand, John turned his head and stared at the platform where the High Priestess stood.

      “Before we start, understand something. I’m done playing around. Anyone who comes at me from this point forward will be treated as an enemy.”

      “Enough!” the Moon Guardian shouted, enraged that John was disregarding him.

      Dashing forward, he cut down with his sword, only to jump away just as fast as a flaming arrow cut through the air where he’d been a second earlier. Seeing John lifting his hand again, the Moon Guardian let out a roar and a dozen silver moon shields manifested around him. Six of them turned horizontally and began to spin, cutting the air with a ripping sound as they shot toward John while the others drifted in front of him, blocking the second Flame Arrow that darted toward him.

      Dodging a spinning moon, John dashed forward, his feet leaving scorch marks on the platform as he closed the distance toward the Moon Guardian. Silver light flashed as his sword stabbed toward the Moon Guardian’s side, but one of the floating moons interfered at the last moment, slipping between them and blocking the point of John’s sword. Feeling his sword bite into the magical shield, John’s eyes narrowed and he exerted a bit more pressure, causing it to shatter into pieces.

      Eyes widening in shock, the Moon Guardian jumped back again, completely stunned that one of his shields had been broken so easily. Just as he was about to launch another attack with the flying moons that had circled around, the Moon Guardian heard two more shields crack apart and a horrified feeling sprouted in his heart. Like an unstoppable avalanche rolling down a mountain, John’s momentum never paused. His sword continued to advance until it broke through the last shield, stabbing deep into the Moon Guardian’s shoulder.

      As the Moon Guardian tried to process what was happening, he felt fingers close around his throat and he was lifted from the ground. The six flying moons suddenly exploded as the mana around him was severed, destroying his connection with his spell. Choking under the tight constriction on his throat, he was barely able to register the pain as blood gushed from his shoulder. Feeling John’s fingers tightening, he wanted to shout something, but it was impossible to make a sound. Just before he lost consciousness, he heard a deep sigh and a warm voice spoke, blanketing the area in a strangely comfortable feeling that washed over everyone who heard it. A sense of lethargy seemed to sprout in everyone’s hearts apart from John, who narrowed his eyes and stopped squeezing just before he broke the Moon Guardian’s neck.

      “Let us end it here.”
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      Looking over at the platform where the High Priestess was standing, John saw the old woman who had been sitting quietly at the side had gotten up and walked to the front. Surprisingly to everyone but John, the High Priestess actually bowed toward the old woman’s back, showing the utmost respect. Below the stage, Ellie struggled against the suppressive aura the old woman exuded, finding herself unable to even muster up the energy to resist. The feeling the old woman gave off was unlike anything Ellie had ever experienced before, causing her to feel exceptionally calm and relaxed.

      Normally when experiencing the suppression of a higher-level class holder, the feeling was stifling and made it hard to breathe. This aura was completely different, instead relaxing Ellie until her strongest impulse was to yawn and maybe lie down. She knew it was important to stay on guard, but positive feelings had bloomed in her heart and she found herself convinced that there was no need to attack, or even resist. The only person unaffected by the feeling was John, and as his gaze met the old woman’s, a small smile curled the corners of his lips, his first real change of expression.

      “I wondered how long it would take you to react,” he said casually, as if he wasn’t holding the Moon Guardian by the neck.

      “It would have been better if I could have resisted,” the old woman said, her expression showing some bitterness. “I am Togene, the former High Priestess. I serve as advisor to the High Priestess and am guardian of the Old Way.”

      “Guardian of the Old Way,” John raised his eyebrows, “that surprises me.”

      “Why would it surprise you?”

      “Because you’re doing an awful job of it if you actually are trying to guard your traditions. First, the combat stage during the assembly is inviolable, yet the High Priestess ignored the interference of a Wise Woman while my companion was fighting. Second, the High Priestess conspires with the Wise Women of the tribes, a direct violation of her role as arbiter of the tribes. Third, the Wise Women of the tribes plot for personal power. Do I need to continue?”

      Her expression growing even more bitter, the Togene shook her head.

      “No, you’re speaking the truth.”

      “Then why didn’t you fulfill your responsibilities and remove her from power? Why did you allow someone to interfere with the test of blood?”

      “Because rules are dead, but people are alive,” Togene said, taking a step forward.

      It was only a simple step, but somehow she crossed the distance between the platform she stood on and the stage in a single instant. Suppressing a gasp, Ellie’s eyes widened. The old woman was clearly far stronger than even the most powerful legendary class holders Ellie had encountered, and the realization was terrifying. In her books she’d read about people who had achieved the sage level and grown to have true control over the world around them, but she’d never encountered someone like that.

      Togene, still leaning on her cane, looked down at the Moon Guardian, who was still in John’s hand, and shook her head.

      “Would you release him? If he’s not treated soon, he will likely die.”

      “Sure,” John agreed, tossing the Moon Guardian to her without hesitation.

      Surprised by how easily John let his captive go, Togene lifted her hand and the Moon Guardian landed on the stage gently. A gentle green power shrouded him, and the wound on his shoulder, which was still bleeding, began to close up, soon becoming little more than a red scar that would fade with time. Once she was done healing him, Togene’s attention returned to John. Her gaze was deep, as if she was trying to see through him, but no matter how hard she looked, there seemed to be nothing to find. Sheathing his sword, John returned her gaze calmly.

      “Given your interference, I’m assuming my grievances stand.”

      “I would rather you withdraw them.”

      “Why should I? Even you admitted I was right. The Wise Women were the first to interfere with a test of blood, and the High Priestess tried to cover for them. I have declared uragakh tangarag, and justice must be served or my blood must be spilled.”

      “What do you know of the Oath of Destruction?” Togene asked, her forehead creasing and the gentle smile leaving her face for the first time. “Do you know what you ask? You’re asking us to throw away our traditions.”

      “Far from it. I’m following your traditions. If I wasn’t, I would have left your people to the death that undoubtedly awaits them,” John replied, shaking his head in disappointment. “I’m only here because of brotherhood forged through flame and blood. Yet what do I find when I come? Corruption and perversion of everything my brother held dear. What other option do I have besides the Oath of Destruction?”

      “Indeed, you have none,” Togene said, nodding seriously. “And yet, with me here, you have no other choice but to step back. Unless you intend to persist to your death, you must let things be.”

      Letting out a chuckle, John took a step forward, his smile growing wide as he stared straight into Togene’s eyes.

      “You are confused, old woman. If death visits us today, it shall not be me he takes away. You may be a sage, but the last time we met, I told you quite clearly that there are two groups of people I abhor above all things. Those who abuse their power for personal gain at the expense of others, and those who betray the responsibilities they bear.”

      Taking another step forward, John was now close enough to reach out and touch Togene. As John had spoken, her expression had changed to one of shock and then one of fear, her skin paling dramatically. Not seeming to notice, John leaned forward, his eyes dancing with a flickering blue light that struck terror into Togene’s soul.

      “You and your people have done both, and the only reason I haven’t used your bones to decorate the fields below this sacred place is that I believe everyone deserves the opportunity to change. Grasp it well if you value your life.”

      Trembling, Togene, who hadn’t recognized John without his blue flame mask, dropped her cane and started to kneel, but he didn’t let her. Gripping her shoulder so that she had to remain standing, he shook his head.

      “It would be improper to have the one who holds the traditions kneel to me, considering my relationship with your people. Besides, I hate it when people kneel. Also, call me John, or I might get really upset.”

      Though it took some time for Togene to gather her emotions, the old woman was a sage level class holder and her level of control was nothing to be sneered at. Within less than a minute, she had pulled her aura back into her body and everything had returned to normal. Feeling the intense lethargy that had kept her from acting retreat, Ellie hurried up onto the stage to join John. As the rest of the crowd came back to their senses, they saw Togene bow her head to John and then turn to address Ellie.

      “We owe you an apology, Miss. Unlawful interference in your test of blood resulted in a wound to you and the staining of our honor. Allow me, on behalf of the Moritoi, to beg for your forgiveness.”

      Seeing the old woman bowing to her, Ellie panicked, but John just nodded as if it was proper. Unsure how to handle the fact that a sage, an existence above the legendary stage, was bowing to her, Ellie stammered out a response, trying to assure the old woman that she was completely fine. Waiting patiently until Ellie finished, Togene straightened and, picking up her cane, took a step back, appearing next to the High Priestess, who quailed on her seat. Without a word, the old woman held out her hand, standing silently until the High Priestess slowly removed her sun mask and handed it over to Togene. Taking the mask, Togene turned to the dumbfounded crowd and held it up.

      “Many of you know who I am. For those of you who don’t, I am the guardian of the Old Way, and today, for the crimes levied against her, I remove the High Priestess, Khorijin, from her position. Until such a time as the next High Priestess is chosen, I shall keep the Mask of the Sun and take up the responsibilities of the High Priestess.”

      Ignoring the startled cries from the audience, she shook her head slightly and then tapped her cane on the ground. The sound of the cane echoed across the platform, silencing everyone.

      “Uragakh tangarag has been declared and upheld. The charges have been witnessed by the blood spilled and have been found accurate. For their conduct, the Wise Woman of each tribe shall be seized and imprisoned.”

      Seeing John shake his head and mouth something, Togene brightened and bowed her head gratefully.

      “Any Wise Woman who is found to be innocent of the grievances charged against them shall not only be spared, but will also be reinstated to her authority. All of you are to proceed to the great hall in the camp below which we will use to hold you. All tribes are to send two Khan-level warriors to guard the tent.”

      Shooting a glance at John to see if he was satisfied, Togene was relieved to see him nod his head.

      “Finally, regarding the reason that this assembly was called in the first place, I agree to the recommendation provided by the Five Tribe Alliance on behalf of the Moritoi. If you disagree with my choice, you are welcome to send someone to challenge me. So ends the assembly. Rise!”

      Still somewhat confused by what was happening, the crowd surged to their feet as Togene spoke.

      “Bow to the ancestors who walked before us.”

      Facing the center, the crowd bowed their heads.

      “Bow to those who would come after.”

      Again, the crowd bowed.

      “Bow to the great road that carries us to paradise.”

      With one last bow, the Moritoi assembly came to an end, yet curiously, almost no one in the crowd moved. It wasn’t until Togene tapped her cane on the stone platform that the Wise Women snapped out of their dazes and began making their way down from the Sky Stone platform, heading for the tent in the center of the camp. After giving John a troubled look, Saransi went with them, lost in her own thoughts. Looking after her with a mixed expression, Zayaat climbed up onto the stage where John and Ellie still stood and found the Moon Guardian just sitting up. With a sigh, the Moon Guardian reached up and took off his mask, revealing the scarred face of a middle-aged man. Seeing Zayaat, he climbed to his feet and nodded.

      “Kuyuk?” Zayaat’s eyes went wide as he recognized the face of the Moon Guardian.

      “Hello, Zayaat.”

      “Aren’t you… well, clearly you’re not dead. This is a surprise. I had no idea you were the Moon Guardian.”

      “Not anymore,” Kuyuk replied, shaking his head as he shot a furtive glance at John. “There is no High Priestess anymore, so there is no Moon Guardian anymore. Not until the next High Priestess is chosen.”

      “And I will hold onto the mask, if you don’t mind,” said Togene, appearing at the edge of the platform and slowly making her way over.

      With a bow, Kuyuk presented the mask to her and she tied it onto her belt next to the sun mask that was already there. Straightening, he turned and bowed to John and Ellie.

      “Thank you for leaving us with our lives. You could have killed those who challenged you, yet you left every one of us alive.”

      “Oh? Is that guy with the spear okay?” John asked, glancing toward the edge of the platform where he had flung the spear-wielding warrior from his first fight.

      “Yes, Bugunutei is fine. A few bruised bones, but the fall is not that far and he was lucky enough to land on a tent.”

      “Kuyuk is right,” Zayaat said, saluting John, “this was not how I wished for this assembly to go, but the fact that you spared those you fought against makes me doubly sure you are worthy of our trust. After today, many of our tribes will ride under the flag of the blue flame. There will undoubtedly be some dissenters, of course, but when they see the riches we bring back, no doubt they will turn from their path.”

      Nodding, John felt a tug on his sleeve and looked down at Ellie, who was staring at him nervously, her eyes searching his face for any sign of his mana going out of control. Immediately understanding what she was concerned about, he patted her hand.

      “I’m fine. Thanks to you, my control is much better these days. But there is a chance I’ll need to use my mana in a bit. Togene?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’d like to speak to you for a second.”

      Hearing the not-so-subtle dismissal, Zayaat and Kuyuk both saluted John once more and then bowed to Togene before hurrying off the stage. Ellie was going to go with them, but John grabbed her hand to stop her.

      “Would you mind getting Ferdie ready? I’d like a bag of seeds and the tools we brought packed on him.”

      “Of course,” Ellie said, giving John a smile before hurrying off.

      Watching her leave, Togene’s eyes narrowed slightly before she glanced at John. Though it was hard to detect, there was still a healthy sliver of fear in her eyes when she looked at him. As a sage level class holder, one of the very few in the world, fear should have been an emotion she had left behind, but the reality was quite different. Achieving the sage level had opened her eyes to some of the truths of the world, including John’s true strength, and the sight had terrified her. At the end of the last war, he had personally come to visit her, demanding peace and curbing the aggressive advance the Moritoi were about to take.

      “I heard that you had passed away, or ascended,” she said, walking closer.

      Nodding, John looked at her calmly.

      “That’s what a lot of people have heard. But here I am.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “You mean about conquering the world?” John asked, his gaze drifting toward the horizon where he could see a large swath of darkened land. “It feels like it’s time. The end is coming. Well, an end at least. And evil forces are starting to move. You might say I’ve reached the end of my tolerance.”

      “That is curious, since I feel like your tolerance has increased by leaps and bounds. The last time you were here, I feared that a single misspoken word would doom my people to a fiery death. Yet today you were attacked, insulted, and mocked, yet no one died.”

      Taken aback, John reflected on what had just happened and realized Togene was right. He was changing.
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      Shaking his head, John smiled and gestured toward the horizon, directing Togene’s attention to the band of darkened land in the distance.

      “Many things are changing in this world. I want to invite you to see another thing that’s changing. Accompany me into the forbidden fields. I have something to show you.”

      Frowning slightly, Togene observed the land John had pointed to. The forbidden fields were the site of an ancient battle between a dozen Mages that had devastated the land, leaving dense mana in both the soil and the air. The mana had corrupted both the plants and the animals that lived there, twisting them into bestial abominations rivaled only by the undead that shambled about. Occasionally the beasts and undead would surge out of the forbidden fields seeking fresh meat, forcing the Moritoi to deploy their warriors to stop them.

      “In the forbidden fields? What could be there that’s worth seeing? I have been over almost every inch of that land, and there is nothing there but death and decay.”

      “For now,” John said, smiling at her skeptical words. “Just come with me.”

      Heading back down from the Sky Stones, John and Togene didn’t move quickly, instead walking along normally, as if they weren’t two of the most powerful beings in the world. They didn’t speak as they walked, each occupied with their own thoughts until they finally arrived at the tent where Ellie was harnessing Ferdie. The giant bull let out a happy moo when he saw John and nudged him for a treat. Accepting the bit of mana John gave him, Ferdie turned his head and saw Togene standing there and froze, his eyes growing wary.

      Beasts didn’t have the same mana system as humans, but their sense of mana density and purity was unmatched, and even though Ferdie didn’t know anything about the division of class holders, he could tell that the unassuming old woman was terribly dangerous. More dangerous, in fact, than anyone he’d ever seen, with the exception of John of course.

      “This is your bull?” Togene asked, peering at Ferdie.

      “Yup. Let me get one more thing, and then you can hop on.”

      “What a powerful beast,” Togene said, her eyes filled with wonder.

      “He’s pretty good,” John agreed.

      Grabbing a rake, he helped Togene up onto Ferdie’s back and then told Ellie he would be back in about three days. Together, John, Ferdie, and Togene left the camp, watched by thousands of eyes. Unsure what exactly John was doing, Togene finally couldn’t conceal her curiosity.

      “What is the purpose of this?”

      “This? This is a rake. It’s used for farming,” John said.

      Rolling her eyes, the old woman shook her head.

      “I’m not an idiot, I know what a rake is. I’m asking you why we’re doing all of this. I could take you where you wanted to go in an instant. And you could do the same. Why the theatrics?”

      For a moment, John was silent as he thought about her question. They were slowly approaching the forbidden fields, and already the land was starting to show signs of mana poisoning. Thanks to the mixture of forbidden level spells that had been used there, the mana was so thick that anyone under the legendary level would die as soon as they came into contact with it. With a sigh, John glanced up at Togene and then let his eyes scan the horizon.

      “I’ve been learning a lot about the world recently. I feel like up until this point I’ve been like a toddler with the sharpest sword in the world, but finally I’m starting to grow up. And as part of that, I’m discovering the value in being, well, normal. Sure, I could use my power to move us to our destination swiftly, but to what end? We’ll get there just as well by walking. I’m still exploring it, but I’m finding a lot of benefit in not being the most powerful being in the world. Sure, it’s nice being able to wave your hand and have what you want, but I’m only now realizing just how much of this world I’ve been missing.”

      Falling silent, John continued to lead the way forward, even as the land underfoot turned dark, as if it had been badly burnt. The mana concentration in the air began to spike and Ferdie took an excited breath, sucking in the surrounding mana. However, as soon as the mana entered his body the bull made a disgusted face and spat it all back out. Though the mana was concentrated, it was incredibly impure compared to the mana John gave him, and as far as he was concerned, such mana wasn’t worth absorbing.

      After nearly an hour, John and Togene had entered deep into the wide plain where the battle had taken place in ancient times. Both of them had restrained their auras, but Ferdie’s was the opposite, having grown stronger as it was reflected in the increasingly dense mana that hung in the air. Due to the bull’s powerful aura, they hadn’t encountered any other beasts, though occasionally Ferdie would turn his head to look into the distance, a combative look in his eyes.

      Patting Ferdie on the shoulder, John finally stopped advancing and looked around. If he wasn’t mistaken, they were currently standing on one of the ancient fields that had been used to grow food for the Moritoi’s ancestors in days long ago. It had returned to grass a long time ago, and the dense mana had burned that grass away, leaving the ground bare. Figuring this was as good a place as any, John helped Togene down and then took the tools he had brought off Ferdie’s back.

      “Keep an eye on the surrounding area, I don’t want to be bothered,” John said, patting the bull on the shoulder. “I’ll call when I need you.”

      Mooing happily, Ferdie turned and galloped away, his hooves shaking the ground as he quickly vanished into the distance. Staring after him, Togene had no idea what to think. Meanwhile, John was starting to measure out the ground, using stakes to mark out about an acre of land for the field he was about to prepare. Seeing what he was doing, Togene’s expression became incredulous. It increasingly looked as if John was going to cultivate a new field, right in the middle of forbidden land, but that was inconceivable.

      As she watched him work, Togene’s expression turned stranger and stranger and suddenly she thought back to the first time she’d seen him. She had become a sage nearly ten years ago and had started quietly gathering her people for war, but a bit over four years ago a young man in a burning blue mask had appeared in her tent and completely crushed her in only a few seconds. Despair had colored her world as she discovered the vast gulf that existed between the sage level and the legendary level was dwarfed by the gulf that lay between her and the young man who came to challenge her.

      He had made only a single demand. Peace. Peace or death. Shuddering as she remembered his calm words, she couldn’t believe that she was looking at the same person hunting for stones in the field in front of her. If she didn’t know without a doubt that John was the Eternal Flame, she would never have believed that the most powerful figure in the world would be doing common labor in a farmer’s field.

      “Hey, come give me a hand. I didn’t invite you so you could watch me work,” John said, shocking Togene out of her daze. “Grab one of those hoes and help me remove any plants you find inside the area I marked.”

      Getting to her feet, Togene picked up the tool John had pointed at and slowly began to work, often stopping and glancing at him. Seeing him throwing himself into the work, she slowly got used to it herself, and before she knew it hours had passed and the field was ready. Darkness had fallen over the forbidden fields and Ferdie had trotted back to where they were, a pleased and satisfied expression on his face. Seeing the large bull come back, John called him over and hooked up his harness to the small plow he had brought. As he connected it to the bull, he casually explained what he was doing to the bemused sage.

      “Not too long ago, I had no idea how to do this, but it wasn’t that hard to learn. Should be pretty easy for your people to pick up. The straps go like this, around his chest and under his body. Man, Ferdie, you’re getting big. We’ll need to lengthen the harness again when we get back. Hold still.”

      Hooking the last chain, John grabbed the plow handle and Ferdie began to pull it forward.

      “Typically we wouldn’t want to plow right before we plant, but as long as we rake afterward, I think we’ll be fine. Besides, what we’re growing isn’t exactly a normal seed. Actually, hold on.”

      Stopping Ferdie, John grabbed the two rakes and gave them to Togene.

      “After I pass by, why don’t you rake the dirt for me? You don’t have to make it perfectly flat, just smooth it out a bit. This is going to save us a good bit of time.”

      Following John, Togene felt as if the situation had become completely absurd. Never in a million years would she have thought she’d be helping the Eternal Flame prepare a field for planting. The strangest thing was that she had no idea what purpose he had in mind. It was common knowledge that food grown in mana-saturated areas was worthless except for feeding to beasts. If humans ate mana-saturated food, death was the kindest outcome they could expect. Yet here they were, clearly preparing a field for planting. The night was halfway over by the time they finished, and stepping back, John smiled happily as he surveyed the area they had prepared.

      The next step was spreading the seed, which John did quickly, and then a final raking to bury the seeds at the appropriate distance from the surface. Brushing some dirt from his hands, John saw that Togene was looking at him strangely, as if wondering what sort of strange idea he would come up with next. With a laugh, John simply snapped his fingers, binding the nearby mana together to form a spell.

      Downpour was a relatively simple water magic spell, but as soon as the dirty, twisted mana in the forbidden zone was forced into the spell construct, the heavy drizzle they were supposed to get transformed into a raging tempest that spat lightning, gouts of flame, and mud into the air. Along with the random manifestation of various elements, rain poured down as well, completely soaking the ground. As fast as it came, the spell vanished, burning itself out in record time. After double-checking to make sure the field had been watered sufficiently, John nodded happily and sat down by the edge of the field.

      “This next part will take some time. We’ll wait around thirty-six hours.”

      “Wait for what?” Togene asked, completely confused.

      “For the crop we just planted. It won’t be ready to harvest, of course, but you’ll be able to see it growing. There are two things we’ll confirm.”

      “And they are?”

      “You’ll just have to wait and see,” John said, closing his eyes.

      Seeing him start to meditate, Togene frowned and started to speak before thinking better of it. Being asked to wait for thirty-six hours wasn’t the worst request Togene had ever gotten, and besides, she was starting to grow curious about what John was attempting to do. She had a few ideas in the back of her head, but they were so crazy she didn’t pay them much attention. Instead, she just sighed and sat down, her eyes closing.

      Time passed quickly for them as they sat next to the field. Ferdie wandered around the field, making sure that none of the nearby beasts came to bother them, and the hours ticked by, one after another. A day had passed when Togene’s face suddenly changed and her eyes snapped open in shock. She had been waiting quietly when she suddenly realized that the air around her had changed. Though it wasn’t incredibly drastic, the change still sent waves of shock through her heart. Seeing John open his eyes and gaze at her calmly, the old woman struggled to get her surging emotions under control.

      “The mana… it’s changed!”

      Nodding, John closed his eyes and let his senses expand, examining the surrounding mana carefully. Though it was still thick, there was a subtle shift in its composition. What made the mana of forbidden areas so dangerous was not only the density of the mana, but the fact that it was a mixture of a large number of different sorts of elemental attributes. The result was a poisonous blend of mana deadly to anyone who absorbed it. Yet now, the mana hanging over the field was thinner, and much more uniform in its elemental profile.

      “This is because of the plants?”

      “Yup. They absorb the mana and recycle it. That is, they re-release some of it into the air. What they release is a more neutral form of mana. Over their life cycle, which is around five weeks give or take, they’ll continue to do this. Yield depends on mana density, so I’m expecting around sixty bushels from this acre. Also, it’s edible.”

      “What!?”

      Nodding, John glanced down at the still-bare ground.

      “Because it releases the bulk of the mana it develops, the plant is able to synthesize the rest of the mana, using the same process beasts use to strengthen their skin, bones, and muscles. Just like low-grade beast meat, eating these plants will strengthen the bodies and health of anyone who consumes them.”

      Unable to believe what she was hearing, Togene stared at John, searching for any sign of deceit, but all she saw was clear excitement. The thoughts that had been floating around in the back of her head started to bloom, and she crouched down by the edge of the field.

      “If that’s correct, if you’re correct, then this field is the most valuable thing in the world.”

      “Eh, I dunno about that, but yes, I understand what you’re trying to say,” John said, nodding. “Within five weeks you’ll know if I’m correct. Unfortunately, I don’t have the time to spend hanging out here. I wanted to bring you to show you the change in the mana, which will only increase in speed as the seeds germinate and then grow fully.”

      “I can spare five weeks,” Togene said, her gaze practically glowing. “I will not move from this place.”

      “Well, actually, you can’t hang out here either,” John said, shaking his head.

      Standing up, Togene turned to look up at John, her gaze hard. Seeing her aggressive look, John let out a laugh and lifted his hands defensively.

      “Slow down. You can deploy some of your warriors here to guard this field, but I have something I need you to do for me. In exchange, I’ll give you four more bags of these seeds, enough to plant four more fields of this size. I recognize it isn’t much, but if handled properly, you should be able to get nearly three thousand bushels of wheat from them in just over five weeks, which you can then use to plant three thousand acres of farms. You’ll have to prepare the fields yourself, but even if your yield isn’t as good, you should be able to build up a farm big enough to support your people within a year.”

      Trembling, Togene stared at John for a second, unable to believe what she was hearing. It was undeniable that the mana was starting to change around the field, and with one last glance at the land, she bowed her head.

      “I am yours to command. What would you have me do?”
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          CHAPTER 29

        

      

    

    
      Patting Togene on the shoulder, John smiled.

      “Nothing difficult. I’d like you to go south to find the Hermit and convince him to stay at home.”

      “Just that?”

      “Yes,” John said. “Though you’ll need to stay with him to make sure. Just for a month. The first Mage’s door has been found, and Kythov the Eyeless is planning something with it. The last time I saw the Hermit, he carried a deep darkness, and I am afraid he has begun to walk down the same path as Kythov. Of the sages who remain in the world, he’s the one I’m most worried about. I don’t want to have to fight two sages at the same time if I can help it, since the fallout from that will be enough to ruin the world. Since I don’t know if the Hermit has or will join with Kythov, I need you to block him.”

      “What of the Lord of Frost in the far north?” Togene asked, her eyes narrowing.

      “He and I had a heated disagreement a few years ago,” John said evenly. “He stopped being a problem at that point. You and the Hermit are the only other human sages beside Kythov who are left. At least, that I’m aware of. And I don’t need to tell you that anyone who follows his example will end up as he did.”

      Swallowing, Togene pulled herself together and nodded. John’s mention of the first Mage’s door had awakened an intense desire in her, and if she was honest with herself, she wasn’t even sure John’s blatant threat could keep her away. The infinitum was a deadly temptation for anyone who had achieved the level she had, as she could feel her life slipping away with every passing moment. The feeling was enough to drive one mad, and the hope of being able to lengthen their lifespan was something most sages would pounce on. Seeing her struggle, John’s face grew serious.

      “Once Kythov is defeated, I will grant both of you the chance to examine the door. But the Necromancer must be stopped first, and I will assume that anyone nearby is an enemy. So, keep him occupied for at least a month.”

      “Will that be enough time to find Kythov?” Togene asked.

      “Yes,” John nodded confidently. “More than enough time.”

      “Very well. I will do as you ask.”

      Quickly returning to the camp, Togene called together a few of the Khans from tribes she knew she could trust and deployed three legendary level warriors to guard the field. At the same time, she began to arrange for the investigation of the Wise Women while she was gone. The great majority of them were completely innocent and after a brief conversation were released back to their tribes, but a few dozen of them were found to have ties to the deposed High Priestess, a terrible crime among the Moritoi.

      While she was dealing with that, John and Ellie gathered their things and got ready to head back to the valley. Zayaat insisted on sending a group of warriors to guard them and Togene even provided a special token to grant them free passage through the great plains. After trying, in vain, to reject the escort, John finally just shook his head and told them to do whatever they wanted. Ever since the end of the assembly, John attracted gazes everywhere he went, so he was quite happy when they finally left and headed out into the wide grassland. The closer they got to the mountains, the happier he got, and by the time they reached the mountains, John realized he finally had a home in this world. One he couldn’t wait to get back to.
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      Down in the valley, Ben had just finished his morning chores and ran back to the barn to let Thomas know. Ever since John and Ellie had been gone, he’d been spending his days exploring the forest to the north of the farm. John had casually mentioned needing to map that area so that they knew where to expand their fields, and Ben had convinced Thomas to let him help. He was extra excited today because he had found a small set of old buildings deep in the forest last night and he was excited to start exploring the ruins.

      After making sure there was nothing else to do, he hurried to the bunkhouse and opened up the drawer under his bed. With some reverence, he pulled out the shortsword Thomas had given him for his birthday and set it out on his bed. Next to it he placed his dagger, and then got out the armor John and Ellie had made for him. One by one, he pulled out all the equipment he used for his exploration and put it out on the bed, double-checking each piece as he did so.

      Every morning, Thomas reminded him that success was ninety percent preparation and ten percent execution, and while Ben would have much rather just run into the woods like he used to, he had a teacher now and he was determined to be as good a student as possible. After all, if he did well enough, maybe Thomas would help him become a class holder! Even though his sister was a class holder and he was sure John would help him if he asked, he had no desire to spend his time buried in books like they did.

      Instead, it was the flashing blades Thomas wielded that piqued his interest. If he could learn to use a sword and dagger like a Duelist, he would be ecstatic. Despite Thomas’ stern expression, Ben could tell his teacher approved of how quickly he was catching on, and Ben was hopeful that when he was old enough he would be able to gain a class like Duelist. Finishing his initial check, Ben stepped back and let out his breath, counting to thirty. Even though he rushed the numbers at the end, he felt like he was calmer as he did one final check over all his gear. Ninety percent preparation, ten percent execution.

      After he was sure he had everything he needed, he put on his equipment, starting with his armor. Buckling the belts, he tested each one to make sure they wouldn’t snap at an inopportune time and then slipped his belt around his waist, settling both his sword and dagger on it. Packing all his other gear into his bag, he slipped it around his shoulder and buckled the bottom of it to his opposite hip, ensuring it was tight with a tug on the top strap.

      Ready to go, he looked at himself in the mirror on the bathroom door and gave himself a thumbs up. He looked great. Hearing a noise outside, he blushed and turned away from the mirror quickly, just before Even came through the door.

      “Hey Ben, heading out? You’ve been doing a lot of exploring these days.”

      “Yeah, I’m almost finished mapping the area between here and the northern mountains,” Ben said, slapping the tube at his waist that carried the map he was working on.

      Stifling a yawn, Even gave him a thumbs up as he kicked off his boots and flopped onto his bed.

      “Wow, great work. I’m gonna catch a nap. We were up with three new calves last night.”

      “Alright, see you.”

      Closing the door behind him, Ben swung by the kitchen to pick up the bag of food he had prepared that morning and soon he was in the woods. The light filtering through the leaves created a mottled pattern on the forest floor as he wove his way between the trees, and after traveling for around an hour, Ben stopped on a large rock in a small clearing. This was where he started his exploration from each day, making elongated loops out into the forest and then coming back after he reached the mountains. Sitting down on the rock, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing, trying to sharpen his senses the way Thomas had taught him.

      Just as he was about to give up, he felt a strange sense, as if someone was standing right behind him, watching him intently. Startled, he opened his eyes in shock, but the feeling was gone, and no matter how he tried to regain that state, he had no luck. Frowning slightly, Ben thought about going back to the farm to get Thomas but finally he shook his head. The gaze hadn’t felt dangerous and he had even felt a sense of familiarity from it, as if it was a gaze that had rested on him often in the past. Shaking off the strange feeling, Ben shrugged and stood up, jumping down from the rock and getting his map out.

      Last night he had seen some buildings in the forest to the northeast, and he was excited to explore them today. After confirming his direction and the time, he put the map back into the case and, sealing it tightly, hid it under the rock before slipping into the woods. He moved quickly considering his age, and there was a nimbleness to his motions that spoke of the year and a half of hard training he had undergone. The trip to the ruined buildings took nearly four hours, and Ben stopped a number of times to record the path.

      He paid careful attention to landmarks and did his best to record the elevation changes as well, keeping track of everything in a small notebook he kept in his belt. Coming through a tight clump of trees, he finally caught sight of the roof he had spotted the day before. Coming to a stop, he took out his notebook and recorded what he saw, grumbling to himself when the tip of his pencil broke. Flipping out the small knife he carried in his belt pouch, he sharpened the pencil and finished his recording before proceeding.

      Suppressing the nervousness in his heart, he kept himself low as he crept toward the buildings. The afternoon was well underway by this point and the spots of sunlight were quite warm. Despite that warmth, Ben couldn’t help but shiver slightly. He knew that most likely he would find nothing but broken-down buildings infested with rodents, or other vermin from the forest. Still, there was a darkness about the buildings that stabbed at his heart. Slipping from the shadows of one tree to the next, Ben did his best to stay low, approaching the buildings the way Thomas had taught him. It was slow, but the closer Ben got, the stronger the feeling he needed to be careful grew. Stopping in place partially under a log, Ben almost turned around, but the desire to see what was inside the buildings won out, and after hesitating for a long time, he finally moved forward.

      The buildings were fairly dilapidated, but surprisingly they were in better shape than Ben had anticipated and even showed some signs of half-hearted attempts at repairs. Realizing he wasn’t the only one who had been here before, Ben examined the layout of the buildings. There was a single-story building that looked like a house, as well as two sheds across from it that looked like they had once held horses.

      Staying low, Ben was just creeping toward the house when he heard a sound in the forest behind him. Realizing he was visible, he sprinted forward, his feet making hardly a sound on the springy forest floor, managing to squeeze under a gap below the house just before someone strode into the overgrown yard between the house and the sheds. Unable to see who the person was, Ben tried to calm down his pounding heart, afraid they would hear the loud thudding or his ragged breathing.

      Getting himself calm took some time, and while he was focusing on controlling his breathing, he heard the door open with a bang and footsteps sounded above him. Realizing that the person had entered the house, he began to look around to see if he could slip out without them knowing it. The space he had crawled into was tight, but there was enough space for him to turn himself over and sit up. Some animal had chewed through the wall, and a small pinprick of light let Ben know there was a hole there that peered into the house. Ever so carefully, he sat up and looked through the small hole, making sure to keep his eye back.

      Standing in the center of the room was a figure he recognized instantly, causing him to nearly cry out. Stifling the shout that rose to his lips, he stared at Halden, the Fairford village leader. It had been some time since Ben had seen Halden, but it looked like absolutely nothing had changed about the thickset, middle-aged man. Unsure what to do, Ben was going to crawl away when suddenly he was struck by a sense of curiosity. What was Halden doing all the way out here in the woods? They were hours away from the village, and Halden was clearly waiting for someone or something.

      Deciding to wait, Ben sat under the house patiently, making sure not to look at Halden directly. He could hear the village leader’s footsteps on the floor, so he didn’t actually have to look through the hole, and Thomas always stressed that humans had a sixth sense for being watched. Thinking about the strange feeling he had felt while he was on the rock earlier, Ben was about to drift off into a daydream when he heard the sound of another person. Taking a quick peek, he saw another person enter the house, though this one was cloaked in a thick black cloak with a deep hood that cast a shadow across their face.

      “What are you doing here?” the cloaked figure hissed, his voice deep and gravelly.

      “You promised me there would be no trouble!” Halden shouted, pointing angrily at the robed figure. “But now I’ve got members of the Ecclesia crawling all over my town.”

      “Our efforts are a closely held secret,” the man responded with barely concealed anger. “If the Ecclesia has come to your town, it must be for another reason.”

      “Secret? Then why does everyone know about it? There are two priests and six Holy Knights! How do you explain that if they don’t know about what you’re doing? I told you to keep the undead further away from the valley!”

      “Do not speak to me like that, or I will take your tongue and make it into a necklace for you to wear around your throat,” the robed figure snarled, slapping Halden’s pointing finger away. “Our master tolerates you because you have been a help to our cause, but don’t get the wrong idea about our cooperation. So long as you continue to be useful to the cause, you will be tolerated, but as soon as that changes, I will gut you myself and use your spine as a backscratcher. You were granted our power, so if you have a problem with the Ecclesia, deal with it yourself. We have almost succeeded in our endeavor, and then it will not matter how many Holy Knights come. Do not call me again for something so trivial. In fact, do not call me at all. I will inform you when your presence is needed.”

      Without waiting for a reply, the robed figure spun and left, leaving Halden alone in the house, white-faced and trembling. It took almost ten minutes before Halden was able to get ahold of himself, and with a curse under his breath, he stomped out of the house and vanished into the forest. Underneath the floor, Ben waited a full two minutes before moving just to make sure the area was really empty.

      Scrambling out of the hole under the house, Ben desperately tried to control his breathing as he thought about what he had just heard. He had no idea what Halden and the robed man had been talking about, but he knew it was bad and that he needed to get back to the farm as fast as possible. Darting for the woods, he heard a sound and suddenly stopped, peering ahead into the growing shadows. Not sensing anything, he had just taken a step forward when a shadow darted out from behind him, a leaf-shaped blade stabbing silently toward his back with incredible speed.
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          CHAPTER 30

        

      

    

    
      Prompted by an instinct he didn’t know he possessed, Ben jumped forward, his body naturally flipping into a roll as the leaf blade flashed over his head. Halfway through his instinctive dodge, Ben’s training kicked in and he changed directions, using his hands and feet to push himself sideways, avoiding another stab that sank deep into the dirt. Darting to the side, he caught sight of Halden’s pale face, twisted with a horrifying madness.

      Rolling to his feet, Ben lunged into the woods, trying to put as much distance between himself and the knife as possible. Normally there should have been no way for a normal person like Ben to have escaped the surprise attack of a class holder, but between his small size and the intense training he had been through, he managed to get out of the way of the first two attacks. Hearing a scream of rage behind him, Ben ran for his life, dodging between the trees as he shed his bag.

      Ben had always been a realist, and he was more than aware of the danger he was in. Despite that, he didn’t panic, instead drawing the shortsword he had been given for his birthday. Stepping around a tree, he suddenly spun and stabbed out with his sword, managing to land a blow on Halden’s arm just as the insane village leader stabbed at him with his blade. The silver shortsword cut through Halden’s skin, sending blood spraying as it gashed his arm, but it wasn’t enough to stop the leaf-shaped blade from sinking into Ben’s chest, right below his right collarbone.

      His leather armor proved tough, but the blow of a class holder couldn’t be stopped by boiled leather and Halden’s blade pierced through the thick leather, stabbing three inches into Ben’s chest. As the weapon cut into his muscle, an incredible force seemed to erupt in him, and with a sudden burst of strength Ben reversed the direction of his shortsword attack, nearly severing Halden’s wrist.

      In too much shock to feel the pain, Ben darted away, the dagger still stuck in his body. He had no idea how he managed to do it, but he had just enough strength and presence of mind to slip his shortsword into its sheath before the burning in his chest erupted and a wave of intense pain assaulted his mind, like it had shattered into a million pieces. Stumbling through the forest, he had no idea how far he went before it was too much and he fell to the ground, darkness claiming him.
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      Miles away, John and Ellie had just made it back to Fairford when a terrible feeling struck Ellie, causing her to gasp and grab her chest. Looking over at her in concern, John heard her speak in a trembling voice.

      “Ben!”

      Grabbing Ellie’s waist as she sagged on her horse, John turned to look at the Moritoi warriors who had been escorting them back to the valley.

      “Bring the horses to the farm!”

      Without another word he vanished, carrying Ellie with him as he appeared briefly down the road. With a flash, he was gone, disappearing into the distance. Standing on the porch, Katrine, who had been about to say hello, awkwardly lowered her hand, staring after them. Blinking his big eyes, Ferdie looked around with a confused moo and then took off, the cart he was pulling bumping along after him as he ran while the Moritoi warriors tried to catch up. Flames flickering at his feet, it only took John two minutes to get to the farm, and when he did Thomas’ clone was standing in the yard, a grim look on his face.

      “Ben is missing. I’ve picked up his trace in the forest and am starting to track him northeast.”

      “What happened?”

      “He’s been mapping the area between here and the mountain, but the mana mark I put on him just shattered. The only way for that to happen is if he’s dead or if he got hit with a surge of mana.”

      “He’s not dead,” Ellie said, gasping for breath.

      She had never moved so fast in her life, and the abrupt acceleration whenever John took another step took her breath away.

      “He’s not dead, but something happened to him.”

      Frowning, John nodded. He had no idea how Ellie knew that, but that could be discussed after they found Ben.

      “Let’s go, we need to prioritize finding him.”

      Picking Ellie up again, John vanished from the farmyard, heading toward where Thomas was tracking Ben’s trail. It took almost fifteen minutes for them to meet up with him, and when they did, they saw the Duelist had a bitter smile on his face.

      “Ben’s stealth is abnormally good, I’m having trouble keeping the trail. If he hadn’t stopped to examine his surroundings, I probably would have lost him.”

      “I should be able to help with that,” John said. “Ellie, do you have anything of Ben’s?”

      Nodding, she fished around in one of her pouches and brought out a button.

      “This is Ben’s. He asked me to sew it back onto his pants but I didn’t get a chance before we left.”

      “Perfect.”

      Holding the button in his hand, John closed his eyes and then flicked his fingers, casting Kelvis’ Greater Scrying. Mana surged and the button left his hand, floating up into the air. For a brief moment it spun around and then a ghostly arrow formed around it, pointing into the woods.

      “Let’s go.”

      Darting into the woods, John, Ellie, and Thomas followed the direction of the arrow. The distance that had taken Ben hours to cross only required half an hour for them, and soon they arrived at the ruined buildings where Ben had overseen Halden and the robed man meeting. Looking around carefully, John frowned when they spotted the signs of a struggle in the dirt. Crouching, Thomas took a glance at the markings and explained what happened.

      “Someone ambushed Ben from behind. A Rogue from the looks of it. Same person who walked into the house first. Ben must have been hiding under the house in that small hole. The Rogue attacked, and Ben evaded, escaping into the woods.”

      “He dodged a Rogue’s sneak attack?” John asked, incredulity thick in his voice. “Are you serious?”

      “The Rogue was only moving about half as fast as they should have been, which makes me think they’re either new or were wounded already,” Thomas replied, measuring the distance between markings. “And Ben is really good. I told you. There’s a reason I want to take him as a disciple.”

      Tracing the markings into the forest, they soon came to the spot where Ben had turned and wounded Halden. A scent of blood still floated in the air and the trail diverged, heading in two different directions. Looking at each other, Thomas and John communicated silently.

      “We can’t let the attacker escape. I’ll follow him,” Thomas said, the murderous look in his eyes at odds with the calmness of his voice.

      “Good. We’ll find Ben.”

      With a nod, Thomas vanished into the shadows of the trees, leaving Ellie and John alone in the forest. Without speaking they followed the floating arrow deeper into the woods, following the stumbling trail of broken branches and crushed leaves. Spotting a fleck of blood, John’s face grew grimmer but he didn’t say anything. The trail continued through the woods until they came to a spot where Ben had clearly fallen on his side, his body rolling onto his back. Blinking, John stared at the spot where Ben should have been lying but there was nothing there. The ghostly arrow from the scrying spell was simply hanging in the air, pointing almost straight down.

      “Did he vanish into thin air?” Ellie asked, trying to make sense of what was going on.

      “Maybe he’s underground?”

      “Let me check.”

      Reaching down to pat the ground, Ellie mumbled under her breath, summoning some earth spirits that quickly scanned the area around them. Hearing their answer a minute later, Ellie shook her head, worry clear in her eyes.

      “Nothing. How could he just disappear?”

      Thinking for a moment, John’s eyes roamed the dark forest.

      “What about caves? Are there any caves around here?”

      Her expression brightening, Ellie asked the earth spirits and then nodded excitedly.

      “Yes, about six hundred feet away, due north. Let’s go!”

      Rushing to the north, they quickly found the cave the earth spirits were talking about. The opening was only about three feet tall and four feet wide, little more than a crack in the ground, but Ellie and John entered it without hesitation, squeezing themselves along fifteen feet of twisting passageway on their stomachs before emerging into a larger passageway. Just like the passageway where they had fought Lethor the Bone Carver, this passage was clearly part of the twisting caverns that stretched under the valley.

      “This way!”

      Following Ellie, John snapped, casting two red flames to give them light. The twisting passageway continued to sink down into the ground, heading deeper and deeper. About to come around a corner, Ellie suddenly stopped, nearly causing John to bump into her. Frowning, John floated one of the flames forward, revealing a steep drop-off that plunged nearly seventy feet into the earth. Examining the passage and the far wall, it was clear there was no way forward without going down, so John picked Ellie up and stepped off of the ledge, dropping like a rock. A startled squeal escaped Ellie’s lips before she managed to contain it, but John seemed entirely unconcerned.

      Thrusting his hand out, he slowed their descent enough that, when he landed, he didn’t create a crater in the ground. As it was, the impact of his feet against the ground echoed throughout the cave, causing it to shake. Seeing Ellie’s look, John shrugged and they continued to move ahead through the passageway. The deeper they got into the earth, the quieter it seemed to become, but suddenly, up ahead, John heard a faint sound. Stopping Ellie, he held her hand and put out the floating fireballs with a wave. The tunnel grew completely dark as the lights went out, but John didn’t move. After about half a second, the faintest of glows could be seen from ahead, and the sound appeared again.

      Not speaking, John led Ellie forward, his eyes fixed on the gentle glow. The closer they got to the source of light, the slower they moved until they were barely creeping along. Peeking around the corner, they saw a faintly glowing mushroom growing in the wall of the cave. Unsure what had made the noise, John examined the mushroom closely, noting the circulation of mana in it. It was curious, but as the mana circulated there were voids created, reminding John of a mana lock. After nearly a minute of observation, John didn’t see anything dangerous, so he stepped up to the mushroom and stretched out his finger, pulling mana from the air to carefully fill it up. As mana surged into the mushroom, it trembled and then a grinding sound rang out as the wall slid aside.

      As soon as the wall moved light gleamed in the passage, forcing Ellie to squint as her eyes tried to adjust to the sudden brightness. Stepping through the new doorway behind John, she let out a small gasp. Far from the empty stone passage they had just walked through, this passage was covered with glowing crystals and brightly colored mushrooms. She was so entranced by the sight that she completely missed the door grinding shut behind them. Staring around at the unbelievable sight, John let out a low whistle.

      “This is wild. I never imagined something like this would be under the valley.”

      “Do you think Ben is down here?”

      “This is the direction the arrow is pointing,” John said, shrugging.

      Walking down the passage slowly, they soon came to a large cavern and peeked their heads in. They had seen large caverns underground before, but this one completely dwarfed anything they had seen, including the cavern where the grimm lived. Stretching over a mile at the least, the other end of the cavern wasn’t visible. Light flooded the cavern from the profusion of glowing crystals and colorful plants that covered the floor and walls of the giant room. In the center of the cavern was a large lake of glowing water, giving the room an ethereal look.

      A forest of large toadstool-like structures rose from the lake connected by twisted strands of plants, and they could see hundreds of small figures moving this way and that across them. Sharing a look with Ellie, John saw her dumbfounded expression and could only smile helplessly.

      “Are those spectres?”

      “You mean the mythical creatures who live underground? Yeah, I think so. And it looks like Ben might have landed in the middle of them,” John replied, pointing at the ghostly arrow that was aimed directly at the largest cluster of toadstools. “I mean, Ben did say he had met them before. Hopefully they’re friendly.”

      “Only one way to find out,” Ellie said, stepping out of the passageway and into the massive cavern.

      As they walked toward the clear, glowing lake, they made no effort to conceal themselves and soon were standing on the shore. As soon as they were noticed, a warbling cry sounded, almost like the chirp of a songbird, and the spectres vanished. One minute there were hundreds of the little people visible, and in the next there wasn’t one in sight. Startled, Ellie started to call out, but John put up his hand to stop her. He could feel hundreds of eyes staring out at them from the toadstool city and didn’t want to startle them any more than they already had.

      “You communicated with the grimm, do you think you could communicate with the spectres?”

      “Yes, but only if we’re touching,” Ellie said, biting her lip.

      “Then let’s sit down. Ben should be safe if he’s in there, I don’t feel any sort of bloodthirst or aggression from them.”

      Sitting down on the shore, John rested his hands on his knees and they waited. Nothing happened for almost ten minutes, and just when John was going to get up and try something else, there was a stirring in the water. A small boat shot out from among the toadstool stalks and approached where John and Ellie were sitting. Standing in the boat were four small figures, while another pushed the boat along with a pole.

      One of the figures wore a mask, but the others looked exactly like what John had always imagined elves looked like, except they were only two feet tall. Their golden eyes were large and expressive and pointed ears rose to poke through their white hair. Incredibly pale skin covered their bodies and was in turn covered by leather and fur armor that appeared to be as well-crafted as any John had ever seen. In their hands they held bone spears with crystal blades, and John could see daggers at their hips. The boat stopped a dozen feet away from the shore and the masked figure looked between John and Ellie for a moment before bowing.

      “Welcome to Kemshala.”
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          CHAPTER 31

        

      

    

    
      The shock of the clear, lilting voice was twofold. First, it played like music in John’s ear, causing his feelings to surge, and second, he hadn’t expected to be able to communicate with the small people, so it took him a second to process that he was able to understand the masked figure perfectly. Behind the masked figure, the other spectres watched John and Ellie, their faces equally curious and distrustful. Bowing his head slightly, the masked spectre continued to speak.

      “I am Raymenas of Kemshala, priest of my people. It must be that you are here for Miarel of Gemshala, may their souls sing the song of joy.”

      Following the voice of the masked figure was difficult, and John had to focus his concentration in order to shake the desire to allow his thoughts to drift off. There were a dozen feelings woven into Raymenas’ voice, and with each word those feelings guided John’s emotions in different directions. Ellie was clearly having even more trouble, and John could see her clenching her fist tightly as she tried to get used to the emotionally charged way of speaking. Narrowing his eyes, John examined the surrounding mana and quickly realized that every time Raymenas spoke, the tones of his voice naturally bent nearby mana into a sort of enthralling enchantment.

      Shaking the influence of the mana from his mind, he touched Ellie’s shoulder, pulling mana from the surroundings to reinforce her resistance to the musical enchantment.

      “Hello. I am John, and this is Ellie. We live on Sutton Farm, up in the valley.”

      “We are well acquainted with you both, having observed you for some time, and indeed, anticipated your arrival here since Miarel has been under your care.”

      “Wait, how are you well acquainted with us?” Ellie asked, glancing at John with confusion.

      “If we could, I would pass on answering that question until we had moved somewhere more comfortable. Miarel is recovering in the hold, and I would take you to see him. Would that be permissible? I assure you that we mean no threat to you or your lives.”

      Looking down at the small people in front of him, John couldn’t imagine them hurting anyone, but the spears they carried showed clear signs of use and the confidence with which they faced him made him wonder if he was misjudging them.

      “Yeah, that should be fine,” John said, nodding.

      “I am sorry, but I don’t think our boat is sufficiently large to hold the two of you, would you consent to being escorted across the shining lake one at a time?” Raymenas asked.

      “Which mushroom do you want us to go to?”

      “We do not need you to go to a mushroom, we need you to go to the hold,” Raymenas replied, his head tilting to the side. “Ah, I see, you must believe that our hold looks like a group of mushrooms. Indeed, they could be mistaken for above-ground, common forest mushrooms if their size was not so large. Curious. If you can make your own way, the second hold is where we are headed.”

      Nodding, John took Ellie’s hand and stepped forward with a splashing sound, reappearing above the water. With another step, a surge of glowing water rose from under his feet as he flickered forward. He had been working on his flash step ability using water mana, and it proved to be even more effective over the lake than it had when he was moving through the forest. His third step allowed him and Ellie to appear on one of the bridges between the holds, which sagged slightly under their weight but didn’t collapse.

      Looking back at the spectres in the boat, he waved. Seeing them turning around and making their way over, John looked around. Ellie was already examining the spectre village, her eyes wide at all the marvelous sights. John could feel hundreds of gazes resting on him, but for the life of him, beside the few spectres in the boat that were making their way back to the hold, he couldn’t see even a single spectre. Even when he focused his mana, he found himself unable to do more than grasp at a few fleeting shadows that scattered every time his gaze passed over them.

      Impressed with the spectres’ incredible stealth, he shook his head and turned his attention back to the buildings that surrounded him. The buildings were small, barely large enough to accommodate John standing up, and through the window they could see they were filled with miniature versions of everything one would expect in a regular human home.

      It was almost as if they were simply scaled-down humans with pointy ears, further reinforcing the feeling John had of being in an elven village. The largest difference besides the clear size distinction was that almost everything John looked at was magical. Mana had been woven into nearly every object in sight, including the floor and the walls, and skillfully at that. The level of craftsmanship of everything they looked at was clearly a step above most human implements. From the decoration carved into the crystal containers to the cleverly constructed joints on the tiny furniture, it was obvious the spectres were masters of their hands.

      Not nearly as quick as John’s water step, Raymenas and the others with him arrived a few minutes later and climbed up a staircase hidden in the stem of the mushroom-like structure. Emerging nearby, Raymenas hurried over to where John and Ellie stood and bowed again.

      “Welcome, once again, to Kemshala. It is our honor to have you here. Please, this way.”

      Leading them around the edge of the platform they were on, Raymenas guided them to the other side of the building and through a short doorway John and Ellie had to crawl through.

      “I apologize,” Raymenas said as they stood up, “our hold is not suited to one of your size.”

      Barely registering the apology, Ellie’s eyes were fixed on Ben, who was lying motionless on a pile of tiny blankets at the other end of the room. Hurrying over, she dropped to her knees next to him, her hand reaching out to stroke his face. With a gasp, she drew her hand back and looked at John.

      “He’s burning up!”

      Walking over, John took his time to examine Ben, noting the stab wound below his collarbone and the bandage that had been applied to it. Despite the wound, Ben’s expression was peaceful and he looked completely healthy. Strangely healthy, in fact. Crouching, John stretched out two fingers to lightly touch Ben’s wrist. A moment later his eyes opened wide and he stared at Raymenas, who had walked over to stand next to him.

      “He’s going through a class ceremony?”

      Shocked by John’s words, Ellie had to stifle a scream.

      “What?!”

      “Yes. What you call a class ceremony, we call awakening. Miarel is walking the path to join the mana touched, what you call class holders. The trauma of his experience awoke his latent power and he is currently undergoing the awakening process.”

      “You keep calling him Miarel,” John said, fixing his gaze on Raymenas. “Why?”

      “Because that is his name,” Raymenas said, his head tilting to the side.

      Silence fell over the room as John tried to understand what Raymenas was saying and Ellie, still distracted by Ben’s unresponsive state, reached out to touch his forehead.

      “Will he be okay?” she asked John, her voice trembling.

      “Yes,” John nodded, “unlike your class ceremony experience, his is going smoothly. His body is currently being remade by mana, which is why he’s unconscious. Still, twelve is really young to have a natural class ceremony. Did you do something to him?”

      Realizing that John’s question was directed to him, Raymenas nodded his head.

      “Yes, we have provided the mana stones and the song necessary to stabilize the surrounding mana and provide a rich environment to ensure the smoothest path.”

      Realizing his question had been misunderstood, John could tell Raymenas had nothing but goodwill toward Ben so he just left it alone. Patting Ellie’s hand, he looked at the masked spectre and gestured to Ben.

      “Would you mind telling us how Ben ended up with you? You don’t strike me as the type of people who like drawing attention.”

      “Indeed,” Raymenas said, his musical voice filled with amusement. “We don’t interact with the world, for the greed of humans is worse than that of dragons, but you are more numerous than even the goblins. Yet it is not truthful to say that we never mix with those who walk the surface. In particular situations, we do interfere, and Miarel’s case is once such. To understand his story, you must understand the story of his mother.

      “Thirteen years ago, a young woman from a small village in the mountains fell into the winding way that runs under the valley and stumbled upon one of our sacred pools. Unknown to us, she was with child, and the sudden rush of mana poisoned both her and her unborn child. Your people often find our environment enchanting and she thought she was in a dream, allowing us to lure her into sleep’s embrace with a song. Though we sent her back to her people, we continued to monitor her, as is our tradition. Signs of mana corruption began to manifest around the time she discovered she carried a child. The priest of Gemshala, the hold that she had stumbled upon, ruled that because we caused the mana poisoning, we were duty bound to restore her to health.

      “Unfortunately, by that time, she had already been cast out of her village and her condition, combined with the stress of giving birth, was too much. Miarel was saved, but his mother passed into the great way, may her soul sing the song of joy. For the next few years, Miarel was raised among us in Gemshala, but tragedy struck when the Virkalyn, what you call the storm wyrm, discovered the sacred pool due to Miarel’s presence.

      “It was then that the decision was made to return Miarel to his people. We, as a people, cannot be seen if we choose not to be seen, but Miarel does not possess that trait and the hunters of the winding way are cunning beyond belief. After observing a number of people, we chose to place him in your path,” Raymenas nodded at Ellie, “and watched until you discovered him. Since then, we have watched his growth, always nearby.

      “This time, when he was badly wounded and began to awaken, we made the decision to bring him back to the hold to stabilize his awakening. We trusted that you would be able to find us, and if you were unable to find us, we would have returned him to the farm where you reside and continued watching him from the dark. Regardless, we shall continue to do so until he grows beyond our charge. Though, considering your short lifespans, I suspect we may end up watching over his children as well.”

      “What do you mean by short lifespans?” Ellie asked, wiping a bit of a tear from the corner of her eye. “How long do you live?”

      “We live for at least a thousand cycles,” Raymenas said, his head tilting to the side. “And children are not considered adults until at least two hundred and fifty of them have passed. We have, as a community, committed to raising him until adulthood, but in reverse sight, that may have been a slight under commitment, considering how quickly humans mature.”

      “If he’s awakening his class, he could live that long,” John said, looking at Ben’s peaceful face. “Do you know what sort of class he’s awakening?”

      To his surprise, the masked priest nodded.

      “Yes. He has been touched by our sacred pool and his mana has been shaped by our songs. He will become a Shadow Singer, the path many of our people walk.”

      Running through the list of all the classes he was aware of, John frowned.

      “I’ve never heard of that, is that a Rogue class?”

      “No, the paths humans walk down do not contain the primary path that Shadow Singer belongs to. It is a path that entered this world when our people came from beyond the door.”

      Freezing, John’s mind whirled as he tried to process what Raymenas was saying.

      The original five classes in this world were Mage, Warrior, Ranger, Rogue, and Witch. But Shadow Singer sounds like it carries a Rogue vibe. If it’s not Rogue-based, is it a Bard? And what does he mean, beyond the door? Did they come through the door left by the first Mage? Why does it seem like the mysteries of this world keep getting deeper and deeper?

      Organizing his thoughts, John looked at Raymenas, who was clearly waiting for his questions.

      “Is the class based on the Bard class?”

      Despite having a mask on, Raymenas still managed to convey how impressed he was at John’s guess.

      “As suspected, you too come from beyond the door,” Raymenas said, his voice joyful. “You are correct in your guess. To my knowledge, the Shadow Singer is the only type of Bard in this world. We only have records of Bards spoken of by our forefathers in their recordings of the world.”

      “And by beyond the door, you mean that you came through the door of the first Mage?”

      “Not I, but my forefather of many generations, yes. He was brought by the Wise One to serve as a watcher in the dark. Before the Wise One left, my ancestor chose to remain and make his life in this world. We continue to this day.”

      John felt like some of the questions that had plagued him were starting to gain clarity, so he leaned forward, eager to continue asking questions of Raymenas, but before he could a surge of mana filled the room and everyone’s eyes turned to Ben. With a light gasp, Ben suddenly sat up, his hand rising to his shoulder. Unable to make sense of his surroundings, his eyes darted around, coming to rest on Ellie and John.

      “Ellie!”

      With a yell, he threw himself at her, nearly bowling her over as his enhanced strength carried him further than he intended. Gripping him tightly, as if she wasn’t ever going to let him go, Ellie scolded him lightly.

      “What were you doing? Why would you run off into the woods like that? We were so worried.”

      “Sorry,” Ben said, his voice muffled by Ellie’s armor.

      Pushing himself back from her tight grip, he looked between her and John, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

      “But you wouldn’t believe what I discovered! I found out who the backstabbing killer is!”
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          CHAPTER 32

        

      

    

    
      Far above, in the forest that covered the valley, a grim-faced shadow darted through the trees, following a faint scent of blood. Over the last year and half, Thomas had grown incredibly fond of Ben, and he felt a strong urge to rush to the boy’s side. His task, however, was hunting down the trail of the person who had attacked Ben, and he was determined to see it through. He had learned the importance of trusting his companions early in his military career, and as far as he was concerned, John was the most reliable person in the entire world. If John couldn’t find Ben, then Ben couldn’t be found.

      It was with this reassurance that he put any thoughts about rescuing Ben out of his mind and concentrated entirely on tracking his quarry through the woods. The farther he traced the trail the more information he gathered, and soon a picture emerged in his mind. Male, middle-aged, heavier than average for a Rogue. Untrained, or at least sloppy in his execution, with limited skills, but a strangely robust mana pool. Glancing down, Thomas saw half a footprint, and nodded. No specialized equipment.

      The picture of the attacker introduced as many questions as it did answers, but Thomas just shook his head and persisted. Everything would be answered once he laid his hands on the man. Continuing to advance, Thomas covered three more miles incredibly swiftly, his body melding into the shadows only to emerge from another shadow further ahead. With the ease born of years of practice, he passed through the forest like a stone skipping across a lake, leaving hardly a ripple in his wake.

      Hearing a slight sound up ahead, he sank into the shadows again, this time appearing on a branch, his figure hidden by the foliage. He could hear a labored breath and muttered curses ahead of him, and from the whines of pain that accompanied them, he knew he’d found his mark. A flash of pride raced through him as he thought about how his student had managed to wound a class holder despite only being a child. Granted, it was clear this class holder was beyond pathetic, and only really counted as having half a class, but the point still remained.

      Sneaking closer was easy, and as Thomas watched, his eyes narrowing with murderous focus, he saw Halden stumble out into the moonlight. Startled by the revelation, Thomas did a double take, checking again to make sure he’d seen correctly. The middle-aged village leader was practically crying, his face screwed up in pain as he clutched his mangled wrist. He had ripped his shirt to wind it around the wound, trying to staunch the flow, but the makeshift bandage was soaked with blood.

      The only reason he was still on his feet was the mana-reinforced body he possessed, but Thomas could see that even that was only half developed. Furthermore, it seemed to be fluctuating, causing Halden to revert to a completely normal person and then back to the mana -einforced state of a Rogue. Unsure what was going on, Thomas watched a bit longer, trying to make sense of what he was seeing.

      Unable to run any further, Halden stumbled to a stop, falling to one knee. Accidently hitting his wounded hand on the ground, he screamed and fell on his side, unable to deal with the pain that lanced though his arm. A cold smile suffused Thomas’ lips as he watched Halden writhing on the ground. While he couldn’t have anticipated this, he was more than happy to take advantage of Halden’s weakness.

      Lost in a haze of pain, Halden suddenly felt a tremor run through him and the hair on his neck stood up as a shadow fell over him, blocking the light from the shining moon. About to scream again, he felt something hard close over his neck, choking the cries that rose from his chest. Leaning down, the shadow, whose face he couldn’t make out, seemed to be smiling at him. Like the voice of a devil, the shadow’s lips parted and he heard a whisper that sent terror piercing through his soul.

      “Let’s have a chat, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      “Halden? Are you sure?” Ellie asked, staring at Ben with wide eyes.

      Slightly frustrated that his sister was asking him the same question again, Ben nodded fiercely.

      “Yes! That’s what I’m telling you, Ellie! I’ve already said it three times! I saw his face clearly. He talked to a robed figure with a deep voice. He talked like this, like his throat was hurt or something. Ahem. And then, after they left, I tried to run away, but he appeared and attacked me.”

      Jumping to his feet, Ben acted out the fight, as if that might help his incredulous sister understand better.

      “He jumped at my back, but I dodged away, doing a front roll. Then, he attacked again, but I had already shifted, the way Thomas taught me. I ran away into the woods, but he was way faster than me. However, his dagger was short, so I baited an attack and counterattacked with my shortsword!”

      Here Ben paused, his face falling.

      “He still got me though. I wasn’t strong enough or fast enough to stop his attack. But I chopped his arm up really good.”

      Holding up his own arm, he traced the trajectory of the wound he had made on Halden’s arm.

      “I cut up the forearm to try and force him to drop his dagger, but he still got me with it. Then, when I had taken the blow, I used the force to push myself backward, doing a flick chop to try and cut his hand off. Again, I wasn’t strong enough, but I know I cut through at least half of the tendons on his wrist, thanks to the shortsword Thomas gave me. It’s really sharp. After that, I ran again. Well, it was more of a stumble. But he didn’t come after me at all, probably because… huh, I don’t know why. But as I was trying to get away, something in my chest got really hot and then I blacked out. And I woke up here. And I feel great!”

      Smirking, John reached over and patted Ben’s shoulder, gesturing for him to sit down.

      “That’s because you went through your class ceremony. You’re a class holder now.”

      Seeing Ben’s mouth drop open, Ellie covered her mouth to hide her laugh. It took a full minute before Ben was able to gather himself enough to respond properly, and when he did it was with a whoop of excitement that caused the room to shake.

      “I… I’m a class holder? What? How did that happen? And who are these little people? Wait… why… why do I remember you?”

      Sharing a glance with Ellie, John waited for Raymenas to answer Ben’s question. The conversation that followed was long and left Ben completely stunned, but his class ceremony had shattered the enchantment that kept his earliest memories from him, and as they talked, those memories slowly rose back to the surface. If Ben hadn’t been a naturally plucky kid, John might have been concerned about what the revelation might have done to him, but given Ben’s temperament, it was no surprise that instead of growing depressed, he only grew more excited about his mysterious past.

      “Ben, can you sense what sorts of abilities you got with your class?” Ellie asked, curious about what her brother’s class could do.

      “Um, how do I tell that?”

      “I may be able to shed some light on the skills inherent in the Shadow Singer path,” Raymenas said, gesturing for Ben, who had jumped up to his feet in his excitement, to sit back down. “The path follows the way of the Bard, but focuses on stealth and protection as its main features. It is the same path that those who have been watching over you walk. The primary skill they practice is Shadow Walk, which allows them to walk among the shadows of the world and hide themselves by trading places with their own shadow. Its subordinate skills are Shadow Swap, and Shadow Shape, among others.

      “The other primary skill is called Enchanting Voice, and is a skill that is native to my race. Skills related to it are Voice Control, Spoken Enchantment, and Silent Speech. Of all of the skills available to you, I would wager you have at least one of each of the subordinate skills, in addition to a few of the combat-related skills you have been training under the Nightwalker Duelist you live with.”

      “Nightwalker Duelist? What’s that?” Ben asked, his attention getting derailed by a random detail.

      “The powerful man who walks in light and shadow? Nightwalker Duelist is the path he treads. It is a melding of two paths, the Fighter and the Rogue.”

      “How about me?” John asked, his eyes blazing with an eager light. “What path do I walk?”

      Behind his mask, Raymenas looked troubled and shook his head.

      “I do not know. You clearly walk the path of the Mage, and in some cases have ascended beyond it, yet your body is that of an ascended beast. You are not on a path any longer, at least, not on a path that I know. I am sorry, my knowledge is not sufficient to assist you.”

      Hiding his disappointment, John waved his hand.

      “That’s fine. What you’ve told me is already helpful enough. Ben, if you close your eyes and concentrate your mind, you should be able to get a sense of what your abilities are.”

      “Let me try,” Ben said, hurrying to sit down.

      Closing his eyes, he rested his hands on his knees and crossed his legs, beginning to meditate. Thomas had insisted he learn to meditate as part of his training, and while he was still not very good at it, he at least had the motion down. After a moment of concentration, he spoke in a halting voice.

      “I… I think I can change my position with my shadow. And my voice can shape mana. Oh! I also have something called Blade Mastery which allows me to use blades well, and another skill that’s called… um… Evasion? It allows me to dodge attacks I shouldn’t be able to dodge. I think that’s it, though I can feel others that are still hidden.”

      Letting out a low whistle, John gave Ben an impressed look.

      “Most people under twenty who get their class naturally have maybe two skills, so four is really strong. And I’m sure you can learn the other skills that are still hidden, since you have good teachers.”

      “Indeed,” Raymenas nodded, “your Nightwalker Duelist is a powerful man and an excellent teacher, and since you have begun to walk the path of the Shadow Singer, we will provide for you the appropriate teachers. Let me introduce them to you.”

      Speaking a warbling word, John suddenly saw Ben’s shadow wiggle and two short shadows split off, suddenly inverting and transforming into a male spear-carrying spectre warrior and a female spectre with a small whistle. The male spectre held his spear across his shoulders and stood casually, his entire body relaxed, while on the other side of Ben the female spectre stood formally, her body as straight as the whistle she held. Bowing, first to Raymenas, and then to John and Ellie, she spoke in a voice that made John think of delicate wind chimes.

      “Greetings. I am Irora and this is my twin brother, Henluin. We serve as the watchers for Miarel. We will also serve as his teachers in the coming cycles.”

      “You mean that they’ve been hiding in my shadow this whole time?!” Ben asked, scrambling back and staring at the two tiny people in shock.

      Eyes narrowing, Henluin stared at Ben for a moment and then let out a chuckle.

      “It would seem as if, Miarel, your memories are not yet recovered. I have been your watcher since the day you were born, and Irora your mother’s. Mine was the first hand you held.”

      “There will be much time for you to rekindle your relationship,” Raymenas said, lifting his hand up to get everyone’s attention. “At the moment, something more pressing is looming.”

      Blinking, John’s mind spun as Mental Model instantly spit out an answer.

      “The undead?”

      “Yes. They’ve begun to move in earnest, heading deep into the winding way toward where the Door to the World resides. Our people are moving to try and stop them, but our skills are of the worst sort when fighting against undead. While our blades can wound them, they are resistant to both our poisons and our enchantments. They have already gained access to the outer court and are starting to push toward the inner court where the door itself resides. There is a true master among them, what you would call a sage level class holder. Though he is but a spirit, he seeks to transform himself into something greater by forging an undying body.”

      “Do you need us to head there?” John asked, his eyes narrowing at the mention of Kythov.

      “No, you must return to the surface,” Raymenas said, shaking his head. “The corrupted magic he practices requires the sacrifice of as many of the living as possible, and so the undead march on the valley as we speak, seeking to massacre the town and those who have recently come to the valley from across the mountains. The undead will slay everyone, and using the disturbance their mourning spirits will create, the necromancer will twist the mana of the world and the aura of the door into a body that cannot be destroyed. The best way to stop him is to save those in the valley above.”

      Nodding, John looked at Ellie and Ben.

      “We’ll evacuate everyone to the tower, through the cellar. Once it’s sealed, I’ll return to find the door and kill Kythov. Raymenas, can you have someone ready to show me the way?”

      “It would be fortunate if you were to return to assist us,” the spectre priest said, nodding. “But we cannot hide in your shadow, it contains too much mana for us.”

      “That’s fine, use mine,” Ellie interjected, ignoring the hard look John gave her.

      “That would be sufficient, thank you,” Raymenas said, waving his hand as a shadow darted from under the table toward Ellie and merged with her shadow.

      Turning back to John, who was about to protest, Ellie held up her finger to his lips.

      “You said you wouldn’t leave me behind.”

      Closing his eyes for a moment, John took a deep breath to calm himself, knowing this was one thing Ellie wouldn’t budge on.

      “Fine. We’ll rid the world of this evil spirit together.”
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          CHAPTER 33

        

      

    

    
      Following a flickering light, John, Ellie, and Ben raced through the tunnels that wound under the earth. Rather than tracing their way back the way they came down, the spectres were guiding them through the earth to another exit, closer to the farm, that would cut down on the time it would take to travel back. Both Ellie and Ben ran behind John, their minds completely focused on keeping up. John idly wished he could simply use his powers, carrying both of them and burning his way through the earth to emerge in the valley above.

      
        
        Doom Points: 83/100

      

      

      Grimacing as he looked at his Doom Points, he erased the idea from his head. He had seventeen seconds, if that, to use his mana, and until he laid his eyes on Kythov, he couldn’t afford to waste even a single one. On top of that, he had to reserve his power to keep the fight from turning into a world-destroying brawl. John was positive Kythov would have no scruples about destroying everything in sight if it helped him, but John didn’t want to defeat the Necromancer only to find himself in a ruined world.

      Seeing the light up ahead turn, John took a step forward and rounded the corner into a long tunnel that sloped up. Reaching back, he grabbed Ellie who was moving too quickly, stopping her right before she slammed into the wall. Ben wasn’t so fortunate and ran straight into it, at the last moment managing to transform his forward momentum into vertical momentum as he darted up over the wall and across the roof, dropping down on the other side.

      “Wow, that came up fast,” Ben said, his eyes wide at his close call.

      “It did, but you would have been fine, even if you ran right into it. Your body is a lot tougher than you realize. Let’s head up.”

      Following the flickering light, they soon came to a small tunnel, where they had to get down on their hands and knees and crawl. After traveling for a few dozen feet, they felt fresh air once again and dropped out from under a bank along the river that ran near the farm. The flickering light transformed into a small figure that bowed her head and then vanished, becoming a shadow that sank into Ben’s. Staring over his shoulder at the perfectly normal shadow that followed him, Ben blinked, still unable to believe there were two tiny people living in his shadow.

      “Are we headed back to the farm?”

      “You two are,” John said. “Ask Thomas to meet me at Fairford. We need to evacuate everyone.”

      “I can help too,” Ellie replied, frowning when John shook his head.

      “No, I need you and Ben to talk to Rebya, move the animals, and prepare the portal stone. We’re going to have a few hundred people heading through in just a bit. Remember, Raymenas said the undead are targeting everything living. Which means animals too. We need to move as many living creatures out of the valley as possible. People, animals, doesn’t matter, the fewer there are to kill, the less likely it is for Kythov to succeed. From what it sounds like, the attack has already started, so I need you to work fast. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Good luck.”

      “You too.”

      With a flicker of red flame, John vanished, heading toward the village. Taking a deep breath, Ellie looked in the direction he’d gone, her face pale. Feeling a hand grab hers, she looked down and saw that Ben had wrapped his hand around hers.

      “It’s just like when we found out that all the women of the village were planning on coming to our house and yelling at you for seducing their sons and husbands,” Ben said, his face earnest. “It seems terrible, but we’ll get through it, isn’t that what you said?”

      Smiling at her brother’s childish way of encouraging her, Ellie nodded, surprised to find that she did, in fact, feel encouraged. Compared to all the shrewish housewives in an entire village, what was a sage level Necromancer and some undead?

      “Besides,” Ben continued, “we aren’t alone anymore. We have Thomas and Ferdie and Sigvald and Even and Mrs. Clark and her daughter, and…”

      “And we have John,” Ellie finished, nodding. “You’re right. There’s nothing to worry about. Come on, we have a job to do.”

      Together they ran back to the farm, quickly arriving and finding Thomas standing in the yard with the Moritoi warriors who had accompanied Ferdie back. It only took a moment to fill them in on what was going on, and then Ellie ran to talk to Rebya. She also sent Sigvald to collect his flock of chickens while Ben started gathering the cows with Ferdie. Thomas and the warriors took off as well, heading for the village as fast as they could.

      After John had left Ellie and Ben by the river, he sped up to an incredible degree, moving as fast as he could without using his own mana. Moving instinctively, he ended up using a combination of the two movement abilities he was working on, and with each step he left a trail of molten earth behind that flowed in a curving shape. Even before he arrived at the village, he could hear the sounds of battle raging and knew the attack had already begun. Drawing his sword and activating his shield, he didn’t slow down at all, dashing into the thick of the fight.

      Slashing right and left, he danced through the crowd of zombies that surrounded the town, carving a wide avenue of blood as his silver blade ripped through the heads of every monster in reach. With one final turn his blade flickered and three zombies fell to the ground, their brains pierced and broken. Breaking through the line of zombies, John heard a click and his shield came up, knocking aside a Wind Blade that had just carved three zombies apart.

      “John! Where have you been?” Katrine yelled from where she stood on the roof of the inn.

      “Busy figuring out what’s going on,” John said, leaping up onto the two-story building’s roof and landing beside her. “We have to retreat to the farm.”

      “Slow down. Why do we have to retreat, and why would we go to the farm?”

      “You’re not going anywhere. Well, that’s not true. We need to evacuate the villagers to the farm because we’re about to get buried in undead. According to my sources, we have a wave of undead coming that’s going to cover the valley and attack everyone in it. I would expect some legendary class holders as well. Remember Kythov? He plans on sacrificing every living thing in this valley to ascend to some sort of super lich. The best way to weaken him is to keep him from killing living things and wipe out his undead before he can ascend. While he’s weakened, we’ll kill him.”

      “Are you sure we can’t just do it in the reverse order?” Katrine asked, her forehead scrunching together as she stared at John. “I mean, if you just go and kill him, everything will be fine, right? What’s wrong with you? What happened to the old rush-in-first-guns-blazing John that I knew and loved?”

      “He ran up against the if-I-use-my-mana-the-world-ends quest,” John replied, grimacing.

      “No. You’re not serious,” Katrine said, pointing her finger at John, her mouth hanging open in shock. “You? You’re the culprit of that stupid quest?! It’s been driving me nuts with all the random Doom Point notifications! Oh, you are in so much trouble.”

      “Sure, but before that, let’s deal with the problem in front of us,” John said, holding up his hands defensively. “Namely, the Necromancer and the giant wave of undead we have to fight off. Start getting everyone in the village organized to move. Only what they can carry easily, we don’t have time to wait for people. I’m going to go see Eva.”

      Muttering angrily under her breath as she watched him jump down from the roof, Katrine swore and shook her head, beheading a few zombies with a snap of her fingers. John sprinted down the town’s main road, dodging past groups of worried townsfolk as he headed for the Ecclesia office on the other end of town. He could see both Marcos and Hugo fighting against the undead at the edge of the village and Eva standing at the door of the office, applying a potion to an injured villager.

      “Your Exc… John!” Eva shouted, relief plain in her voice. “The village is completely surrounded by undead, and George says there are thousands and thousands still coming.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Inside—he was wounded by a class holder in a cloak as he was racing back to the village.”

      “I’m going to talk to him. We’re evacuating the village and heading for the farm. Thomas should be here soon, but coordinate with Katrine to gather the villagers,” John said over his shoulder as he walked into the office.

      He saw George lying on the table, his hands clutching his side where a deep wound with festering edges was visible under his blood-soaked shirt. Taking a look at the wound and then at the old Ranger, John raised his eyebrows.

      “Heard you were ambushed. What happened to him?”

      Grimacing through the pain, George leveraged himself up onto his elbow and grinned savagely at John.

      “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “Hah, that’s right, though barely, by the looks of it.”

      “Heh, I’ve survived worse.”

      “Sure, but we need your eyes out there, not your back on this table. Hold still.”

      Opening up a vial of healing potion he pulled out of his pouch, John poured it on the wound, causing the skin to knit together rapidly. With a gasp, George sat up and then jumped down from the table, shooting a wide-eyed glance at the half full vial in John’s hand.

      “Wow, that’s good stuff. I feel like I could wrestle an abomination.”

      “Please don’t. I don’t have an unlimited number of potions. Just shoot it in the eye or something.”

      Letting out a loud laugh, George strode over to the door, scooping up his crossbow and quiver that were lying on a chair as he left the room. Watching him go, John found himself smiling broadly. It may have been the years he spent with other veterans, but John had a special appreciation for the incredible grit and determination that hard bitten old timers like George showed. Walking out of the building after him, he saw that the defense line was already shrinking as more and more of the villagers backed up, many of them fending off the shambling dead as best they could.

      “John! Do you have a way to keep our flanks safe?” Katrine asked, her expression still cross.

      “I do,” John nodded, pointing at himself. “I’ll get one side, you get the other. Marcos and any other class holders in town guard our rear, while Hugo and the Moritoi will open up the way to the farm with George to support them.”

      “Moritoi? Didn’t they all leave?”

      “No, there are still six of them, coming with Thomas. Speaking of which, there they are.”

      Following John’s pointing finger, Katrine saw Thomas and six powerfully built warriors killing their way through the undead as they entered the town. They made swift work of the slow zombies and a moment later came striding down the street, cleaning the blood from their blades.

      “Your Majesty,” Thomas said, stopping and bowing to Katrine.

      “Hello, Sir Little.”

      “Just Thomas now, Your Majesty.”

      “Then call me Katrine.”

      “He won’t,” John said with a smirk. “Thomas, what’s it look like?”

      “There are two legendary class holders hiding in the shadows, sir. But it’s very likely a third is out there as well. I spotted two of them closer to the mountains, but something about the air doesn’t seem right, which means there’s at least one more.”

      “The Master of the Blade is a legendary Rogue,” Katrine said, her face growing serious. “If he doesn’t want to be spotted, you’ll never see him coming. But this is bad. There are only three of us, but there are four of them. I knew I should have made a bigger deal about Helbright sticking around here.”

      “Where is he?” John asked, glancing back at the Ecclesia office.

      “He said he’d be back by now, but you know how he is with time.”

      “I do. We’ll have to make do with who we have. What about other class holders? Do we have a count on enemy numbers?”

      “No, sir. Only that there are a lot of them,” Thomas replied, shaking his head.

      “Okay, then we move for the farm as quickly as possible. Thomas, you’re the first to engage if the enemy legends come for us. Katrine, you’re the second. I’ll be the third. Eva!”

      “Yes?”

      Pale-faced but determined, the Priestess hurried over.

      “You’ll be in charge of keeping the townsfolk together and moving. Remember, nothing but what they can easily carry to the farm. Losing their lives for stuff that can be recovered is not allowed. We’re going to plan for the trip to take forty minutes, and all children under six should be carried. We’re leaving in five minutes.”

      As Eva rushed off to organize the villagers, John saw that Katrine was still glaring at him.

      “What?”

      “What do you mean, what? You’re the reason for that quest and you didn’t think it was worth telling me? I feel like I’ve been living a lie.”

      “Oh, come on. What would you have done about it anyway? You’re just mad you missed all those opportunities to complain about me.”

      “Years! Years during which I could have blamed you for everything! I’m so mad!”

      Rolling his eyes, John ignored her, pulling out his sword and checking his shield. There was a lightness to his actions, the same lightness Ellie had noticed whenever the situation got dangerous. Katrine could feel it too, and it brought her back to the old days. Any anger she felt melted away, and she couldn’t help but smile. Seeing John looking at her strangely, she quickly erased her smile.

      “What?”

      “Nothing,” John replied, not wanting to start anything. “Thomas, I’m going to go scout. Lead them forward in three and a half minutes, whether I am back or not, but get ready to intercept the enemy as soon as they appear.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Sheathing his sword and looking around at the villagers, John smiled, his teeth glistening frighteningly in the light of the torches the villagers held. Turning, he vanished into the darkness, his words lingering in the air.

      “It’s going to be a long night, folks, so get ready.”
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          CHAPTER 34

        

      

    

    
      Slipping through the dark night, John kept his shield off, relying on the mana he drew in from the outside and infused into his eyes to find his way. The sweet night air carried the faintest sourness, a mark of the festering corpses that surrounded the village, and worse, beyond the village boundary. Crouching, John peeked his head around the corner of a house on the edge of the village, calmly observing the moaning horde. As he watched, he saw a robed figure hurrying over, a staff clenched in one hand and a glowing skull in the other.

      Even from a distance, John could tell the skull had been poorly made, but the weak glow in its empty eye sockets still cast an eerie light over the undead, bringing them under the cultist’s control. Just as John, whose presence was still hidden, was about to move, another cultist emerged from the darkness to join the first. This cultist was dressed in a nicer robe and the skull she gripped was much nicer than the first’s.

      “Pasco! You’re not supposed to be attacking yet! We were told to wait for the ghouls. They’re coming with the master.”

      “I’m not attacking!” Pasco protested, lifting up the weak-looking skull. “My totem doesn’t work at range like yours, so I have to get close to every single one of these blasted zombies. If you want to trade, I’d be happy to stay back.”

      “As if!” the female cultist sneered, her voice shrill as she drew back. “The master gave this to me himself.”

      Seeing the female cultist holding her skull protectively in her hand, Pasco spat on the ground and gave her a murderous glare.

      “Then stop ordering me around. See to yourself and don’t worry about the rest of us, lest you fail in your task and lose that precious favor you’re so proud of.”

      “Hmph! I was just warning you, since messing this up means getting punished.”

      Turning away, Pasco ignored her, continuing to walk through the crowd of zombies, occasionally touching one on the shoulder. With each touch, the skull in his hand flared, its glowing eyes brightening for a moment. Behind him, the female cultist watched him for a moment, anger and hate in her eyes. Snorting, she turned to leave, unaware of the shadowy figure that slipped after her. Hurrying through the darkened village, she suddenly stopped and spun around, but before she could react at all, the skull she held had been snatched away from her and a hand was darting toward her throat.

      John was fiercely suppressing the killing intent he felt, causing the magical shield the skull possessed to lag for a moment, arriving just too late as John’s fingers touched her skin. Mana, pulled from the air, flooded into her, stunning her and causing the shield to vanish as John ruthlessly cut her off from the surrounding mana. Panicking, the cultist tried to summon her own mana, attempting to use brute force to break apart the restriction John had created. Yet no matter how she attacked it, the layer of mana covering her remained entirely undisturbed.

      Frowning for a moment, John held the glowing skull in one hand and the struggling cultist in the other. Killing her was simple enough, but the skull was entirely another matter. The enchantments on it made it supernaturally tough, and destroying it would require the use of his personal mana. While that would also destroy a large swath of undead, getting a Doom Point for each skull he destroyed would leave him with no margin for fighting against Kythov.

      Torn by indecision, John stood still for a moment before a sound nearby alerted him and he slipped back into the shadows, still holding both the cultist and the skull. A few seconds later, Pasco, the cultist from before, walked out into the street where John had just been standing. Suspicion clouded his features as he looked around.

      “Huh, I thought I heard something,” he muttered, peering around at the dark buildings.

      Not seeing anything, he shrugged and turned away, returning to his post, unaware of the figure standing in the shadow of a nearby alleyway.

      I can’t afford to go around crushing these skulls, but I should be able to spare one Doom Point.

      Finally coming to a decision, John focused, sending a spark of mana through the web of mental connections tied to the skull, at the same time surrounding it with blue flames, transforming it into ash. The spark of his mana split into a thousand different sparks, each one racing across a mental thread until it reached the undead it was tied to, causing blue flames to blossom in their head, burning them from the inside. One of the sparks traced the connection from the skull back to the cultist in John’s hand, causing her to freeze as the magical flame erupted in her mind, killing her instantly.

      
        
        Doom Points: 84/100

      

      

      Tossing her body to the ground, John grimaced and looked into the darkness. A faint uproar could be heard in the distance, and John realized his act of destroying the skull had probably been discovered already. Thomas should have already led the villagers to break out, so with one last look into the darkness, John turned around and dashed off, making his way back toward the farm. Weaving through the village, John found it filled with zombies who were shambling after the fleeing villagers, so he began to cut them down as he moved, his silver sword flashing in the night.

      Up ahead, he could see the torches carried by the villagers bobbing as they rushed down the road and hear the clash of weapons mixing with the groaning of undead. At the front of the crowd, John caught the flash of Hugo’s shining sword, carving a bright golden path through the zombies. Next to him a dozen villagers with spears did their best to keep up while George kept a sharp eye out, every twang of his crossbow signaling the death of another undead.

      The enemy clearly hadn’t been prepared for the villagers to rush out, and there were corpses spread everywhere on the road leading out of the village. A quick glance showed that most of them were the decayed bodies of the zombies, but a few of them were villagers who must have been killed during the intense fighting. Anyone killed by the zombies had a good chance of being infected with the foul magic that animated them, so it was without surprise that John saw all the dead villagers were missing their heads.

      It was a cruel reality of war, but John had seen far too much in his ten years to be bothered by it, and without pausing he quickly closed the distance to the back of the crowd where Marcos and some of the village’s other class holders were fighting a retreating battle. Appearing out of the darkness like an apparition, John’s sword cut through a dozen zombies in a few seconds, his body darting this way and that as he worked through the horde. Seeing him arrive, Marcos’ eyes lit up, but before the Holy Knight could speak, Katrine’s annoyed voice thundered over the crowd.

      “John! What are you doing? I can’t cover both sides!”

      Giving Marcos an easy smile, John flicked a casual salute.

      “Keep up the good work. I’ll be watching the left flank, so shout if you need help. Oh, and watch out for ghouls, they’re approaching our position as we speak, though I don’t know how far out they are.”

      “John!”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” John muttered, flicking the blood off his blade and putting it away in its sheath.

      The villagers were stretched out over a long distance, though Eva was doing her best to keep them together, and that made the flanks of their formation more susceptible to attacks from zombies lunging out of the darkness. While many of the villagers, men and women alike, were armed with wooden spears, it was difficult to fight while moving. Katrine was doing her best to cover for them, using her Wind Blades to kill zombies as fast as they appeared, but having to watch both sides was exhausting. About to yell for John again, she saw a dozen crimson fireballs light up the left side of the formation and turned her yell into a sigh of relief.

      Snapping his fingers, John cast the Fireball spell in quick succession, creating six floating flames that floated above his head. With another snap, he repeated the process, adding another six fireballs. Running alongside the villagers, he sent out the tongues of flame every time he saw a zombie appear, setting them on fire. Though the flames couldn’t kill them instantly, the zombies possessed an instinctive fear of the flames and would retreat after being set on fire, slowly burning up until the flame reached their brains and burned away the enchantment that animated them.

      At first, with every zombie that died, the villagers would cheer, but as the miles dragged on, those cheers faded away and soon everyone was just trudging along, doing their best to maintain the pace that had been set. John had just replenished the fireballs floating over his head for what felt like the hundredth time when he sensed a large mana signature in the distance, rapidly approaching. Eyes narrowing, he turned his head to look into the darkness as Thomas appeared next to him.

      “I believe that is the Master of the Coil.”

      “And it looks like he’s bringing an army with him. Are you going to be able to deal with him?”

      “Yes, sir,” Thomas’ voice was calm but held an absolute edge. “You can remove him from your calculations.”

      Sensing the finality of his words, John gritted his teeth and grabbed Thomas’ shoulder, shaking his head.

      “The most important thing is surviving. If you don’t come back in one piece, I will hunt you down and kill you myself.”

      Cracking a smile, Thomas nodded.

      “Noted, sir. Excuse me.”

      Like a bit of frost under the hot midday sun, Thomas melted away, disappearing into the darkness to go deal with the approaching enemy. Saying a silent prayer for his friend, John sent out three fireballs, lighting up three zombies that were staggering toward the formation. A few moments later he heard the sound of swiftly moving figures in the darkness and grimaced.

      “Ghouls incoming! Be ready!”

      Panicking as John’s voice echoed over them, the villagers all sped up. It was foolish to try to outrun ghouls, especially with such a large crowd, but John didn’t say anything. They were over halfway to the farm, and John was happy to shorten their travel time as much as possible. Ellie and Ben should have had enough time to alert Rebya and prepare everything to get everyone transferred to the tower, so as long as they could survive long enough to make it to the farm, they should be fine.

      “We’ve got to move faster!”

      Hearing a shout from the crowd, John saw Eva encouraging some of the slower villagers to speed up. Her face was streaked with dirt and sweat, but her eyes carried a blazing determination that bordered on madness. Many of the villagers also carried that same look, a look John had seen all too often in his life. A sobering premonition struck John, and a moment later it was proven right as the first of the ghouls dashed out of the darkness, leaping toward the villagers. At first it was only a few, but those few quickly turned into a hundred and then into a thousand, as a horde of ghouls the likes of which John had never seen or imagined rushed toward the fleeing villagers.

      “Katrine!”

      “I know!”

      Both John and Katrine abandoned their single-target attacks, casting their spells into the army of undead. Spinning winds carved bloody swaths through the incoming ghouls and firestorms twisted together, transforming flesh and bone to ash in an instant. Despite the fearsome power of their spells, they couldn’t cast them fast enough to stop all the ghouls and dozens broke through.

      With a loud shout, Marcos turned around and summoned his ethereal shields, blocking as many of the ghouls as possible. Yet after the first wave came a second and then a third, overwhelming him quickly and lunging toward the villagers behind him. With a wave of his sword, John cast Flame Arrow three times, sending burning arrows toward the ghouls, but another group of ghouls that had raced ahead sprinted out of the darkness, drawing his attention back to the left side of the formation.

      At the back the ghouls had managed to make it past the defensive line and had started to attack the villagers, sending them into a panic as some of the men who were carrying wooden spears turned to protect their families. Unable to keep up with the speed of the undead, one man managed to land a glancing blow on a ghoul only to be dragged down by two others, their long claws cutting into his legs. Letting out a hoarse scream, he fell to the ground, losing his grip on his makeshift weapon.

      “Joseph!”

      With a loud cry, another man jumped over, his wooden spear stabbing into one of the ghoul’s ear holes. Using his spear more like a club, he tried to drive them away, but it was clear that the damage was done, and even as the ghouls retreated he saw his brother’s mangled legs. Rage and sorrow covered his face and, reaching down, he grabbed his brother by the back of the shirt, pulling him up.

      “Take him to the Priestess! Hurry!”

      Handing him off to two other men who were nearby, he turned to face the ghouls who were coming back to attack, his eyes flashing with a brilliant blue light. The glow lit up the night, and a moment later a dozen other flashes appeared as men and women stepped out of the crowd to meet the overwhelming horde of ghouls, dyeing the night in the blue of the summer sky.

      Together they rushed toward the enemy, forming a chain between the ghouls and the fleeing villagers. Their wooden spears, which moments ago couldn’t even pierce through the ghoul’s skin, flared with blue flame, and they threw themselves forward with joyous shouts. Like a knife through butter, their spears cut apart the ghouls with ease, completely stymying the advance of the undead army. Slashing and stabbing, their movements were untrained but filled with purpose, and every single blow seemed to be maximally effective, cutting down the enemy by the droves. Removing his spear from a ghoul skull, the man who had been the first to glow with blue light let out a great shout that was echoed by the others.

      “Go! Run! We will hold them here!”

      Trembling slightly, John was about to throw caution to the wind when he felt a hand grab his arm. Shaken from his stupor, he looked over and saw Katrine looking at him, her eyes incredibly firm.

      “Honor the flame, John. I’ve got a friend to play with, so it’s up to you to ensure their sacrifice isn’t in vain.”

      Without giving him a chance to respond, Katrine shot up into the air, her eyes fixed on a creepy looking man who had appeared in the distance. Left with the villagers, John clenched his teeth and thrust out his hands, casting Twisting Flames again. With one last glance at the twelve men and women who were blocking the ghoul horde, he let out his breath and turned away, leading the villagers toward the farm.
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      The fighting was fierce and the darkness was pushed back by John’s flames and the blue glow of the villagers who had stayed back. To John’s surprise, Marcos and Hugo had both joined them, fighting against the overwhelming horde of undead that continued to surge forward. By this point, John estimated he must have already killed close to six thousand of the monsters, but more and more were coming, practically drowning the valley.

      Where on earth did Kythov get all these bodies?

      In the distance the road curved, and suddenly the lane that branched off to the farm appeared. With renewed energy, the villagers sped up. They had been marching through the darkness, besieged by enemies on all sides, but now they could see their salvation and they held onto each other, stumbling as they ran toward the farm that was now in sight. Hearing a loud roar in the darkness, John, who was doing his best to keep the zombies away, shot a glance at the forest near the farm.

      As if to confirm his concern, a large group of ghouls scampered out of the woods, their eyeless faces turning this way and that as they sniffed for their prey. In the midst of them a grotesque, twelve-foot-tall abomination with bulging muscles and a whiplike arm that dragged on the ground stomped forward, scattering the ghouls. Its eyes fixed on the approaching crowd of villagers, the monster let out another loud roar that sent a shot of fear through the villagers. No sooner had the roar faded than an ever louder sound caused both the abomination and the ghouls to freeze.

      The farmyard, which had just come into view, lit up with an orange glow as a gigantic bull pawed at the ground. His eyes cast a bright glow on the ground like two spotlights, burning the soil wherever he looked. Huge horns that crackled like molten stone let off sulfuric smoke, and his hooves, the size of platters, dripped lava onto the ground, causing the ground he was pawing to transform into a pool of superheated earth.

      Letting out another moo that shook the valley, Ferdie charged, his horns leaving streaks of orange and red in the air as his head lowered. Somewhere in the abomination’s mind the monster understood that Ferdie wasn’t someone it could beat in a fight, but its instinct to destroy and its craving for flesh overcame its reason, causing it to turn and try to meet Ferdie’s charge. A bellow shook the air as the bull slammed into the abomination, his horns ripping through its stomach.

      A twist of his powerful neck cut the monster in half, carving through its flesh and snapping its thick spine. With stomping hooves, Ferdie quickly reduced what was left of its body to pulp, his fiery gaze burning the bits of wriggling flesh trying to reform. The ghouls, insane with a mixture of hunger and fear, cowered in the face of Ferdie’s charge but attacked as soon as the abomination fell under the bull’s hooves, lunging toward him with their mouths open wide.

      Spinning, Ferdie caught a couple with his horns, sweeping them to the side while his hooves lashed out, crushing a few more. One of the ghouls dashed forward, low to the ground, before jumping toward his neck to bite him, but Ferdie snapped his head aside, his own mouth opening wide and crunching down on the ghoul’s body. Under John’s astonished gaze, Ferdie bit into the ghoul, ripping the monster in half.

      “Go! Get to the cellar in the back!”

      At John’s constant urging, the villagers ran past Ferdie, who was bucking this way and that, smashing the ghouls apart. Ellie was standing at the top of the stairs to the cellar, her wand raised in the air, gathering a storm that rained thin bolts of lightning down on the undead creeping toward the farm, and as soon as she saw the villagers she urged them to head down the stairs.

      “Head for the back corner. It’s a portal stone that will take you to safety! Keep going, but be careful on the stairs!”

      As the first of the villagers rushed into the cheese cellar, they didn’t have time to pay attention to anything, hurrying across the long room and plunging into the portal stone that was being constantly activated from the other side. As they appeared in the portal room, they saw Even, Mrs. Clark, and Emily waiting for them. Back on the farm, John jumped up on the barn, sending out two Flame Arrows with a wave of his hand. At the edge of the farm he could see Ben and Sigvald, fighting side by side to defend against the waves of undead that continued to approach the farmyard. Another roar drew his attention as two more abominations made their way out of the forest, knocking over trees as they stomped toward the villagers who were packing into the cellar as fast as they could.

      “Ferdie! Stop them!”

      Responding to John’s yell with a bellow, flames licked from Ferdie’s nostrils as he let out a snort and charged the undead monsters, completely trampling one and knocking the other back into the forest. Staring at him, John couldn’t believe the bull’s growth. He had been a normal, albeit-strong young bull a year and a half ago, but now he was clearly approaching the legendary level, if he hadn’t already reached it.

      I guess that’s what happens when you feed an animal a pure mana diet. Huh, maybe I should have done it with all the cows.

      Imagining a horde of flaming cows running around his farm for a moment, John shook his head.

      Never mind, one is enough.

      The fighting on the eastern and southern sides of the farm was fierce but manageable, thanks to Ferdie’s rampage, so John turned his attention to the west where Ben and Sigvald were fighting. Ben was darting this way and that, using his sword to slow down the undead by cutting their legs apart. With his enhanced strength he was able to cut through bone and muscle alike and was using his incredible mobility to good effect. Though there was nothing fancy about his attacks, he showed signs of Thomas’ strict training and every single one of his blows was precise and effective.

      Hovering in the air above him, Sigvald was using threads of lightning from the storm to smash apart the heads of the zombies that Ben crippled. Occasionally the lightning bird would dart down, his beak or claws ripping apart a zombie that got too close to Ben before returning to his position in the sky. Eyes narrowing, John sent a glance at Ellie, who was maintaining her storm spell, creating a barrier of lightning to the north of the farm. Everything appeared to be under control, so John took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      In the far distance, he could sense the fights between Thomas and Katrine and the two legendary masters raging, but what was bothering him was the legendary level Rogue who was still hiding in the dark. While it was possible that the Master of the Blade wasn’t even present, it was more likely he was waiting to ambush Thomas or Katrine once they showed a moment of weakness. At least, that’s how John would have done it.

      Down in the farmyard, the villagers were continuing to rush into the cellar, and nearly half of them had already crossed over to the Shadow Tower, where they were gathering into one of the large rooms Rebya had prepared. A mile to the south, John could see the flashing blue light that surrounded the villagers who had stayed behind, mixing with the gleam from Hugo’s blade. A thought flashed through his mind and he vanished from the top of the barn, appearing next to Ellie. Whispering something to her, she nodded resolutely and John vanished again, leaving a trail of burning footsteps as he rapidly crossed the distance to where the Holy Knights were fighting.

      Completely surrounded by undead, Marcos and Hugo were doing their best to keep the villagers alive, but the mix of ghouls and zombies made it hard. Just before John arrived, two lumbering abominations had stomped their way over, their misshapen limbs smashing down on the villagers. Just before their attacks hit, Marcos kicked off the ground, darting in between them and the villagers, absorbing the full impact of the attacks, one on his shield and the other with his armor.

      Thrown back, Marcos gritted his teeth, trying to settle the roiling blood in his chest as he rushed forward again. On the other side of the formation one of the villagers, an older man, faltered, the blue flame around his weapon starting to fade. A ghoul lunged for him, managing to stab into his foot with a claw. The toxin the claw carried surged into the old man but he didn’t hesitate, stabbing down with his wooden spear, skewering the ghoul through the back of its skull.

      “I’ll be heading on, brothers and sisters! For the Eternal Flame!”

      With a shout, he rushed out into the tightly packed undead, his spear burning with blue flames as he slashed it back and forth. Terrified by the flame, the undead fell back and the old man tried to chase them down. However, before he could move forward a figure appeared by his side, knocking him out with a precisely placed chop to the side of his head. Grabbing the old man, John turned and cut his way over to Marcos, tossing the old man to him as he pushed past the Holy Knight to attack the abominations.

      “Heal him, he’s been poisoned.”

      Seeing the Holy Knight hesitate, John knew exactly what he was thinking. The old man, and indeed all the villagers who had ignited their flames, were burning away their lives to grow stronger for a short time, and even if the old man’s poison was healed, he wasn’t far from death.

      “Heal him! We push toward the farm!”

      Hearing the firmness in John’s voice, Marcos nodded and pulled a small vial out of his pouch, casting a blessing on it before pouring half of it on the wound and half of it into the old man’s mouth. With a golden glimmer, the potion spread over the wound, causing a crackling sound as it burned away the toxin that had sunken into the old man’s body. As the wound healed, Marcos flipped the unconscious man onto his back, tying him tightly in place with a few leather straps.

      Facing down two abominations, John showed no mercy, cutting them apart with surgical precision. The undead monsters had incredible healing abilities, but faced with Dragon’s Breath and Twisting Flames, their regeneration was sealed under scorched flesh. By the time Marcos had secured the old man, John had killed both abominations, and he gestured for Hugo to lead the charge toward the farm.

      The young Holy Knight did exactly that, charging ahead with his two-handed sword swinging in great arcs that cut apart everything in his way. The villagers followed behind, their eyes still glowing with a bright blue as they carved their way through the undead that lay between them and the farm. The undead seemed endless, but so too was the will of the villagers, and without pausing they forged ahead. John watched their backs and sides, his flames incinerating any undead that got close to their sides, allowing them to focus entirely on clearing the path.

      Though it only took ten minutes for them to reach the farm, somehow it felt like longer, and as Hugo stepped past Ferdie into the relative safety of the yard, he felt like he had been fighting for hours. Seeing them coming, Ellie gestured to the open cellar.

      “Hurry!”

      “Is everyone else through?”

      “Yes, we’re just waiting for you.”

      “What about Ben?”

      “He’s still guarding the edge of the yard. Sigvald is with him.”

      “Alright, I’ll get him.”

      Flashing away, John appeared next to Ben, who was in the middle of fleeing from a pack of ghouls while Sigvald rained lightning on them from above. His face was pale and his eyes held a healthy amount of fear, but that hadn’t stopped him from leading them around in circles to keep them in range of Sigvald’s attacks. Casting Twisting Flames, John scattered the ghouls and grabbed Ben’s shoulder.

      “Time to go.”

      “Oh, that’s great,” Ben replied, his legs giving out as he and John flashed back to Ellie.

      Handing Ben to his sister, John let out a sharp whistle, causing Ferdie, who was stomping on a ghoul’s head, to look over.

      “It’s time to leave.”

      To John’s surprise, Ferdie actually shook his big head, sending out a snort of hot air that crackled into flames. The big bull trotted over, nudging John and Ellie and then looking around at the farm. Unsure what the bull was trying to say, John looked at Ellie, who mumbled under her breath and then reached out to touch Ferdie’s stone-like skin. Closing her eyes, she concentrated and then spoke quietly.

      “He says he’s not going. He says nothing can hurt him except for the powerful people, and he doesn’t want his home to be destroyed. He says we should close up the cellar and go deal with the enemy. He’ll keep the farm safe.”

      “I want to stay too!” Ben said, trying to struggle free from Ellie’s grasp. “I can still fight!”

      “No, absolutely not,” Ellie replied, her grip tightening.

      “Sorry, Ben, but your sister is right. There are too many undead, making it a waste of time to fight them. The fights we’re about to engage in aren’t something you can help with. But,” John crouched down, his eyes staring deep into Ben’s, “I have a job for you that’s just as important.”

      Giving John a skeptical look, Ben fell silent, listening as John continued.

      “I’m serious about this. There’s a good chance we aren’t going to come out of this on top. We have little idea what we’re going up against, but sometimes you just have to fight anyway. If we don’t manage to stop Kythov, it will mean that this world is going to go crazy. I need you to guard the people in that tower. They might be the only people left in this world by the time the dust settles. Their survival might mean the difference between life continuing on in this world and life dying out.”

      Drawing a breath, Ben’s skeptical look melted away, replaced with the seriousness only a young child can possess. Swallowing and blinking as he tried to keep back the tears that prickled at the corners of his eyes, he nodded.

      “Good. I know you’ll do a great job. Hopefully we’ll see you soon, but if not, I’m trusting you to keep them safe.”

      Patting Ben on the back, John sent him into the cellar and turned to look at Ellie.

      “Are you sure you won’t go? I may not be able to protect you in this coming fight.”

      “I know, but I’m going where you’re going,” Ellie said stubbornly as Sigvald alighted on the roof of the nearby barn. “Even if I can’t fight, I can help in other ways.”

      Torn, John looked at Ellie for a second, a large part of him wanting to pick her up and toss her down the stairs into the cheese cellar. Once it was sealed, not even her magic could open it up, but he knew that if he did so, she would probably leave the Shadow Tower and try to make her way back to the valley anyway. With a rueful smile, he finally nodded and placed his hand on the door, triggering the seal. A rumble shook the ground as heavy stones fell into place, sealing the cellar and those who had entered it away from the valley.
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          CHAPTER 36

        

      

    

    
      The valley was filled with the cries of the undead as John and Ellie left the farm, the glittering stars breaking through the clouds Ellie had summoned. Walking along beside John, Ellie glanced back at Ferdie, who was starting to roam the farm, killing any undead who got close. Sigvald glared around the farm coldly from the roof of the barn and then took wing, flying down to land beside Ellie. His eyepatch had shifted during the intense fighting, so he pecked lightly at Ellie’s side until she fixed it for him.

      “Are we heading for the door?” Ellie asked.

      “No, I want to see if we can deal with these so-called masters first,” John replied, his eyes fixed on the two fights in the distance, “and we need to try to put a dent in the undead.”

      “I thought you told Ben there was no point,” Ellie said, confused.

      “No point in him staying and fighting them. It’s entirely another matter if I do it. Besides, I finally figured out where these undead are from.”

      Turning over the body of one of the dismembered zombies, John pointed at the tattered clothing it wore. On the faded sleeve was a small insignia that looked like it had been stitched in by hand.

      “The flower of victory. These are soldiers who died during the wars. But since the bodies are preserved, it means they became zombies shortly after they died in battle. Within less than a year, most likely. In some cases, it was probably even sooner. That means we’re dealing with a plan years in the making. Come on, let’s go see how Katrine is getting on.”

      Summoning Sigvald into her tattoo, Ellie reached out her hand and grabbed John’s and the two of them vanished, traveling down the road toward where Katrine and the Master of the Skull were battling it out. It didn’t take them long to get there, but out of consideration for Ellie’s safety, they stayed back to avoid the fallout from the spells the two legendary Mages were slinging back and forth. It didn’t take long for both Katrine and the Master of the Skull to realize they had an audience, but neither could afford to take their eyes off the other.

      This was the first Mage battle Ellie had ever witnessed, and watching them twist the world around them as they attempted to destroy each other, her eyes widened in shock. There was nothing graceful about the fight—they simply threw spell after spell at each other, causing shockwaves to travel through the air, obliterating the trees and rocks below them. Already the area around them looked like a giant bomb had exploded. Drawing his sword, John pulled out his dagger in his other hand, his eyes fixed on the Master of the Skull. Without looking back at Ellie, he crouched slightly, getting ready to enter the fight.

      “Stay here and be on your guard. Get ready to retreat if the fight expands. I’ll be right back.”

      Launching himself into the air, John cast three Flame Arrows and sent them flying toward the robed figure in the air. At the same time he stomped down, his feet somehow catching on the air as they flashed with flames, accelerating him toward the fight. Behind him Ellie readied her wand, summoning Sigvald back out for added protection. There were still undead roaming around the edges of the destroyed land, though even they seemed to know better than to enter into the range of a fight between two legendary Mages.

      John had no such compunction, and crimson flames spread around him as he rocketed toward the Master of the Skull. The evil Mage was a burly man wearing a hooded robe, but as he waved his hands, casting spectral skulls at Katrine, it shifted and John caught sight of his horribly disfigured face. With half of his jaw missing and a thick scar on his neck, the Master of the Skull presented a terrifying sight, but neither John or Katrine quailed as they fought through the spells he cast.

      Seeing John coming, the Necromancer thrust his hand out, shouting an arcane command in a rough voice. An uneasy green light burst from one of the many rings that decorated his hand and ethereal bones began to form in the air, joining to create a large cage. With another command, the cage of ghostly bones shifted, forming a mouth that sprang toward John, trying to gobble him up. Without pausing, John thrust out his hand, three more Flame Arrows appearing around him.

      “Hah! Do you think your puny flames will be able to break through the strength of my Abyssal Cage?”

      Not deigning to answer, John sent them flying forward, crashing into the incoming cage and making it shake. Exploding on the bones that made up the cage, John was surprised to see that the Flame Arrows didn’t leave a single mark on them. Katrine, who was watching closely, was even more surprised. The only person who wasn’t surprised was the Master of the Skull, who let out a loud laugh.

      “Ahahaha! Feel the might of the Infinitum and fear, mortals!”

      With a clatter, the bone cage arrived in front of John, expanding suddenly to surround him. Ecstatic that he’d caught John, the Master of the Skull wanted to continue taunting him, but Katrine’s spells hadn’t stopped once, and he was forced to block wave after wave of Wind Blades. Stuck in the cage, John was floating in the air, his brow furrowed as he stared at the ethereal bones. The mana that’d been used to form the bones was clearly a step above the mana the Master of the Skull was wielding, and John was sure it was Kythov’s mana.

      Outside of the cage, Katrine was growing more and more frustrated as she fought against the Necromancer. Her spells were able to overpower the Master of the Skull’s spells, but he possessed numerous artifacts that were powered by Kythov’s sage level mana, forcing her into a disadvantaged position. If her master, Storm Master Kelvis, was still alive, she was sure she would have a similar number of artifacts, but he’d been dead for over eight years and hadn’t left her much of anything. Casting a swirling tornado, she gritted her teeth in anger as she watched it break apart on the dark mana shield that sprang up around the Master of the Skull. Dodging a blast of poisonous mana, she shot a glare at the cage floating in the air.

      “John! Stop messing around!”

      “Ohoho, that’s right! I forgot I had trapped a bug. Allow me to show you the proper hospitality!”

      As the Master of the Skull spoke, he gestured to the Abyssal Cage and clenched his fist, causing thousands of needle-like spikes to emerge from the bones, slowly pressing toward the center of the cage where John was.

      “Taste the pain of a thousand cuts as it bleeds you dry!”

      A small smile flitted across John’s face, but it was gone so fast the Master of the Skull thought he must have imagined it.

      “This is an interesting spell,” John said, “but it’s clear you’re not strong enough to cast it or control it properly. Your master has spoiled you, but the increase in power you gain by borrowing his power will be the cause of your death.”

      “Aha! Brave words for someone who’s trapped!”

      Before the Master of the Skull had finished speaking, his voice choked in his throat and his eyes bulged as John’s sword flashed, drawing a silver line across the bone bars. Everywhere the sword passed, the ethereal bones melted away, and soon an entire side had evaporated into the air, forming a gaping hole. John shot out of the cage, crimson fire springing up around him as he cast a dozen Fireball spells. Crackling flames shot toward the Master of the Skull, forcing him to bring up his magical shield to block the attack.

      As the fireballs slammed into the shield, they exploded with a roar, filling the Necromancer’s vision with crimson heat. Feelings of fear began to surface in the Master of the Skull’s heart as he lost sight of John and Katrine, and out of instinct he began to retreat, summoning spectral wings as he lunged backward. Fast as he was, he wasn’t fast enough, and no sooner had he begun to move backward than a sharp current of air tore at him. Already in motion, the powerful wind spun around him, forcing him back into the position he had just abandoned.

      Letting out a roar, the Master of the Skull gathered his mana, intending to cast another spell, but before he could complete it a silver blade slid through the flames, cutting through the mana he’d gathered as if it was nothing but empty air. Gleaming with a reddish glow, the sword’s edge chopped apart the half-formed spell and plunged into the Necromancer’s robe, opening up a giant gash in his side.

      Letting out a scream of pain, the Master of the Skull desperately tried to activate his shield again, but the tip of John’s sword seemed to dance in place, mincing any flesh it touched and causing the Necromancer excruciating pain. With his side feeling like it was on fire, the Master of the Skull threw all the mana he still had at John, trying to drive him back. Sensing the gathered mana coming his way, John was about to ignore it and drive his sword deeper when his eyes suddenly widened and a blue flame sprang up around him.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      All the mana in the surrounding air froze in the face of the blue flames and the temperature skyrocketed. In a flash, the Master of the Skull felt his mind seize in terror. It was as if the entire world constricted around him, giving him the feeling that his death was inevitable. Yet just when he expected John to attack, there was a flicker of blue and John was gone. A sound like thunder echoed as the air rushed to fill the space where John had just been, and John reappeared behind Ellie, his sword stabbing out.

      Less than a second earlier, Ellie, who had been watching John and Katrine as they fought against the Master of the Skull, had failed to realize that the air behind her had shifted, almost as if an invisible bubble had appeared, causing the light that passed through it to warp. In that moment, a hooded figure had begun to materialize behind her back. Though the figure’s clothing was dark purple with bright red stripes, anyone looking would have found it nearly impossible to see them from the strange way the light seemed to avoid the spot where they stood.

      The Master of the Blade clutched a long awl in each hand, and his abnormally long tongue licked over his lips under the half mask he wore. With his eyes fixed on Ellie, he had just begun to lift one of his awls when a streak of silver suddenly filled his vision. Unable to understand what was going on, all the Master of the Blade knew was that the silver streak was growing larger and larger until it seemed to fill his vision. Strangely there was no sense of danger accompanying it, but countless years of walking through dangerous situations on a knife’s edge caused the legendary Rogue to abandon any thought of continuing his attack.

      Retreating with every ounce of his strength, the Master of the Blade still failed to escape John’s stabbing sword, and a lancing pain shot through his eye as the point of the sword slipped through one of the eye holes of his mask. A wretched scream burst from his throat as blue flame erupted on his face, transforming half his mask to ash in an instant. Without hesitation, he crushed a token at his waist and suddenly his body seemed to be sucked backward into a tiny hole that appeared in the air.

      John, whose eyes blazed with blue flame, saw the tiny gate open in the air and slashed with his sword, barely missing it as the spatial portal winked out. Spinning, he was about to rush back toward the Master of the Skull, but the legendary Necromancer wasn’t going to wait around for him to attack again and activated his own teleportation artifact. John still got within five feet of the evil Mage before he vanished, and the last thing John saw was the naked terror in his eyes. Realizing he had lost them, John sucked in a breath, forcing the mana that bubbled up in him back down, locking it away tightly.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Suppressing the curse that rose to his lips, John took a second to get himself back under control. It had only taken him a moment to realize what had happened, despite never having encountered anything like it. As soon as he’d seen the strange hole that formed in reality behind the Master of the Blade, John’s Astral Insight skill had identified the hole as manifesting from a similar set of components as his Summon Water spell, meaning it was a dimensional portal of some sort. It had only taken a moment to recognize the similarities to a portal stone spell, causing John to surmise they were up against some sort of one-time-use artifact that teleported the user away from danger.

      The question is, where did they go?

      With his mana resealed, John dropped to the ground, creating a small crater as he slammed into the dirt. Ellie, who was still trying to wrap her head around what had just happened, ran over, her eyes wide and her cheeks pale.

      “John! Are you okay?”

      “Of course he’s okay,” Katrine said, flying down to join them. “But I want to know where they went.”

      “I’m still working on it,” John said, his eyes closed. “The artifacts they crushed were clearly created by Kythov and the portals carried his mana, so I’m guessing they’re bound to his location.”

      A shift in the mana behind Ellie caused all three of them to turn toward it, weapons ready to hand, but before they could attack they saw Thomas. His sword and dagger were in his hand, but he sheathed them when he saw John’s sword wasn’t drawn.

      “I’m sorry, sir, I lost the Master of the Coil. We were fighting but he suddenly vanished.”

      “That’s fine. The same thing happened to us. Katrine, can you give me an assessment of the state of the valley? And maybe a count on the undead?”

      Nodding, Katrine shot up into the air, her arms spread out as she steadied herself with the wind that whipped up around her. Slowly turning in the air, she grimaced and steadily came back down.

      “There are undead everywhere. And it looks like their numbers are still growing.”

      “We need to find Kythov and eliminate him,” John said, turning to Ellie. “It’s time to head back underground.”
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          CHAPTER 37

        

      

    

    
      Dodging past the dirty, cracked fingernails reaching for his cheek, John stabbed his dagger up at an angle, sinking the long blade through the zombie’s gaping mouth and sending a surge of mana into it to fry its brain. He was getting better and better at condensing the mana around him on the fly, but he had to admit it was only a fraction as effective as his own mana. However, considering that he only had fourteen more doom points before he hit one hundred, he couldn’t afford to use his mana on small fry like this.

      Up ahead he could see Katrine floating in the air, her Wind Blades cutting apart undead all around them. Occasionally she would throw out a larger spell to try and gain some space, but it was clear she was conserving her energy as much as possible for the coming fight against Kythov and his minions. Thomas and Ellie were jogging along underneath Katrine, fighting against the zombies that made it through her spells.

      “Are you sure we’re headed the right way?” Katrine asked, glancing down at Ellie with narrowed eyes. “It seems like all we’re doing is heading into the densest part of the zombie horde.”

      “Yes,” Ellie replied after a moment of consideration. “The entrance that will take us to the door is in the center of the undead.”

      “Katrine, can you clear them?” John asked, forcing a zombie back with a heavy kick.

      “Of course I can,” Katrine said with a snort. “But they’re endless. If I have to keep clearing them all the way down, I’ll have no mana left for fighting against the Masters or Kythov.”

      Frowning, John examined the place they were headed. It had taken them nearly an hour to cross the valley, heading toward the mountains below Wolf Den and the large caves where the storm wyrm was said to reside. Ellie was getting directions from the spectre who was hiding in her shadow along with information from her spirits, and they both pointed to these caves as the best entrance to the underground cave system. The problem was the veritable sea of undead milling around between them and the cave entrance.

      Zombies stumbled everywhere, so tightly packed they constantly bumped into each other as they wandered around the cave entrance. Though each individual zombie was pathetically weak compared to the four members of the party, they appeared in such numbers that John estimated it would take at least a few hours to kill them all. Casually stabbing his blade into the head of the zombie who he’d kicked over, John frowned.

      “And there isn’t another way in?” he asked Ellie.

      “No, the other passages have been collapsed by Kythov’s forces. At least, that’s what Almar says,” Ellie replied, her eyes continuing to scan the sea of undead before them.

      “Of course they have,” John said grimly, beheading another zombie with a backward slash of his sword.

      It looks like the only option is to burn through them. But that means gaining more Doom Points. And after I kill all these zombies out here, there will still be a ton of them in the passage to deal with. I’ll be lucky if I still have a few seconds by the time we reach the place where Kythov is, if that.

      Torn, John tried to come up with a better solution, but even with his Mental Model skill operating at full capacity, he couldn’t figure out a good way to deal with the undead besides unleashing his mana. Every time he looked at the monsters milling around he could feel a dull ache in his heart. Ever since he’d noticed the insignia stitched into the sleeve of one of the zombies he had seen more and more clues, identifying this massive horde as the dead from the many battlefields scattered around the world.

      It pained him to destroy their bodies so completely, as he believed in honoring the dead, and in many ways the soldiers who had been raised to undeath were innocent. Yet that didn’t stop him from cutting down any zombies that got close and certainly wouldn’t stop him from destroying all of them if that was the only path forward. Letting out a sigh, he lifted his hand and was about to unseal his mana again when he heard Katrine, who was still flying above the party’s heads, let out a shout.

      “John! There’s something coming down the mountain!”

      Looking up, John’s eyes widened as he heard a sound he’d never expected to hear. A long, eerie howl stretched across the valley, echoed from the mountains all around. Dropping the hand he’d raised, John watched the forested mountainside intently. Above him, Katrine was the first to catch sight of the black wave rushing down the side of the mountain, under the trees, like a flood rolling toward the valley floor. The sound of paws hitting the forest floor, normally so quiet they were impossible to hear, beat a rumbling tattoo, causing the party to feel as if the entire valley was shaking.

      “Are those all wolves?”

      “It looks like it,” John said, a bit of a smile crossing his face as he answered Katrine’s incredulous question.

      In numbers that nearly equaled the zombie horde, large black wolves sprinted out of the forest, their teeth and eyes gleaming in the moonlight as they launched themselves at the zombies on the outskirts of the horde, pulling them to the ground and biting through their necks and spines. The howl only seemed to grow louder with every second ,and John thought he caught a silver light gleaming in the wolves’ eyes, almost as if the moon had been awoken in them.

      Recognizing this new threat, the zombie horde turned and shuffled toward the attacking wolves, reaching out with grasping fingers even as the army of wolves slammed into them. Instantly the entire area fell into a deadly morass as the wolves wove through the zombies, knocking them over and chewing through their spines. While the zombies all acted independently, the wolves coordinated their attacks, giving them a huge advantage in the fight.

      An abomination who had been stomping around the entrance to the cave let out an enraged roar and charged into the wolf army, but the wolves were much too clever to allow themselves to be caught and darted away, leaving the abomination standing by himself. That simply infuriated the abomination even further and he let out another roar. This time, however, that roar was answered with a deep growl as half a dozen wolves that were easily twice the size of the regular wolves dashed out of the forest and pounced on the abomination, their giant teeth ripping the monster’s skin to shreds.

      Behind the large wolves, another massive wolf made his way out of the forest and crossed the battlefield with swift leaps. Coming to a stop in front of John and the others, the wolf abruptly shrank down as Haver the Wolf King jumped from his back. Giving the two ladies a bow and Thomas a nod, Haver looked at John with a grin.

      “You looked like you were a bit outnumbered.”

      “Hah, you could say that,” John said, holding out his hand. “Thanks for coming. I thought you’d left the valley already.”

      Chuckling, Haver clasped wrists with John.

      “I did, but only to gather the pack. This is my home as much as anyone, and I won’t  roll over and flee as some scummy Necromancer tries to take it over.”

      “Your help is timely and welcome,” Katrine said, floating down to land next to John. “We need to get into the caves, but there are too many zombies.”

      “Caves? Again? Ugh. Why is it always caves? Fine.”

      Lifting a small whistle he had on a string around his neck, Haver blew a few short blasts of air into it, causing the wolves attacking the zombies to suddenly spit apart, dashing to the right and left. Because they were mixed in with the zombies, their abrupt movement ended up causing the zombies to move as well, drawn away by their fleeing enemies. As John and the others watched, the path to the cave grew relatively clear, only a few zombies still stumbling around.

      Another whistle drew over the six large wolves who had been brutalizing the abomination, and they charged toward the cave, splitting into two groups of three to take down two more abominations. Dropping the whistle, Haver lifted his wolf tooth club and grinned at John.

      “Ready when you are.”

      “Let’s go!”

      With John leading the way, the party dashed through the newly opened path in the melee between the wolves and the zombies, heading for the entrance to the cave system. Another abomination lumbered out of the cave as they were getting close, but John didn’t stop for even a moment. Instead, he sped up. Ramming into a zombie, he stabbed it with his sword, causing it to fall backward. With a leap, his right foot landed on its chest as it fell, using it as a platform to gain even more height. Flying through the air, he cast two Flame Arrows that spun to life on either side of his body.

      A slash of his dagger sent them forward, burning through the abomination and the zombies behind it, even as his sword stabbed through its eye. Tearing his blade out of the top of its head with brute force, he stomped down with his left foot, crushing its chest and sending it tumbling to the ground. Landing without a stumble, he ran for the cave entrance. There were still a few other zombies surging out of the entrance, but a shadow passed John and the zombies simply fell apart as Thomas’ sword flashed.

      Behind John and Thomas, Ellie and Haver hurried to follow while Katrine watched their backs. Her Wind Blades cleaved flesh and bone alike, making it exceptionally easy for her to destroy the undead that tried to chase after them. Unlike the cave they had crawled out of earlier that night, this cave was large, nearly twenty feet across, and its floor and sides were smoothed out, almost as if something had rubbed down all of the sharp pieces of stone. Continuing to move quickly, the party encountered hundreds of undead as they raced down the passages, moving deep into the earth.

      Ellie wasn’t bothering to fight at all, instead communicating with her spirits to warn the party about what was coming up further down the tunnel and relaying directions from Almar, the spectre hiding in her shadow. Next to her Haver protected her with his wolf tooth club, crushing any zombies that got close. He had seven wolves with him who were padding along quietly beside the group, guarding the party’s flanks. Katrine was also with Haver and Ellie, working on restoring as much mana as she could before they found Kythov.

      John and Thomas, at the front of the party, killed zombies as they moved quickly through the tunnel system. While there were many fewer undead in the tunnel than there were out in the valley outside, they were still packed pretty tightly, and the deeper they went, the slower the party was forced to travel. Both John and Thomas were excellent swordsmen, however, and with every flash of their blades, another zombie would crash to the ground, allowing the party to get closer to Kythov.

      After nearly two hours of running the party finally reached their destination, a large cavern with a massive castle planted in the middle. Huge stone walls rose from the cave floor and towers loomed above them, nearly disappearing into the gloom of the top of the cavern. Set in the center of the thick stone wall was an open gate that looked like a gaping mouth, making the entire fortress feel like a beast waiting to devour the party. Even in the gloom John could see zombies and ghouls everywhere at the entrance to the fortress, fighting against an unseen enemy. However, the grim feeling the stone castle gave off wasn’t what caused John to pause. Instead, it was the intense mana signature he felt from the center of the fortress.

      He could sense the dark mana that covered the artifacts Kythov had made permeating the fortress, but mixed in with it was a strangely pure mana source, causing John to pause. The pure mana was elusive, and every time John felt like he was about to grasp it the mana escaped his grasp. There was a shifting sense to it, as if it both existed and didn’t exist at the same time. A terrible curiosity woke in John’s chest, but he resisted the urge to race ahead.

      “This looks like it. Kythov is in there,” John said, looking around at the party.

      “As is the Master of the Coil,” Thomas said, his eyes fixed on the open gate. “I can sense one of my blades in his body.”

      “If the Master of the Coil is in there, then I would expect the others are as well,” Katrine said, frowning slightly. “How are we going to deal with them?”

      “I’ll deal with Kythov,” John replied.

      “I can handle the Master of the Blade,” Thomas said, causing the others to look at him. “The Master of the Coil regenerates too quickly for my attacks to do lasting damage. Whoever fights him needs to be able to deal constant damage. He doesn’t rely on a magical shield, instead using his body to block attacks.”

      “Sounds like a fight up my alley,” Katrine said with a savage grin. “Then that leaves the Master of the Skull.”

      Seeing the party looking at him, Haver’s eyebrows rose and he shrugged.

      “You want me to fight a legendary Mage? By myself? Are you crazy?”

      “I can help,” Ellie said, raising her hand. “Between you, me, and Sigvald, we should be able to at least keep him occupied until one of the others is free.”

      “If I’m honest, this sounds like a terrible idea,” Haver said, groaning. “But yeah, I guess that’s all we got. Fine, Ellie and I will handle the Master of the Skull.”

      His eyes still fixed on the castle’s entrance where he could see hundreds of shadows flitting about, John nodded. He would much rather just burn through the whole thing, but there was something he couldn’t quite put a finger on that was bothering him. Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, he focused on the upcoming fight.

      “Ellie, can you give us a sense of the layout we’re dealing with?”

      “Yes,” Ellie replied, calling up her earth spirits. “Almar says her people are fighting throughout the castle but avoiding legendary class holders. They don’t have any way to fight against them. There are five chambers in total, each one with two passages that split off to the right and left. But our destination should be in the fifth chamber. My spirits won’t get close because they’re afraid of whoever’s in that room.”

      “That’s gotta be Kythov,” John said, adjusting his grip on his sword. “Let’s go. It’s time we end this.”
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      Rushing toward the castle, Haver whistled and his wolves sped up, throwing aside the zombies and ghouls in front of the gate as they rushed toward the entrance. Following close behind, John saw that the small shadows he had spotted from a distance were spectres wielding spears and glowing crystal blades as they danced through the undead. The spectres were tiny compared to the enemy, but they moved with considerable speed and incredible grace as they darted around the monster’s legs and chopped at their feet.

      Bringing down one of the zombies with a slash to its ankle that severed its foot, three spectres converged, one of them issuing a whistling cry that caused their crystal-spear tips to gleam with blue light. Two of them stabbed the zombie’s shoulders, pinning it to the ground while the third brought her spear down on the zombie’s head, piercing through its skull and stabbing deep into its brain.

      Just then a ghoul pounced over, but the spectres were already gone, two of them darting away in different directions while the third slipped behind the ghoul and vanished into its shadow. Letting out a roar, the ghoul spun around but failed to find anything. A moment later, a crystal spear suddenly shot out of the shadow under its body, ripping through the ghoul’s stomach. When the spear vanished as fast as it appeared, John found himself re-evaluating the danger the spectres represented.

      With the wolves leading the charge, it didn’t take long for them to get into the stone castle and clear out the undead guarding the gate. Stopping near one of the spectres, Ellie spoke a few words and the spectres all nodded, vanishing into the party’s shadows.

      “They’ll assist us as we go. There are more of their brethren further in,” Ellie said.

      “Glad they’re on our side,” Haver said, shuddering as he imagined the six tiny people in his shadow suddenly ambushing him.

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Katrine muttered under her breath as the team walked into the gloomy castle.

      The smooth stone floor showed signs of passage, and every hundred feet or so they found undead fighting against spectre warriors. As dangerous as the tiny elves were, they were poorly suited to fighting against undead since their tactics relied on causing a lot of shallow wounds to their enemies. Happy to see the party, they quickly joined up after the undead they were fighting were killed. Continuing until they came to a small antechamber, Katrine looked around.

      “Hey, why does this feel like the final dungeon in a terrible role playing game?”

      The flickering torches that burned weakly in sconces set high on the walls provided just enough light to fill the entire underground castle with shifting shadows, and the gargoyles that sat above them leered down at the party. Though he hadn’t played a game in years, John had to admit that Katrine’s assessment was spot on. The atmosphere was exactly what he would expect from a cheesy ending to a video game.

      “Because it is,” John replied, his eyes taking in the dusty stonework on either side of the passage.

      “Then that means we’re going to be walking through a series of rooms where we fight against the mini-bosses before challenging the main boss? How unbelievably cliche.”

      “I agree,” John said, stopping and staring down the dark passage. “It feels off. Almost like it was set up like this. But why would anyone ever do that? Why not just try to kill all of us at once?”

      “I don’t know,” Katrine replied, shrugging. “But I bet if we head through those doors we’ll find out.”

      At the end of the passage, nearly hidden in an inky pool of darkness, was a set of heavy double doors that appeared at first glance to be cast from solid metal. As the party got close, John realized the doors were actually made from stone, the same stone the rest of the fortress was composed of. Over the years the stone on the doors had been polished smooth by repeated touches, giving it a gleam that the rough stone of the walls lacked.

      Before they tried to open them, Thomas checked for traps and shook his head, indicating he hadn’t found anything. John gave everyone a few more seconds to ready themselves before he pushed on the door, his eyes narrowing when it didn’t budge. An annoyed expression worked its way across his face and he drew back his fist.

      “Wait! Maybe there’s a mechanism,” Katrine said, starting to look around.

      “Sure, but this is way faster,” John replied, smashing his fist into the stone.

      The blow shook the underground fortress and a deep crack appeared in the door. Drawing back his fist again, John slammed it forward, causing the crack to widen precipitously. With one more punch, he demolished the entire door, clearing the way for the party to proceed. Hearing a chorus of surprised whispers, he turned around and realized that dozens of spectres had popped their heads out of the shadows they were hiding in and were staring at him in awe. With a light cough, he gestured toward the permanently opened doorway.

      “It’s open now.”

      Inside the wide courtyard that appeared beyond the broken door, they saw the Master of the Coil, his hood pulled back and his eyes staring at the broken door in shock. Around him were a dozen robed figures with deep hoods that covered their faces. Stepping over the broken stones, John nodded to the incredulous legendary Alchemist and jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the hole he’d just created.

      “We knocked, but nobody answered.”

      “How… what…?”

      Clearly unable to believe what he’d just seen, the Master of the Coil fixed John with an intense stare. The evil Alchemist was a large man, with chubby cheeks and a bald head. Beady eyes stared out at them from the folds of skin on his face, vertical pupils giving him an eerie look. A serpent tattoo covered most of his head and face, vanishing down his neck into his black robe. Recovering from the shock, the Master of the Coil stepped forward as the party came to a stop around one hundred feet away. His hands spread his robe open, revealing dozens of potions and pouches underneath.

      “I am the Master of the Coil, Jepsef Corgan! You have done well to get all the way here, but your path ends now! I shall show you the power of my brews, the might of my elixirs! You shall tremble under the exquisite mixture of my tinctures!”

      “Why does this keep getting worse and worse?” Katrine muttered, taking a small step forward.

      “Did he talk this much when you fought him?” John asked Thomas.

      “Unfortunately, yes. In fact, he never stopped, even when I stabbed him repeatedly in the throat.”

      “Huh,” John said, stepping up next to Katrine and patting her on the shoulder. “Let’s try to end this quickly.”

      Seeing both of them move forward, Jepsef sneered, his lips peeling back to reveal a row of sharpened teeth.

      “Aha, so both of you will try to face me? Do you really think you’ll succeed? How utterly foolish. Your ignorance is clear and your minds undoubtedly feeble! My master has already predicted exactly how you will act! He has foreseen this, nay, he has orchestrated it! Like a masterful maestro who commands the many instruments of the orchestra, he forces you to play to his rhythm!”

      A sudden surge of mana deeper in the castle drew everyone’s attention toward the door set in the far wall. Just like the door John had smashed through, it was made from stone, but there was also a shimmer of mana, indicating there was an enchantment sealing it. When he noticed everyone else looking at it, Jepsef let out a bellowing laugh and pointed at them.

      “Ahahaha! You fools! Do you feel that? The ritual has reached the second stage! Soon the blood shall begin to flow! Immortality shall be ours! And there’s nothing you can do to stop it. This door behind me has been locked, sealed by my master’s magic! Only through killing me can it be unlocked. But already, the immortality of the door seeps into me!”

      Practically screaming the last word, the Master of the Coil threw back his head and downed a potion he had in his hand. All around him, the robed figures copied his action, gulping down potions they held. Bright red light seeped from under their hoods and their bodies began to transform in strange and terrifying ways. Lifting his hand, John pointed at the enemy even as he started to run forward.

      “Attack!”

      Before the shaking cultists could finish their transformation, Haver, Thomas, and a dozen spectres were on them. The Wolf King’s club smashed a cultist to the ground where three spectres stabbed their crystal spears into what they assumed was the cultist’s head, while Thomas cut the legs out from another. A particularly large cultist whose back had burst open to reveal a dozen swinging tentacles reached for one of the spectres, but Ellie’s lightning bolt slammed into it, sending it stumbling to the side as Sigvald attacked with raking claws.

      It only took a few seconds for the room to turn into a furious melee, but Katrine and John kept their attention on the legendary Alchemist, whose form had begun to shift alarmingly. His large body began to tremble and the snake tattoo on his face began to grow, protruding from his body as if there was a real snake underneath his skin. Larger and larger he grew, the snake pushing and straining against his skin as his body stretched and twisted. The sight was grotesque, and within only a few seconds the party was facing a deformed abomination that looked like a fleshy snake with the wrinkled remains of a human’s skin on the underside of its throat.

      “You shall never overcome me!” Jepsef roared, lunging forward to try and bite at Katrine, who was floating in the air next to John.

      Without saying a word, Katrine and John both cast spells. Air swirled together, tightening and sharpening until a Wind Arrow hovered in front of Katrine while a tongue of fire gathered together in front of John. At the same moment, the tongue of fire erupted into a gout of flame that rolled forward into the lunging snake’s face and the arrow shot forward, piercing through the skin of its jaw.

      A dreadful hiss of pain and rage echoed after the two spells hit, but Jepsef didn’t change or stop his attack, instead trying to close his large fangs on Katrine. Just before the giant snake’s mouth snapped shut, John jumped up and his hand slipped around Katrine’s waist, pulling her to the side. Enraged, Jepsef chased after them, but they continued to retreat, all the while slamming spells into the Master of the Coil’s face as quickly as they could. Failing to catch them again and getting a mouth full of flames for his efforts, Jepsef reared back, glaring at them.

      The spells John and Katrine had thrown at him had caused significant damage to his fleshy skin, but even as they watched, the wounds began to close up. Torn skin stitched itself back together and the large burns began to fade at a visible rate, causing Katrine to grimace. Throwing another Wind Blade at the giant snake, she saw that Jepsef didn’t even pay attention to it, allowing it to cut into his skin.

      “Ahaha! You foolish people really think you can bypass me? No, I shall keep you here with my immortal body! You will be too late to stop my master’s plan!”

      Throwing himself forward, Jepsef opened his mouth wide, his sharp fangs extended as he tried to snap them down on Katrine’s body. Instead, he caught a wolf tooth club to the bottom of his chin, snapping his mouth shut and throwing his head back as Haver left the cultists to Thomas and the spectres and joined the attack on Jepsef. Katrine, sensing an opportunity, threw a dozen Wind Blades at the exposed underside of the large snake’s throat while John and Haver both attacked from each side.

      Letting out a scream of pain as John’s sword and Haver’s club bit into his skull, Jepsef thrashed his head this way and that, reeling as Katrine’s spells gouged out large chunks of his flesh. Taking their cues from John, who followed up his stab by casting Dragon’s Breath, the party’s attacks rained down on the transformed Alchemist, cutting, bludgeoning, and burning him. Soon the giant snake was nearly unrecognizable, yet still he struggled, trying to slap them away with his tail or sink his fangs into them. Losing ground, Jepsef suddenly coiled his body and sprang backward, trying to gain some distance.

      Large bloody wounds gaped on his wind-torn skin and black scorch marks covered his flesh, yet despite the damage, the fleshy snake began to heal, his body knitting itself back together. The effect was fast enough that by the time Jepsef had traveled a few dozen feet, the bleeding had stopped and the scorched areas of his skin were already peeling away to reveal new skin. The other cultists who had transformed into abominations, though not nearly as powerful as Jepsef, seemed to enjoy a similar type of regeneration, and with a quick glance John saw that Thomas, Ellie, and the spectres were struggling against them.

      Seeing that Katrine was about to throw another spell toward the transformed Alchemist, John began to prepare a spell of his own, his eyes narrowing in thought. Ever since the Master of the Coil had appeared, John had been trying to sense what felt so strange about him. There was something tied into the Alchemist’s mana that John couldn’t quite place. Suddenly, the aura deep in the castle grew a step stronger again and John’s eyes lit up.

      “The same aura coming from the center of the fortress is tied into his mana,” he yelled to Katrine, dodging a stream of acid Jepsef spat at him.

      “You mean the aura of the first Mage’s door?” Katrine asked, her waving hands summoning a tornado.

      “I’m assuming. But I can’t tell yet. See if you can keep him tied down.”

      Nodding, Katrine flew toward Jepsef, the tornado carrying her further up into the air as it hurled stones and sharp air currents toward the snake. Already healed from the first round of combat, the Master of the Coil had no problem throwing himself into combat again, all the while giggling and laughing as the dried and wrinkled human face on his body chattered away.

      “Ahahaha! You cannot destroy me! My body is absolute. It cannot be killed! I have gained true immortality!”
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      Back and forth they fought, with Jepsef coming out on the losing side every single time. Yet no more than a few seconds seemed necessary for the transformed legendary Alchemist to get back into the fight. Finally, unable to stand his chattering, Katrine snapped. A huge Wind Blade spun to life above her head and she let out a roar.

      “Shut up, worm!”

      Throwing the spell at Jepsef’s neck, she followed it up with a storm of Wind Blades that reduced the snake’s skin to little more than rags. Yet no matter how much damage she did, the snake just slithered away, his body healing as fast as Katine could damage him. Watching carefully, John spotted something as one particularly vicious Wind Blade ripped across Jepsef’s back. With his skin laid open to the bone, the transformed Alchemist seemed to have no recourse apart from running away from Katrine, but in doing so, John saw his spine and noticed it was entirely unharmed by the magical attack.

      Frowning, John shot forward, weaving through the fighting abominations to get close to Jepsef. His sword left his sheath in one smooth motion as he slashed down on the snake’s back, cutting deeply into the monster’s skin. Completely taken by surprise, Jepsef didn’t manage to avoid the blow but managed to roll over partly, causing the attack to hit his ribs instead of his spine. Unfortunately, he had drastically underestimated John’s strength, and pain caused him to shake as John’s silver blade slashed straight through his tough rib bones, cutting them apart like they were nothing.

      Continuing to press his attack down, John felt his blade connect with something impossibly hard and his eyes narrowed once again. The feeling he’d been getting from the center of the fortress abruptly strengthened as he sensed the thread of mana Jepsef’s spine contained, and his growing suspicion was confirmed when the ragged legendary Alchemist wriggled away into the crowd, his body healing the gaping wound John had left in his side.

      Not bothering to chase after him, John turned his head and scanned the battlefield, noting how Thomas, Ellie, and Haver were still struggling against the rapidly regenerating abominations. When Jepsef noticed that John wasn’t following him, he erupted into laughter again, sneering at John and the others as his body healed until there wasn’t even a sign of damage.

      “Aha! I told you already, I am immortal! You cannot defeat me! And only with my death will the seal be removed. My master has granted me this opportunity to have an undying body, and it shall be your downfall. No matter how you attack me, you will not be able to stop his ascension!”

      “What’s the use of being immortal if you’re that ugly?” Katrine asked grumpily, glaring at Jepsef as a large spear formed from wind spun together in her hand.

      “Ugly? Are you calling my magnificent form ugly?!”

      Eyes bloodshot, the snake suddenly lifted its head and opened its mouth, spraying a stream of corrosive acid. With a snort, Katrine summoned a Wind Barrier and then three more Wind Blades that spun together, joining up on the end of her spear to form a giant axe blade. Watching Katrine throw herself into combat against the monstrous snake, John nodded.

      “Katrine, can you keep him busy?”

      “What does it look like I’m doing? Wait! Where are you going? You aren’t going to leave me with him?”

      “Just keep him occupied,” John said, his gaze turning toward the sealed door. “The only way to kill him is to undo the enchantment binding him to that mysterious door. Which means killing Kythov and stopping the ceremony. Every moment we wait, the bond gets stronger.”

      “Ahahaha! Who would have thought you would guess the truth?” Jepsef said, shooting another spray of acid at Katrine as blood gushed from a dozen open wounds. “Every second you spend here makes me stronger! Bask in the genius of my master’s unsurpassed intellect!”

      Ignoring the legendary Alchemist, John cut apart an abomination that pounced at him, and then shot a meaningful glance at Katrine when the monster began to heal, new limbs growing from the cuts John had made on its body.

      “There’s some sort of spell granting them this regeneration,” John said, retreating to stand beside Ellie as he continued to speak to Katrine. “Keep him occupied and we’ll head on in to deal with Kythov and whatever is keeping them from dying!”

      “Fine!” Katrine growled, slashing down with her axe and cutting a giant gash in Jepsef’s tail that should have severed the whole thing. “Just hurry up!”

      “How foolish! Do you really think you’ll be able to open the door sealed by my master?” Jepsef screamed.

      Giving a light shrug, John smiled at Jepsef, who was running away from another Wind Blade.

      “Only one way to find out.”

      Despite Jepsef’s sneer, John gathered Ellie, Haver, and Thomas and they ran toward the magically sealed door, fighting through the unkillable abominations until they reached it. While the legendary Alchemist was in a pathetic state as he struggled against Katrine, John wasn’t foolish enough to underestimate him. No class holder who managed to make it to the legendary level was simple, though John had a strong suspicion that Jepsef, the so-called Master of the Coil, had been forcefully dragged to that level by Kythov. His combat ability appeared nearly non-existent, but as Thomas had said, he was currently impossible to kill because of the ridiculous regeneration he possessed. Doubly so since his life seemed to be tied to some sort of enchantment through the strange mana that emanated from deeper in the castle.

      Arriving in front of the sealed door, John reached out and tapped his finger on it, using the feedback to gauge how much force he would need to remove it from his path. The seal set on it was one he wasn’t familiar with, but from his quick examination used some form of life force instead of mana as its key. Only when the correct life force was inserted into it could the seal be opened.

      “Aha! I told you. You cannot break the seal of my master!”

      “Seriously, shut up!” Katrine yelled, her face stormy as she threw spells at the fleeing Alchemist.

      “Ellie, Thomas, Haver. Gather up. We’re about to go through.”

      Seeing Ellie, Thomas, and the Wolf King indicate they were ready, John turned to the sealed door. Many of the spectres had retreated with them, and the pressure on Katrine had grown as the abominations began to turn their attention to her. A few of the spectres, however, stayed to assist her, dancing from shadow to shadow as they timed their attacks to disrupt the enemy. Without wasting any more time, John took a deep breath and reached out with a single finger, concentrating his power into it. Thanks to Ellie’s earth spirits, he had a good idea of what he was going to find on the other side of the door, but just in case there was something unexpected, he raised his alertness to the maximum.

      Blue flames burst to life as John tapped on the magical seal with his finger, sending a jolt of power through it. At first the seal resisted the incursion of John’s mana, but that resistance only lasted for a fraction of a second before the blue flame burned through the dark mana that supported the seal. In the blink of an eye the seal burned away, devoured by the mana-driven flames. The stone door lasted a single moment longer before it too was destroyed, melted away under the impossible heat of the flame.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Letting out the breath he’d been holding, John waved away the windows that popped up in his vision, trying not to let them throw him off as he strode through the newly opened doorway. As the rest of the team rushed to follow him through, Jepsef, who was staring at John in complete shock, suddenly let out a horrific scream, as if his bones were being pulled apart. His fleshy snake body began to twist and writhe. Backing up, Katrine looked at him cautiously as he thrashed on the ground.

      His wounds were still healing and new growths began to appear on his body, rapidly developing until he had completely transformed into a vicious monster. Sharp spikes protruded from his body and heavy chitin plates gave him armor. His mouth had transformed into a giant maw that was at least twice as big as it had been before, and jagged teeth had grown from his mouth to join the horns and spikes on the outside of his skin.

      Clearly driven mad by pain, Jepsef suddenly lunged upright and darted for the open doorway, his massive mouth opening wide as a jet of acid shot out at Haver and Ellie, who were just slipping through the doorway. Letting out a snort, Katrine waved her hands, casting a Wind Barrier with one hand while summoning a Wind Arrow with the other. Though she successfully blocked the stream of acid, her Wind Arrow simply bounced off of the legendary Alchemist’s new armor, causing Katrine’s expression to harden.

      Seeing that the snake was still heading for the doorway, Katrine let out a shout and thrust her hands forward, creating a large tornado that slammed into Jepsef, throwing him backward in a tumbling mess. Thomas paused in the doorway slightly, but before he could offer his help Katrine shot a glare at him.

      “Get going. I’ll deal with this worm. But tell John that I’ll get even with him for this. How dare he saddle me with this disgusting creature!”

      “I will let him know,” Thomas said evenly, bowing his head and then vanishing through the doorway.

      Watching him go, Katrine’s furious expression suddenly transformed, turning into something closer to worry. She was extremely confident in her own power, and even more confident in John’s, but the fact that even John had abandoned trying to kill Jepsef didn’t bode well for what they would find as they progressed further into the castle. Hearing a roar of rage behind her, Katrine’s worry vanished and an icy mask replaced it. Turning around, she floated in the air, wind whipping around her as she blocked the doorway. Facing the maddened legendary Alchemist and a dozen unkillable abominations, her lips curled up in a smile that would have sent shivers down the spines of anyone who knew her.

      “I heard it said once that the problem with being immortal is that your suffering lasts forever,” she said, pointing a finger at the charging snake. “Let’s test how true that really is!”

      Oblivious to the bloody storm starting behind them, the rest of the team rushed down the long passage, soon arriving at another large courtyard. As soon as they stepped into it, John spotted another robed figure standing in between them and another magically sealed stone door that led deeper into the underground fortress. Though hard to see in the flickering light, John could instantly tell it was the Master of the Skull who he’d nearly killed back in the valley. Like the legendary Alchemist, he too was surrounded by robed figures, but this time there were nearly one hundred of them, and John could sense that they lacked a spark of life.

      Katrine was right. This feels like a really cheesy video game dungeon. Or a manga. Having to deal with the mini-bosses one at a time is so annoying. But since they’re tied into the door, killing them isn’t an option. We’ll just have to tie them up and keep going. As long as I kill Kythov, I should be able to stop whatever he’s doing. Whoever designed this encounter should be covered in honey and thrown to the bears.

      Dashing into the courtyard, John didn’t stop moving when he saw the Necromancer and his undead minions, instead just pointing at the Master of the Skull as he spoke to the Wolf King behind him.

      “Haver?”

      “Huh?”

      “Deal with him.”

      “Are you serious? That’s a legendary Mage!”

      “And you’re a legendary Tamer. You’ll be fine.”

      So startled that he stopped running mid-stride and nearly fell on his face, the Wolf King grabbed onto one of his large wolves to regain his balance as he stared at John’s back.

      “What? What are you talking about?”

      Finally stopping, John turned his head to look at Haver, a smile that wasn’t a smile on his face.

      “You absorbed one of those crystals I gave you, didn’t you?”

      Paling slightly, Haver’s eyes widened and he shot a glance at his seven massive wolves.

      “I… only to make sure they were safe for my pups.”

      “Oh, I’m not complaining,” John replied, turning around and resuming his path toward the door on the far side of the courtyard. “I’m just mentioning it since you don’t seem to realize it. That mana took you over the edge. Your skills may not have advanced yet, but you have the mana of a legend now. He and his minions are tied into that same enchantment though, so the only option we have is keeping him occupied while we try to break it.”

      His mouth falling open, Haver almost didn’t feel it when Thomas ran past him and patted him on the shoulder.

      “Good luck,” Thomas said, chasing after John and Ellie.

      In the center of the room, the Master of the Skull lifted his hands, throwing back his hood and revealing his disfigured face. Letting out a gruff laugh, he gestured in the air, an eruption of smoke appearing around his hand. As the smoke cleared, a gnarled staff topped with a skull appeared and he grasped it, lifting it up to point the skull at John, who was leading Ellie and Thomas in a wide circle around him.

      “It’s impressive that you managed to get around that fool, Jepsef, though it looks like one of your number paid the ultimate price! You may have defeated him, but you will never be able to beat me! My master has given me the ultimate gift!”

      “Immortality?” John asked as he continued to run toward the sealed door on the other side of the courtyard.

      Thrown off by the interruption, the Master of the Skull blinked at John for a moment before recovering. Still, his momentum was gone, and even he felt like it would be a bit lame to continue his rant.

      “Yes! I mean, indeed. The seal that guards that door is impossible to destroy without first ending my life, but thanks to the ritual my master is undergoing, I can feel the power of immortality rushing through me!”

      “Uh huh. Haver, don’t let him follow us,” John said, speaking over his shoulder as he suddenly accelerated toward the door.

      Behind him, Thomas appeared next to Ellie.

      “Excuse me for the imposition, Miss.”

      Before Ellie could respond, Thomas grabbed Ellie and they vanished from where they were, re-emerging in a shadow near the door as the robed figures let their cloaks fall to the ground, revealing their gleaming skulls and bony bodies.
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          CHAPTER 40

        

      

    

    
      Haver, still quite nervous despite John’s assurance, began to walk toward the Master of the Skull, his wolves spreading out at his command. Noticing him coming, the Necromancer sneered and waved his hand, causing an ethereal skull to appear in front of him. With gnashing teeth, it shot toward Haver, who watched it grimly. For a moment it looked like he was going to turn and run, but then he took a breath and seemed to come to a decision. Letting out a howl, Haver pointed his finger at the incoming spell and one of his large wolves darted forward, forest-green mana wrapping around its head and shoulders.

      With glowing teeth, the wolf’s jaws snapped shut on the ethereal skull, causing it to explode into a noxious-smelling gas. Emboldened by the ease with which his wolf had dealt with the spell, Haver hoisted his wolf tooth club and charged forward with his wolves. His face twisting with obvious annoyance, the Necromancer threw out a handful of tiny bones from his pouch, causing them to clatter along the ground in the wolves’ path. Like a bunch of seeds, the enchanted bones burst up from the ground, growing and branching out to form a woven bone wall. All around the room skeletons began to charge, some rushing toward the wolves while others moved to attack John and the others.

      “I’ll deal with you in a moment,” the Necromancer sneered at Haver as the skeletons closed in on him.

      “Good, just enough time for me to crush your skull,” the Wolf King snarled, jumping past the charging skeletons with a giant leap and slamming his club into the bone wall.

      A tremendous crash rang out as the club, covered in the same forest-green mana the wolves carried, broke through the wall, sending shards of bone flying. Six of the seven wolves took advantage of that opening, slamming into it and pushing their way through while the last stayed behind to block the skeletons getting close. His eyes narrowing, the Necromancer quickly retreated as one of the wolves lunged at him, its sharp teeth snapping together with bone-crushing force. The skull on the end of the Necromancer’s staff lit up and he slammed it into the ground, letting out a loud shout as he did so.

      Immediately the wolves began to growl, stopping where they were and glaring all around at the approaching skeletons. Though his senses weren’t quite as sharp as his wolves’, Haver could still feel the change in the room as a deep feeling of danger swept over him. Smashing apart a skeleton that swung its sharp fingers at his back, Haver grimaced as the scattered bones began to shake and move, reconnecting with each other. About to deliver another attack to the partially reformed skeleton, a tremor that started deep in the floor made him glance down, and as the tremor began to get stronger he shouted a command to his wolves, causing them to retreat.

      With a bang that shook the courtyard, the stone under his feet ruptured as a large, armored monster erupted from the ground, sending dirt and stone flying in all directions. Like a slithering worm from some sort of nightmare, the monster had heavy barbs covering its body and a gaping mouth full of undulating teeth. Its maw swung this way and that for a moment, as if tasting the air, but Haver could smell the overwhelming stench of undeath on it.

      “The storm wyrm!”

      Hearing Haver’s shout, the Master of the Skull let out a loud laugh.

      “So you know of this creature’s might! You are right, this is the storm wyrm, though it has been subject to my improvements. I slew it and returned it to life, giving it a new purpose as my minion! Quail before the might of my creation!”

      “I’d rather just destroy it,” Haver yelled, charging forward.

      Green mana, like the foliage of an ancient forest, burst out of Haver, surrounding him with the sound of fluttering leaves as he attacked. Sensing the threat, the undead storm wyrm opened its mouth wide and lunged to meet him. Its bottom half was still stuck in the ground, but its incredibly flexible body allowed it to move its mouth any direction it wanted. Just before he ran into its gaping mouth, Haver suddenly reversed direction, backing up at the same speed with which he’d charged in. With barely a foot between himself and the monster’s sharp teeth, he continued to retreat, smashing his club down as he did so.

      A dozen skeletons had closed in behind him, but he was moving so quickly that they found it impossible to land any effective attacks on him, and the chasing storm wyrm’s head smashed them all apart. Grinning savagely, Haver put all his power into his blow, the wolf teeth on his club biting deeply into the storm wyrm, ripping through the leathery skin covering its body and causing a blackish blood to splash into the air. At the same time Haver was retreating the wolves all lunged forward, ignoring the skeletons as four of them attacked the giant undead storm wyrm and the other three attacked the Master of the Skull. Intent on eating Haver, the storm wyrm only registered the wolves’ attacks after they had torn chunks out of its sides with their razor-like teeth.

      Abandoning Haver, who was still just outside its range, the wyrm reared back and slammed down on the wolves, trying to crush them with its bulk. Just before the storm wyrm impacted, the wolves under its body scattered, retreating even as Haver dashed back in, his club leaving long gashes that looked like they were left by heavy claws on the wyrm’s body. Originally confident in his monster’s ability to handle Haver and the wolves, the Master of the Skull was exasperated to see them running circles around it.

      No matter which way the undead wyrm turned, it ended up attacking thin air as it was ravaged from behind. Even worse were the skeletons, which were being ignored in their entirety. Unable to kill them, Haver and his pets just bowled them over and rammed into them, continually moving as they focused on the storm wyrm and the Master of the Skull to avoid being surrounded.

      At the same time, the Necromancer found himself besieged by the same tactic. Three large wolves that glowed with forest-green mana snapped at him, forcing him to cast and then recast his defensive spells. The wolves were adept at dodging away before he could properly target them, his spells failing to connect, and even when they did, the dark-green mana that raged around them seemed particularly hard to get through.

      “Foolish! No matter what, you’ll never get through the seal my master set!” the Master of the Skull yelled.

      Hearing nothing, he turned around to look at John and the others, only to find that they had vanished, leaving an open, empty doorway in their wake.

      A terrible scream broke from the Necromancer’s mouth, prompted both by the anger of having allowed John and the others to escape and the intense pain that shot through his soul as the destruction of the seal resonated inside of him. The backlash from the seal breaking made his soul to feel like it was being carved into shreds, and as it continued what little sanity he had left began to erode, causing him to abandon his defense and begin casting a powerful spell. The wolves landed a few hits on him, ripping his shoulder and leg and tearing his robes into bloody shreds, but dark mana swirled around him, forcing them back.

      Realizing things were about to turn dangerous, Haver howled, causing all the wolves to retreat explosively, rushing toward the edge of the room. The Wolf King went the opposite direction, rushing straight into the storm of mana gathering, an ethereal forest-green wolf appearing around him as he brought his wolf tooth club down on the Master of the Skull’s head. Stunned by the blow that crushed half of his face, the Necromancer’s spell appeared as if it were going to fall apart, but just as Haver thought he’d succeeded, a surge of foul energy swept across the room and the Master of the Skull started to shake. His skin began to split and bones began to emerge from his body, as if his skeleton was growing too big for his muscles and flesh.

      “You dare profane the master’s ceremony? You must die!”

      Hearing the clash of weapons and enraged bellows as they ran down the hall leaving the Necromancer and the Wolf King behind, John sensed Ellie’s pensive mood. Slowing by a step to allow her to catch up, he glanced at her.

      “Something on your mind?”

      “Why do they all like to talk so much?”

      Letting out a short laugh, John shook his head.

      “Being an evil villain is lonely work. Most villains are convinced of their own brilliance, but it’s not a job that’s particularly conducive to having people around to talk to. They have to pontificate when they get the chance, otherwise how would the world learn of their genius?”

      Giggling, Ellie covered her mouth as they approached the entrance to the next courtyard. To their surprise, the courtyard was entirely empty, but far from making them drop their guard, it was exactly the opposite. The last of the three legendary class holders they had fought in the valley was the Master of the Blade, who specialized in stealth. Taking a cautious glance around, John frowned. Even with his nearly perfect Mana Control, he couldn’t sense a single trace of the legendary Rogue’s mana. There wasn’t even a trace of the indestructible mana the other two legendary class holders had possessed.

      “Thomas? Anything?”

      “No, sir. He’s good. Easily the best of the three.”

      “Fine, then we won’t waste time,” John said, striding across the yard toward the sealed door.

      Following behind him, Ellie kept looking around while Thomas walked close behind her. With every step, John expected the Master of the Blade to appear, but the legendary Rogue never did. Making it to the door without any trouble, John lifted his finger and stretched it toward the seal, pausing right before he touched it. Hearing him chuckle, Ellie asked him what he found funny.

      “Nothing. This situation just isn’t what I imagined. I thought there would be more difficulty in getting to Kythov. Though, as simple as it is, if Kythov had just made more seals, I think he might have won.”

      Letting his finger brush against the seal, John felt his mana spilling out, burning through the magic and the door behind it. Waving away the windows that appeared, John subconsciously checked his Doom Points, suppressing the curse threatening to rise to his lips.

      
        
        Doom Points: 89/100

      

      

      Eleven seconds left. Ten, really. This is going to be tight. I better not use mana unless I need to. Especially if he is bound to the door like the others. I just need to stop whatever ritual he is trying to complete.

      As the door melted away, a short tunnel leading to a well-lit chamber was revealed. Stepping beyond the door, John never once relaxed his vigilance. Yet there was no ambush coming, and John started to wonder if the Master of the Blade had fled. John had wounded the Rogue’s eye and he doubted the Master of the Blade would forgive him, which meant he would have to be on guard against surprise attacks until he found and eliminated the legendary Rogue.

      The room they entered was different from the wide courtyards they’d passed through up until this point, and was also different from the rough tunnels they’d been walking through. There was a sense of craftsmanship to the stones making up the wall that John found surprising, and the ceiling wasn’t only domed but decorated to look like a starry sky. Standing around the room at various places were large stone statues. Even from a distance, all three of them could sense the latent mana the statues possessed.

      “Are those golems?” Ellie asked, her voice hushed.

      “Yes, I believe so,” John replied, his voice slightly distracted.

      He could see a doorway on the other side of the room, but the only way to get to it was through a winding path that, assuming one followed it, would lead directly in front of every single one of the golems.

      What on earth is this place? I don’t think I’ve ever encountered anything like it. It… it almost looks like a gym where I have to fight through all the grunts before making it to the boss. But how is that possible? Didn’t the first Mage come from another world? What’s going on?

      Still staring at the maze-like path, John stepped into the room. He could sense the strange aura of the door in the distance, and it was continuing to grow stronger in small jumps and spurts. The closer he got, the more clearly he was able to feel it, and it was throwing him off. Standing just outside the line of sight of one of the magical stone statues, he stopped and closed his eyes, carefully trying to understand what he was sensing.

      At first John had thought the aura was something besides mana, since it was so tough it was impossible for even him to break, but the more time he spent examining it, the clearer it became that it was still mana, just mana that had been transformed into a particular structure.

      
        
        [Query: Why is the mana I’m sensing so tough?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: The mana in question is condensed using a specific woven helix pattern that reinforces its strength by several orders of magnitude.]

      

      

      
        
        [Certainty: 88.3%]

      

      

      Huh, if it’s woven, then chances are it’s repeatable. But what’s the use?

      
        
        [Query: How is it formed?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: Five primary strands, each created using a large number of compatible elements have been woven together. The greater the purity, the more tightly it can be woven and the greater the strength of the weave. The perfect balance of the compatible elements grants the mana the purity it needs for greater compression. The mana contained in the statue has reached maximum purity, allowing it to be compressed to a significant degree.]

      

      

      
        
        [Certainty: 93.4%]

      

      

      Hold on, if this mana is so pure, why hasn’t it poisoned the universal mana pool already?

      
        
        [Query: Why doesn’t the mana in these enchantments increase the world’s ambient mana?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: The mana contained in these enchantments is entirely trapped within the woven helix structure it possesses. This is likely a specific feature of the structure in question. This can be observed from the way the Master of the Coil’s and the Master of the Skull’s mana were unable to properly mix with the mana from the enchantment. Rather, the ritual they are participating in appears to be attempting to supplant their mana forcefully and replace their mana with this, much stronger, mana. This can also be seen through the inability of other mana to penetrate the woven helix structure, making it effectively invulnerable. More information is needed to confirm this answer.]

      

      

      
        
        [Certainty: 61.5%]
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          CHAPTER 41

        

      

    

    
      Snapping out of his daze as Thomas and Ellie appeared next to him, John shook his head, clearing away the questions spinning through his mind. At this point, the only thing that mattered was that John got to Kythov and shut down the ritual before the Necromancer managed to complete it. Judging from how quickly the mana he could sense was growing, it wouldn’t be long.

      “Do we just walk through?”

      “I’m guessing that if we do, the statues will come to life,” John replied to Ellie’s question. “Thomas, have you ever seen anything like this?”

      “I have not, sir. Might I suggest we simply cross to the door and proceed on?”

      “Haha, yeah. Let’s do it. No time to waste.”

      Reaching out to take Ellie’s hand, water splashed around John’s feet and he slipped forward, moving swiftly across the floor. He had only managed to make it halfway across the room when light suddenly shot up from the floor, transforming into translucent white curtains. Sliding to a stop just before they slammed into the curtain of light that appeared in front of them, John and Ellie both reached out to steady themselves.

      The light was warm but firm and rippled as they touched it. Eyes narrowing, John slammed his fist into the curtain, but apart from setting off hundreds of ripples, nothing happened. To John, it felt like punching his fist into a pillow as the force of his blow was dispersed into nothingness. Glancing around, he realized that the entire room was covered in these curtains. They were difficult to see through, and the bright light of the room made it doubly so as the light was further reflected and diffused by the curtains.

      In the distance, he could see a blurry shape that appeared to be Thomas, but there were at least a few light curtains between them. Snorting, John closed his eyes, recalling the pattern on the ground he’d spotted when they first entered the room. Since he didn’t know exactly where Thomas was, he couldn’t help him, but thanks to Mental Model he was able to determine his own location.

      “I’m going ahead,” John called out.

      Not getting a response, he frowned and tapped on the screen of light, sending more ripples through it. When he didn’t hear a single sound back from the point of impact, he let out a sigh.

      “These walls seem to be sound proof. They’re just about indestructible as well. The same mana keeping the Master of the Coil alive is also running through these as well. Do you have any way to communicate with Thomas over a distance?”

      Nodding, Ellie crouched and began drawing on the ground.

      “Yes, I can use an earth spirit. Give me a moment.”

      While Ellie traced out her spell, John examined the paths that led to the right and left, and once she was done he led the way down the left path, soon turning a corner. With quick steps and a calm expression, he ran through the maze of light as if he had made it and Ellie followed him quietly, her eyes fixed on the back of his head, her thoughts impossible to read. Coming around another corner, John held up his hand to stop her and then walked out in front of the stone statue that stood there.

      No sooner had he crossed its vision than the mana inside the statue flared to life and light surged out of the curtain, wrapping around the statue as it began to move. Stone ground against stone as its arms rose into the air. Beams of light shone from its eyes and mouth like flashlights, sweeping over John as it locked onto him. With a creak the stone statue jumped forward and slammed its arms down on John, who dodged gracefully to the side.

      With a crashing sound, the statue’s fists pounded against the ground, throwing up splinters of stone as it cracked the floor. For a moment, John hesitated, his hand on his sword. He could see threads of the door’s mana running through the statue and knew it would be impossible to chop the statue apart. The closer he got to the door of the first Mage, the more often he was encountering the strange woven mana, and the harder it was getting to proceed without using his own mana. In the two seconds it took for the stone statue to recover its balance after its attack, John pulled mana into his brain, activating Mental Model.

      
        
        [Query: How long will it take me to cut through the enchantment’s mana with mine?]

      

      

      
        
        [Answer: Two seconds per strand.]

      

      

      
        
        [Certainty: 99.98%]

      

      

      Clenching his teeth, John let go of his sword and balled his fist. A burning look came into his eyes and he stepped forward, his fist flying at the statue’s face. He was moving so fast that Ellie didn’t even see him strike, only the statue reeling as a spiderweb crack formed on its cheek. Not satisfied with his attack, John stepped forward and slammed his fist into the statue’s chest. Before it could fly away, he grabbed its arm and pulled it back, at the same time kicking its thigh as hard as he could.

      A loud crack echoed through the air and the stone statue’s leg seemed to shift. Not stopping for a moment, John began pounding his balled fist into the statue’s chest, causing the stone to crack and crumble. Like a pounding sledgehammer, John’s fist crushed stone with every single blow, furthering the spiderweb of cracks running through the magical golem. To its credit, the golem tried to attack John, but no matter how it hit him his body was impossible to strike. Finally, with one last punch, John’s fist sank into the completely broken stone of the golem’s chest. A flicker of incredibly bright light shone from the golem’s chest, but John was in no mood to see what it was.

      Reaching into the golem’s broken chest, his fingers carved deep gouges as he pulled out a glowing mana crystal. As soon as the stone left the golem’s chest the light it was pulling from the curtain began to fade and the light in its eyes dimmed. Squeezing his hand, John felt a rough explosion of mana as the mana stone burst in his grasp. Kicking the dying golem away, John’s head turned toward the end of the passage where another of the magical golems was standing silently, its head turned straight ahead. From what he could remember, there were at least six more golems before he and Ellie could leave the room, a fact that irritated him to no end.

      “Come along,” John growled, stalking toward the next golem.

      Even without his spells or using his mana, John moved steadily through the maze, crushing every single magical statue he came across with his bare hands. Ellie following behind him had never seen him like this, but after watching him completely pulverize a statue’s head just by squeezing, she was starting to get worried. There was a murderous look in John’s eyes that grew with every single statue he destroyed, and by the time they reached the last one, it was so strong it caused Ellie’s breath to catch in her throat.

      Seeing the last statue standing at the end of the hall and the door beyond it, John paused for a brief moment, the aura around him growing even more dangerous. Ellie, who was standing behind him, felt a light tug on her pants and looked down, seeing a small figure who was holding a spear. Pointing at John, the spectre who had been hiding in her shadow spoke quietly, as if afraid John might hear.

      “You need to get away from him. He’s too dangerous.”

      Taken aback, Ellie looked up and saw that the air around John was starting to warp. It had been clear that his patience had been wearing thin, but Ellie couldn’t remember a time when he’d this much trouble controlling himself. Normally his emotional fluctuations didn’t cause his mana to leak out of his body, but it seemed that whatever was causing the shift in his feelings was proving too much for him to control. Despite recognizing the wisdom of the spectre’s words, Ellie shook her head stubbornly and walked forward, grabbing onto John’s shirt as he was about to go after the last remaining statue.

      “John.”

      Feeling him freeze in place when she touched him, Ellie nearly exclaimed and drew her hand back. Though she had only brushed up against his skin, it was scorching. Resisting the urge to pull her hand away, she tugged on his shirt, turning him around to face her. As their eyes met, Ellie felt as if her soul was about to be devoured by the flames that seemed to burn in John’s eyes, forcing her to look away. Letting her eyes drop to his chest, she tried to speak calmly.

      “John, what’s wrong? Why are you so worked up?”

      “Because this stupid game and this stupid world insist on making everything hard. I don’t want hard. I want to retire. And more and more, I’m starting to think that I’m going to have to burn down the world to get it.”

      Frowning, she reached for his hand again, but John stepped back, putting some distance between them.

      “You should stay back, Ellie. I don’t know how much longer I can keep it under control. And if my mana goes out of control, nothing around me will survive. You should have gone to the tower instead of coming with me.”

      Shaking her head firmly, Ellie stepped forward, closing the distance between them.

      “If you are having trouble controlling your mana, that’s all the more reason for me to be here. Sit down.”

      His eyes narrowing, John was about to reply when Ellie looked him full in the eyes, her gaze hard.

      “I said sit down.”

      Without waiting for him to respond, Ellie sat on the ground, crossing her legs and getting into the familiar meditation position. After a moment of hesitation, John finally brushed aside the emotions swirling through him and sat down as well, allowing his back to touch Ellie’s. Hearing her gasp, he wanted to get back up, but she reached back to grab him, holding him where he was.

      “Focus.”

      They had been practicing the dual breathing technique a lot and had grown quite proficient with it, but this time, as Ellie created a ball of mana and handed it to him, John found himself hard-pressed to take it without hurting her. There was a deep impatience in his soul, a desire to simply unleash his full might and crush everything in his path. It had grown as he’d swung his fists, and with every blow he’d landed on the magical stone statues he’d found it more difficult to keep his composure. The feeling of impatience now threatened to overwhelm him, but thankfully Ellie had recognized something was off, and by forcing him to sit down and meditate, she’d been able to awaken him to his state.

      “Remember,” Ellie said, her breath slightly frazzled, “we’re not in any rush.”

      “I don’t know if I need to remind you, but we’re trying to stop the end of the world,” John said, his lips turning down in a frown.

      “Not at the expense of your well-being we’re not,” came Ellie’s reply. “I know you’re worried, John. But the only way we’ll come out of this in one piece is by approaching it calmly.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      Closing his eyes, John breathed out, doing his best to expel all the messy thoughts in his head. As gently as he could, he took the mana Ellie had sent him and compressed it, stopping just short of transforming it into a mana crystal. Ignoring the voice in his mind urging him to rush out of the maze, John took a moment to play with the ball of mana in his hands, forcing himself to slow down. After passing it back to Ellie, he sat quietly, letting his raging emotions and the calmness of his surroundings clash. He found it helpful to remove himself from both of the feelings, allowing his mind to stand as a lighthouse amidst the crashing waves of his thoughts and feelings.

      After passing the mana back and forth a dozen times, Ellie finally stopped, dismissing the mana she had started to gather with a wave. Getting up, she walked around John, who was still sitting quietly on the floor, her eyes fixing on his face. The murderous aura that had begun to build up around him was gone, though Ellie could tell it hadn’t really vanished—it was just hidden under the surface.

      “Are you feeling better?”

      Slowly opening his eyes, the first thing John saw was Ellie leaning over him, her eyes searching his face. The clear concern in them seemed to cut to John’s core, and he nodded gently.

      “I am. Thank you.”

      “What happened? That’s not like you.”

      Smiling bitterly, John stood up, his gaze dropping to his hand as he opened and closed his fingers.

      “Do you know what lies beyond the level of a sage?”

      Taken aback by the abrupt shift of topic, Ellie shook her head, causing John to sigh and shrug.

      “I don’t really either. But I do know that when a physical body achieves it, it starts to play havoc with your mind. To put it more simply, my body is so strong that when I use it fully, it starts to change my thoughts.”

      Digesting what John was saying, Ellie suddenly blinked and looked up, meeting his eyes.

      “Is that why high-level beasts go mad?”

      “Yeah, I think so. Once it starts, it’s almost impossible to stop. The mana I can access can’t break through these statue’s defenses, which only leaves burning them with my own mana or crushing them to pieces with my fingers. I thought doing it by hand would be better since I only have about ten seconds of mana use left and I want to save that for Kythov. But clearly I misjudged my ability to keep my feelings under control.”

      “It’s easy to do,” Ellie said, a small smile curling at the corners of her lips as she offered her hand to John. “Can I help you with this last statue?”

      Taking Ellie’s hand, John stood up and brushed off his pants. Looking at the magical stone statue standing at the end of the maze, he shook his head.

      “No. It’ll be faster if I do it. We’ve already delayed too long. I won’t lose control this time.”

      “Are you sure? I want to help.”

      “You have,” John said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Seriously, you have. But leave this to me.”
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      Without giving her a chance to argue, John dashed ahead, moving so quickly it looked like he teleported. In an instant he had arrived at the end of the passage and slammed his fist into the still-inert stone statue. This time he didn’t hold back at all, unleashing all his strength at once. Even before he hit the statue, the murderous aura Ellie had felt before erupted around him, causing the air to compress and crack. As his aura slammed into the statue it began to eat away at the stone, causing deep cracks to run through it even as it started to come to life. Right before the light of the barriers could cover it, John’s fist landed, crushing the broken stone of its chest and obliterating the mana stone it contained.

      Falling into pieces as its mana source was destroyed, the statue failed to even activate and the white curtain of mana returned to normal. Hearing an exclamation behind him, John held up his finger, indicating that Ellie should wait. With his eyes closed, he pulled his aura back into his body, forcing it back into a dormant state and binding it tightly in place. Though it was a struggle, he was confident in his ability to control it after the meditation session, and soon he’d returned to the completely normal state Ellie was familiar with.

      “Hah. I should have done that with the others as well,” John said, clenching his fist. “I thought it would be better to only allow a bit of my strength to manifest, but it’s clearly more efficient to use fifty percent.”

      Unable to understand John’s mumblings, Ellie was suddenly reminded of the horrifying sight she’d seen the first and only time she’d looked at him with her True Sight skill. Swallowing, she jogged over to where he was standing amidst the rubble of the destroyed statue. Just beyond them was the door that led out of the room, but before they walked toward it, John looked back through the maze. Thomas’ figure was impossible to see, and for a moment John considered going back to find him, only to reject the thought. As if she could sense his thoughts, Ellie put her hand on his arm.

      “Thomas is fine. He said we should go on ahead. He’s making his way through the maze with the help of my earth spirit and should catch up soon.”

      “Good.”

      Turning to the door, John took a step forward, only to stop as mana suddenly started to condense in the floor and ceiling. A moment later another white mana screen suddenly manifested in front of them, causing John to narrow his eyes and clench his fist. Before he could attack, a faint figure appeared in the light, slowly growing more solid as they watched.

      “Hello friend! Or maybe friends? Who knows? Haha, I certainly don’t, as I am but an unknowing shadow left behind in this world. Welcome to my tower. I am Azewix Thutrix Valehawk, a Mage of the seventh order and a member of the Candle Scholar Tower. Haha, I’d guess none of that means anything to you, but if you’ve arrived here, you will undoubtedly learn more in due time. Welcome. Oh, I said that before, didn’t I? Hmm, what was next? Oh, right! You have arrived at my tower! Though it may not look impressive, inside you will find the two most valuable things in this lower world.

      “The first is a record of all the basic information necessary for practicing each of the five classes up to the fourth order, which is the limit this world can sustain. Along with it are notes recorded by yours truly to help illuminate the path. Magic is a wondrous thing, and the path is long and can often feel meandering. Why, I remember when I was just a first-order Mage, only able to cast basic level spells. It took me years to learn to properly cast Dancing Light, and even longer to learn a basic Fireball spell. In fact, it wasn’t until I met my master that I managed to understand even the first thing about magic. Still, that didn’t stop me. I was obsessed with magic from the first moment I saw a street magician make a ball vanish. Never did figure out how he did it.”

      Falling silent, a ruminating expression on his face, the image of Azewix Thutrix Valehawk seemed to be lost in his recollection for a moment before snapping back to the present.

      “Haha, but you’re not here to listen to me reminisce about my past. Or maybe you are? Either way, I have no idea. But what was I saying? Oh, right. The first thing you’ll find is some of my notes. They’re carved on the walls of the room using the dimensional door’s mana. Its stability is unmatched, so they should last forever and be impervious to any force in this world. The second thing you’ll find is said dimensional door. I’m not afraid to say it was the greatest thing I’ve ever made, at least until the point I left this world. Who knows if I’ve done greater things since then. I probably have.

      “Regardless, along with the summoned, I created a fixed dimensional door that leads to the Candle Scholar Tower. It’s important for you to understand that, though I was dispatched to this lower world to assist against the beasts and prevent humanity from being destroyed, further interference is not allowed according to the agreement reached between the Council of Greater Races. Section thirty-five B only allows for a single point of interference and limits what can be done.

      “But I’m sure you didn’t fight your way here to discuss the finer points of the Codex of the Endless Worlds. Rather, if you’re seeking me out, you undoubtedly wish to understand more about this world and the worlds beyond. Depending on your performance against the guardians and the level of mana you possess, I will adjust the recording. Please give me a moment while I examine your results.”

      For a moment, the image on the curtain shimmered and then it solidified again, this time showing Azewix Thutrix Valehawk with a perplexed face. Silence reigned over the passage as he stared at the spot where John and Ellie stood, seeming to look through them at something else. Just when John was growing impatient and was about to try and barge past the curtain, the recording of the first Mage sighed and shook his head.

      “Somehow the world has deviated from what I predicted. Only someone with mana beyond what this world can support could possibly activate this recording, but that means it will not be long before this world upgrades, destroying everyone in it. I do not know who you are, but I certainly hope you know what you’re doing. If you arrived by accident, then you should also know how to operate the dimensional gate. I feel obligated to remind you that the penalty for the destruction of a lower world is severe, so leaving as soon as possible is your best choice.

      “If that is not the case and you are native to this world, I can only imagine you are a genius or a beast of surpassing power. Either way, it’s unlikely you understand what your existence brings to this world. Through this door is a gate that will lead you out of this world, sending you to a wider world where your talents can shine. You have stepped foot on a path that is both dangerous and exhilarating. You can activate the gate beyond this door with your mana or your aura, assuming they are of sufficient strength. I look forward to meeting you in person.”

      As the curtain of light faded away, John saw that Ellie was staring at him, her expression one of shock mixed with confusion. Sensing that she was about to ask him a question, he quickly shrugged.

      “I’m just as confused as you are. I don’t know what half the stuff he was talking about was. But it’s clear that he knew how much trouble this world would be in if someone like me appeared.”

      “Are you going to have to leave?” Ellie asked, taking the conversation in a completely different direction than John expected.

      “Uh, I’m not sure. I’m hoping we can figure it out, but if we can’t I don’t see how there’s another option.”

      Hearing Ellie mumble something under her breath, John’s brow furrowed. Even with his mana-enhanced hearing it was too quiet for him to catch.

      “Pardon?”

      “Nothing.”

      Shaking her head, Ellie pointed at the door that stood in front of them. Unlike the other doors they had passed through, this one wasn’t sealed with magic, and as John walked up to it, it actually opened by itself, sliding into the floor with a rumble. Feeling only slightly bad for melting the other doors into slag, John stepped through the short passage into the room beyond, Ellie following close behind him.

      A wide chamber close to two hundred feet across appeared in his sight. The same sort of stonework he’d found in the maze room decorated the walls and ceiling, and embedded mana stones made it quite bright. A decorative stone pattern on the floor showed an open book with a candle set above it, both contained in the outline of a tower. The tip of the tower was angled like the point of an arrow and directed his attention to a dais where a stone doorway stood. Unlike the other doors they had passed through, this door was nothing but a frame of smooth stone, filled with a shimmering curtain of light that held a bluish tint to it.

      Standing a dozen feet tall and at least ten feet wide, it was huge and shone with an otherworldly air. No sooner had he seen it than John knew it was the door Azewix Thutrix Valehawk had been speaking of. Even if he hadn’t possessed Astral Insight as a skill, he would have been able to identify it as a portal leading to another world. At the moment it was inert, but John could sense the tremendous amount of power it contained. Power that was being siphoned away by the ghostly figure standing in front of it.

      The room wasn’t empty, and besides John and Ellie, he could see a few dozen robed figures scattered around. Most of them were standing inside runes that had been drawn on the floor with a mixture of blood and something John couldn’t quite place. However, none of the figures participating in the ritual were strong enough to draw John’s attention apart from a single one. Hovering in front of the dimensional doorway was a pale green spirit, his arms raised as he spoke arcane words that seeped into the ritual runes that surrounded him.

      Despite his ethereal body, the mana rolling off him couldn’t be ignored, and John could immediately tell he was at the sage level. Eyes narrowing, John was about to dash forward when the spirit let out a final shout, coming to the end of his chant. With the robed figures echoing his words, the spirit slowly turned around, revealing his face to John and Ellie. Unlike what Ellie had expected, the spirit had a young appearance, with short hair that was pushed to the side and a soft, almost chubby face. Two gaping holes where his eyes should have been lent an air of horror to an otherwise completely normal-looking young man.

      “You made it,” Kythov said, his voice soft and his lips curling into a smile. “It was taking you longer than I anticipated though, so I wondered if I had misjudged you.”

      Shaking his head, John pointed a finger at Kythov.

      “Stop lying. You didn’t believe we would make it all the way here. Your tricks were clever, but not nearly as effective as you believe.”

      Floating down from the dais, Kythov tilted his head to the side.

      “Oh? Do tell.”

      “First, you sent the undead to attack the town, hoping to prey on our goodwill to divert our attention to saving the villagers. Your hope was that we would be too occupied trying to save them to come stop you. Sending your legendary henchmen to delay us was for the same purpose.”

      “It is true,” Kythov said, laughing lightly. “I never expected you to be so cold-hearted as to abandon all those helpless people. That’s the sort of thing I would expect from a villain, not the hero of the world.”

      Not bothering to correct Kythov’s assumption, John just shrugged.

      “We do what we must.”

      “Haha, I prefer to do what I can.”

      “The second tactic you used was delaying us with your so-called immortal minions. I’m quite curious how you managed to tie the mana of the dimensional door to them.”

      “Is that why you’re stalling?” Kythov asked, still smiling.

      “Yup. I’m trying to work out how the mana that makes up the dimensional door is compressed like that,” John replied, not bothering to hide it.

      The mana that came off the dimensional door was the same as the mana John had been sensing this entire time, and now that he was closer, the feeling it gave him was much clearer. There was a completeness to it he couldn’t quite grasp, as if the five woven strands contained all things and yet contained nothing at the same time. Regardless, it was clear that the enchantment keeping Jepsef and the Master of the Skull alive was siphoning this mana off and injecting it into their bodies.

      “Haha, if you find out how to reconstruct it, let me know,” Kythov said, shrugging. “I’ve been trying to figure it out for months and have made no real progress.”

      “I won’t,” John replied in a matter-of-fact voice. “Anyway, as I was saying, you put the seal there as a test, to see how strong we were. If we killed the tough-but-stupid Master of the Coil, you would know and that would give you a gauge against our strength. Likewise, if we killed the smarter Master of the Skull, you would again be able to gauge our threat level.”

      “Which you were able to do, though clearly not at a cost to yourself. I feel gratified that my weak minions were able to take down three of your party members,” Kythov said, his eyes gleaming with schadenfreude.

      “But…”

      Cutting Ellie off with a wave, John stepped forward and smiled.

      “The most clever move, however, was in setting a seal over the third door and then keeping the Master of the Blade with you. After all, how could we bypass the seal without killing him? If we managed to do so, you would know we had a way to break magic that was stronger than your spells. The fact that two of us are standing here gives you a good sense of our abilities, allowing you to formulate a strategy for trying to deal with us.”

      “My, that is quite the deduction. And here I thought you were just a dumb farmer.”

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever met a dumb farmer before,” John replied, taking another step forward. “It’s surprisingly challenging work. Takes a lot of ingenuity.”

      Listening to the two of them banter back and forth, Ellie had to admit she was quite confused. Normally, John’s standard mode was to run in and smash everything to pieces, but he seemed unusually reluctant to do it this time. Instead, he seemed to be content to have a casual conversation with the Necromancer. The entire time they chatted, John continued to move forward slowly, and when he had nearly reached the first robed cultist he shook his head and let out a loud sigh.
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      “It’s a thorny problem, isn’t it,” Kythov said, gesturing to the door behind him. “I would be beyond interested in opening up your brain to take a look if you were able to figure it out.”

      “Oh, that’s not what I’m sighing about,” John replied, placing his hand on his sword. “I just thought that you would have attacked by now. Here I am giving you every opportunity to launch that spell you’ve placed on the floor, but instead you’ve just been chatting away. But I’m starting to lose patience, so I guess I’ll kick us off.”

      With a ringing sound, John’s sword jumped from its sheath and his feet flickered with flames as he kicked toward the Necromancer. Behind him, Ellie lifted the wand she’d been holding by her side and let out a shout.

      “Sigvald!”

      With a loud crowing, Sigvald jumped into the air, his wings spreading wide to shield her from the attacks that suddenly flew toward her. As soon as John had moved, all the robed figures had pointed their hands at Ellie and John, unleashing a barrage of pale-green darts. Swooping around Ellie, Sigvald battered the darts away as Ellie began mumbling a chant under her breath. Around her, the remaining spectres who had been hiding in her shadow dashed out, heading for the cultists.

      Completely ignoring the darts, John shot toward Kythov, his burning eyes fixed on the still-smiling Necromancer. Waving casually, Kythov seized control of the nearby mana and threw it at John, clearly trying to slap him into the ground. The Necromancer was a sage level class holder and his control of mana was exceptional, allowing him to easily gain control over ambient mana in his surroundings. Judging by the amount of mana he’d taken control of, John suspected he was even stronger than Togene and the Hermit.

      Though he could have retaken control of the mana without much trouble, John was curious about what level of strength Kythov possessed. When he’d fought the Necromancer all those years ago, Kythov had possessed a physical form but had not yet made it to the sage level. He had been a terrifying, corpse-like man, but now he looked like he had been completely rejuvenated. Admittedly, he still lacked a body, but his spiritual form was unusually solid considering his current state.

      Slashing fiercely with his sword, John cut the incoming mana apart and dashed through the hole he’d made, closing in on Kythov. Seeing his attack easily defeated, Kythov raised one of his eyebrows and muttered under his breath, suddenly exchanging places with one of the robed cultists. With a sharp scream that cut off abruptly, the cultist’s head spun away, accompanied by a spray of blood. From across the room, Kythov let out a laugh and pointed his finger at John, summoning a spectral creature that looked like a small ghoul.

      Flicking his sword to the side to clear the blood, John didn’t wait for whatever attack Kythov had in store, instead dashing back toward the Necromancer, flames flaring at his feet as he accelerated. As soon as he saw the flames, Kythov’s laugh cut off and he glared at John with growing recognition. John wasn’t sure how the Necromancer could see, given his eyeless state, but considering that Kythov was a spirit, it probably didn’t matter much.

      “You. I recognize you,” Kythov said, his expression starting to warp. “You are the one who killed my body!”

      Nodding, John dashed across the room, his sword held down at his side. The Cultists in his way scattered, rushing toward Ellie and Sigvald.

      “And I’m here to finish the job,” John said, stabbing his sword forward.

      Once again, Kythov gathered mana together and threw it in John’s way, simply trying to buy some time for his spell to complete. Managing to slow John’s thrust marginally, he let out a shout and the empty space where his eyes were located flashed as another ethereal creature appeared, this one looking like an abomination with tentacles for arms. Both of the creatures charged forward, growing in size with each step.

      “Haha, that’s a wonderful dream, but your sword is what led me to my current state and, ironically, it is also what will seal your defeat! Let me show you the power I have gained since our last encounter. You freed me to understand a new perspective, allowing me to capture and control the spirits of all creatures!”

      With a scream, the ghoul spirit pounced at John, its raking claws leaving strange fluctuations in the air wherever it passed. At the same time, the larger spirit that looked like an abomination lowered what John could only assume was a shoulder and tried to slam into John. Leaning back to dodge the first spirit’s claws, John stabbed out with his sword, skewering the tip of one of the large spirit’s flailing tentacles. With a jerk he pulled it off-balance, taking advantage of its shift in direction to slip past it, stabbing his long dagger into its thigh. Both of the creatures felt more like a thick jelly than actual flesh-and-blood creatures, but since his weapons were coated in mana the effect was the same.

      A deep cry of pain echoed out of the large spirit’s mouth, causing a few of the robed cultists to clutch their heads as the sound shook their minds. Before John could pull his dagger out, the other spirit was on him, attacking with lightning-fast slashes. Dodging the first two, John spun away from the side of the large spirit, his sword forming a net of flashing silver as he deftly blocked each blow.

      Suddenly seizing an opportunity, John stabbed with his dagger, threading it through the ghoul spirit’s flailing limbs and sinking the blade deep into the spirit’s throat. A choked scream sounded as blue flames suddenly erupted from the dagger, transforming the spirit into ash in an instant. Before the spirit had finished burning away, John had vanished, flying across the room toward Kythov, who was busy trying to cast a spell. The Necromancer’s hands were gesturing wildly as mana gathered around him, but when John disappeared from his view, he abandoned his spell without hesitation.

      On the other side of the room, Ellie was fighting fiercely with the robed cultists. Her spells sent raging wind and sharp raindrops around the room while Sigvald’s mighty wings arced with lightning. The spectres assisted her, their tiny figures darting from shadow to shadow as they stabbed crystal blades into the cultist whenever the opportunity presented itself.

      Glancing at John and Kythov, Ellie found herself having to blink. Both John and Kythov were moving so quickly that, to an outside observer, their bodies were simply a blur, but to them everything appeared to move in slow motion. John crossed the air, his footsteps exploding with flame every time they fell, compressing the air to such a degree that it was solid enough for him to push off. His sword slashed toward Kythov’s spectral neck, blue flames appearing frozen on its edge, while his dagger stabbed toward the side of the Necromancer’s chest.

      Moving only a fraction slower, Kythov held out his hand and a puff of foul-smelling smoke erupted from it, clearing to reveal a familiar skull that appeared from the air next to him. His other hand was thrust forward, fingers splayed out wide. A dozen spirits, moaning and shrieking, poured from his hand, swirling around his body. As John’s sword came close, the spirits threw themselves into his blade, impeding its progress. The first and second ones were burned to ash by the flames that surrounded the blade, but by the time his blade arrived at the third one, it had slowed down by a fraction.

      More and more spirits poured out of his outstretched hand, interposing themselves between Kythov and the blue flames as the Necromancer lifted the skull in his other hand and spoke an arcane word. Sensing mana gathering, John abandoned both his attacks and slid back as large bone spears poked out of the air, stabbing at him. Using his dagger to deflect one of the bone spears into the others, John spun around, his sword slashing up at Kythov from a tricky angle, only to find himself chased by the tortured spirits that continued to pour out of Kythov’s hand.

      Gritting his teeth, John tried to push through them, but even though the spirits died as soon as they touched the blue flame on his sword, each one that died seemed to add a small weight to the tip of his sword, trying to drag it toward the ground. Realizing he was being targeted by a curse, John let out a shout and pushed more mana into his blade, burning away the corrupt mana clinging to it.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Seeing the blue flames flare up around John’s blade, Ellie’s heart sank. It was clear things were starting to get serious if he was being forced to use his mana. Pushing aside a green dart that flew toward her with a gust of wind, Ellie pushed mana into her eyes, activating True Sight. John was occupied with Kythov, so he couldn’t destroy the enchantment siphoning off the mana from the dimensional door and feeding it to the sage Necromancer and his legendary level minions. Scanning the room, she saw a twisted collection of mana in the air. Clumps of mana hovered over each of the spots where the robed cultists stood, and as Ellie watched they twisted and flowed out of the room, heading back down the passage. Crouching down, she ignored the cultists, trusting Sigvald and the spectres to protect her as she sought a way to disrupt the enchantment.

      Burning through the curse that shrouded his sword, John pulled all the mana in the surrounding area into the flames that coated his blade, causing them to burst forth with greater strength, at the same time thrusting toward Kythov’s heart. The ethereal Necromancer redirected the bone spears to intercept John’s attack, and even as they slammed into his sword a new bunch of sharpened bones stabbed at John, their points glinting with a poisonous green glow. Continuing to push the tip of his sword forward, John’s dagger danced, blocking all the bone spears stabbing toward him as he attempted to kill Kythov then and there.

      With the deluge of spirits still pouring from his hand failing to block John’s attack, Kythov’s body flickered and he vanished, reappearing nearby. The skull in his hand flashed again and this time a ghostly skull shot out of it, expanding until it was four feet tall as its jaw clattered, biting down on John’s head. Twirling his sword, John used the side of the blade to slap the skull away, crushing it into pieces, and then borrowed the counterforce to redirect his sword into a chop that fell down on Kythov as John stepped forward. Blue flames danced around him, continuing to incinerate the spirits that charged toward him as he chased after the retreating Necromancer.

      Faced with another attack, Kythov screamed, his jaw twisting grotesquely as thousands of insects suddenly poured out of his mouth. Each of the insects had a hard shell with three pairs of wings and a saw-like proboscis on its head. A small white skull marking on their carapace alerted John to what they were even before he heard Kythov’s shout.

      “Face my corpse beetle legion!”

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Eyes narrowing, John drew back a step, his sword cutting a corpse beetle out of the air. Slamming into the ground hard enough to leave a crack, the corpse beetle struggled back to its feet, twisting this way and that in pain. Two of its wings had been sheared by the blade and blue flame continued to flicker on it, trying to eat through its tough shell.

      Corpse beetles are resistant to flame, even my flame. This is going to get difficult unless I really let go.

      His mind operating at incredible speed as he dodged the swarm of corpse beetles, John saw that Kythov was starting to retreat. John was constantly pumping mana into Mental Model and his skill was growing at a visible rate, but he ignored the notifications popping up and burst forward, charging toward Kythov. The blue flames that surrounded him provided a tiny bit of deterrence toward the corpse beetles, but for the most part they were entirely unafraid of them, throwing themselves down onto John and trying to stab their mouths into his skin.

      Shaking off a corpse beetle that had landed on his shoulder, John stabbed his sword at Kythov, but the Necromancer tossed the skull he had been holding into the air. Dark mana swirled around it, forming a body composed of twisted mana. Two arms stretched out, grasping bone spears that shot out of mid-air as the skull transformed into a dark spirit. Slashing, John let out a mental groan when he felt the two bone spears stop his blade dead in the air.  Despite putting chips in one of the spears and a crack in the other, John guessed the skull warrior wasn’t limited to two spears. Sure enough, after trying to stab John with the cracked bone spear, the dark spirit dropped it and grasped at the air, pulling another, perfectly whole bone spear out.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Eight seconds left.

      Bringing down his sword with enough force to shake the room, John felt the bone spears the dark spirit was using buckle and then shatter, turning into a thousand shards as his sword continued down, cutting into the dark spirit’s shoulder. Before he could capitalize on the damage he’d just done, the corpse beetles were back, rushing toward him. With an annoyed snort, he was about to unleash a storm of flames around him when he heard a voice call out.

      “Sigvald! Help John!”

      Crackling lightning arced across the room, stunning the beetles in the lead and causing the others to falter as the formation dipped toward the ground. Wings beating, Sigvald rushed across the room, his beak falling on one of the stunned corpse beetles. A powerful crunching sound rang out as the thunderbird crushed the beetle and swallowed it down. His visible eye lighting up, Sigvald lunged for another before it could get away.

      With pecks that were so fast even John had trouble seeing them, Sigvald chomped away at the beetles, stalking forward into the midst of the beetle legion. Freed from their interference, John had already exchanged a dozen blows with the dark spirit, each of his attacks cutting a major chunk out of the spirit’s mana-formed body. Even as he cut into it, he could feel it attempting to pull mana from its surroundings to repair itself, but the blue flames that enveloped the spirit made that impossible. Covering every inch of the dark spirit, the flames raged as they devoured its mana, dealing further damage to both its body and the spirit that inhabited it.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]
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      With one last slash, John managed to cut the dark spirit’s head apart, destroying the body it kept trying to reform. Before it could fly away, John’s dagger thrust forward and a spinning blue Flame Arrow shot through its eye socket, causing it to explode into thousands of pieces. The explosion was powerful, but John simply drew a shield of mana around himself as he darted toward Kythov once again.

      It was obvious from the Necromancer’s panicked expression that he’d never imagined John would be so powerful. Despite being a sage, Kythov lacked one of the most important advantages sages had over other class holders. Typically a sage would rely on their powerful physical body as much as their control over mana, but Kythov, being a spirit, only had half of the strength of a sage. While his mana was tremendously powerful, John’s flames seemed to be the perfect counter for it.

      Now, forced to retreat as his two strongest shields, the dark spirit and the corpse beetles, were broken, Kythov’s face twisted into a terrible scowl. John was quickly approaching and there was no space left to run. Forced into a dead end, the Necromancer let out a vicious laugh and threw his hands open, exposing his chest. The pale green body revealed suddenly grew even more solid and a gaping wound appeared, running across his left breast where his heart was. The wound was so deep that it exposed his purplish heart, and to John’s disgust he could see maggots wriggling around in the wound.

      Screaming in pain, Kythov ripped the heart from his chest, causing blood to drip down to the ground. Even moving as fast as he was, John wasn’t close enough to stop Kythov from crushing the heart, causing dark blood to pour out onto the floor, carrying with it a stench that caused Ellie to gag. The blood, hitting the floor just before John’s sword pierced his head, writhed and exploded, spreading all over the room.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      With a hole in his head and blue flames starting to creep across his body, Kythov laughed again and pointed his finger at John, causing John to feel as if he’d fallen into a morass. Despite being terribly wounded, Kythov still appeared able to act normally, and John could sense the mana from the dimensional door throughout the Necromancer’s ethereal body. It was clear, now that he was up close, that Kythov had already succeeded in tying himself to the door and its indestructible mana, making it impossible for John to kill him without unraveling the woven pattern the mana took on.

      Even as he slowed down, a few of the drops of blood that spattered around the room landed on John, burning away under the intense mana flame that covered him. Sensing the strength of the terrible corruption that existed in the black blood, John’s eyes widened imperceptibly.

      “Don’t let it touch you!”

      The blood spread across the room like thousands of worms, crawling with lightning speed as it homed in on everyone who was still alive. The first person it touched was a cultist, who screamed and fell to the ground, convulsing as the blood began to corrode her lifeforce. Next to her, the spectre who she’d been fighting tried to retreat but the blood turned to chase after him. Pandemonium reigned as the blood spread across the room in a blink of an eye.

      All the way across the room, Ellie reacted too late as a drop of the dark blood from Kythov’s chest slithered up onto her leg, seeping into her skin. Kythov and John had been moving so fast that Ellie, who was entirely absorbed by her attempt to break the enchantment shrouding the dimensional door, had simply not been able to react, and now the corrupted blood had begun to seep into her leg. Her face paled as she started to cast a spell using her crystal ball, but before the second word could escape from her lips, a dagger appeared in mid-air, shooting for her neck.

      Out of nowhere, the Master of the Blade, the final legendary class holder of Infinitum, appeared and threw himself at Ellie, his dagger aimed directly at her carotid artery. As skilled as she was and as naturally as she took to John’s training, Ellie’s class was not a combat class, and the speed of an assassination attack executed by a legendary class holder was simply beyond her ability to react to. Across the room, Sigvald let out a screech and started to move, even though it would be much too late by the time he got there.

      Likewise, John started to head toward her, but before he could dozens of tentacles erupted from Kythov’s body, grasping at John despite the flames that burned them. Wrapping around his body, they pulled him back, forcing him to stay where he was. Though they couldn’t actually trap him, they could delay him for the split second it would take the Master of the Blade to reach Ellie’s throat with his dagger. A hoarse yell exploded from John, but before it could travel across the room, the Master of the Blade’s self-satisfied expression changed to one of consternation.

      Two swords appeared in front of him, both thrusting horizontally across his body. The first was a dark blade that intercepted his dagger, knocking it aside before it could pierce Ellie’s skin, while the second was a silver blade that came from the other side, slicing across his unguarded throat. Believing himself unparalleled when it came to stealth, the Master of the Blade found himself at a loss. He hadn’t sensed either of the attacks before they appeared, and even now he didn’t understand why it was he couldn’t sense any danger.

      Moving forward too quickly to stop, his throat ran into the side of the moving blade and too late realization dawned. Thomas’ thrust had been timed to be just ahead of him, allowing his momentum to carry him into the sharp edge of the blade where he cut his own throat. Because the attack hadn’t actually been targeted at him, he’d failed to detect it until it was too late. Having missed his attack and sporting a terrible wound on his neck, the Master of the Blade could have tried to escape, but instead, to Thomas’ shock, he just sneered, even as blood poured from his neck, and used the last of his strength to spit.

      Tiny drops of spit transformed into small needles that glinted with poison as they shot toward Ellie’s face, peppering her cheek and ear, even as Thomas’ dark blade stabbed into his heart, driving him backward into the floor. A dozen more strikes followed as Thomas’ two bodies melded together, but no matter how much damage he did to the Master of the Blade, it couldn’t change the fact that Ellie had been wounded terribly.

      Falling backward, Ellie had never been in this much pain in her life. Her cheek, pitted by the corrosive poison on the needles the legendary Rogue spat, felt like it was on fire, and she could feel the needles worming their way deeper into her body, carrying their toxins toward her heart. At the same time, the drop of blood that had fallen on her leg was propagating rapidly, eating away at the vitality in her muscles and skin like millions of ants eating her alive. Yet, for all the pain that filled her, a single thought dominated her mind. In her mind’s eye, she could see the terrible expression that had appeared on John’s face from across the room.

      A smile curled at the corner of her lips as she finished the spell she’d been about to cast when the Master of the Blade attacked, pouring every ounce of her mana into the crystal ball. Though she could have used her mana to protect against the poison eating away at her body, she didn’t bother defending herself at all and simply flooded the crystal ball. A cracking sound rang out as the crystal ball was overloaded, but still, she didn’t stop.

      Hitting the floor, her consciousness, practically overcome by pain, faded as her mana ran out, but she clenched her teeth and spoke the last word of the spell. An intense wave of mana radiated out from her and a lightning bolt appeared, hovering in the air over one of the enchantment’s nexus points. About to scoff at Ellie’s attempt to break the enchantment, the mockery in Kythov’s heart died as the second, third, and forth lightning bolt appeared. Soon there were a dozen, and then three dozen. As the lightning bolts grew in number, John erupted.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      Flames burst out of John’s eyes and mouth, causing everything around him to melt away. Errant corpse beetles were vaporized, the stone floor transformed into magma, and the spirits that still lingered in the air turned to ash. Even Kythov, whose spirit was unusually resilient thanks to his sage-level mana, began to rapidly burn up. Across the room, Ellie had fallen unconscious, the combination of Kythov’s blood curse and the Master of the Blade’s death attack proving to be too much for her.

      Wanting to go to her, John hesitated for a moment. Without controlling the flames that burned around him, approaching Ellie would guarantee her death as she burned away along with the rest of the world, but Kythov was still clinging to him, and pulling his flames back would allow the Necromancer to survive once again, potentially giving him the opportunity to escape. As if able to sense his hesitation, Kythov gripped him even tighter, all the while laughing madly.

      “Ahahaha! Don’t you want to see your lover before she dies? Or, if you want to wait, I can let you speak to her after she’s been transformed! With my blood curse, she will become the most twisted abomination this world has ever seen! I was saving this for you, but getting her is just as good! Ahaha!”

      Barely holding onto his mana, John looked between Kythov and Ellie one more time before taking a deep breath. The blue flames that had been surging around him began to retreat into his body, where they were sealed into his bones and muscles. Despite the pain it caused, John’s face had returned to his normal impassive mask. Cackling, Kythov’s twisted face leered at John.

      “If you do that, you’ll never be able to stop me! Once again, I will flee, hiding until the day when I can rise up and conquer this world!”

      “She’s worth way more than you’ll ever be,” John replied, starting to break free from the tentacles that bound him.

      “But she’s dying!”

      Ignoring Kythov’s taunts, John took a breath, sucking all his mana out of the air and sealing it in his lungs, where it surged like a burning river.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [The apocalypse draws closer.]

      

      

      As the flames continued to retreat, Kythov struggled to hold onto John, sending out a dozen more tentacles, but John was determined to go to Ellie’s side and his sword severed them as fast as they appeared. When the last flame vanished, John was about to rush toward Ellie, whose body was withering at visible speed, dark spots appearing on her skin, when Kythov let out a triumphant cry. The last tentacle that was wrapped around John pulsed and the ritual runes that had been drawn on the ground pulsed with a bloody red light. Kythov’s half-corporeal body grew faint, falling to the ground like a sack of jelly as John’s body froze in place.

      A groan escaped John’s lips and he clutched his head. Trying to take a step toward Ellie, he fell to one knee and then the blue flames were back, erupting from his body like a volcano as the lightning that had been hovering in the air finally fell, obliterating the enchantment and the robed cultists with it. Oblivious to the effect of Ellie’s spell, John’s vision was filled with flashing windows.

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [+1 Doom Point.]

      

      

      
        
        [Quest failed. The apocalypse has arrived.]

      

      

      Though there were no trumpets to announce the end of the world, there was a small blue window that went entirely unnoticed by John. The next person to notice the change was Thomas who was frantically using healing potions on Ellie, trying to slow the spread of the cursed blood that had invaded her body. He felt a change in the air, as if it suddenly grew thicker. Taking a deep breath, he could feel the caustic edge it possessed and the thought sent a shiver down his spine. He had walked in the forbidden areas where the fallout from forbidden level spells mixed, and this was exactly what that felt like.

      The ambient mana contained in the air wasn’t yet at the point where it would cause mana sickness with every breath, but that same harsh feeling was present and Thomas could feel it eating at his lungs. Resisting the urge to cough, he was about to try and cover Ellie with his mana when a small figure appeared from under her body. Almar took one look at her and then looked at John, who was still kneeling on the floor, halfway across the room. Pulling out a small item from her pouch, the spectre activated it and placed it on Ellie’s heart. Immediately the poison spreading across her body slowed down significantly.

      Stealing a glance at the spectres who were gathering, Thomas saw that more than half of them had fallen. Some had been killed by spells or darts that the cultists had thrown out, and others by Kythov’s last blood attack, and many of those who remained were wounded. Sensing the deep sadness in the small elves, Thomas gritted his teeth. He had chosen to remain hidden to try and counter ambush the Master of the Blade, but now he was beginning to second-guess his choice. If he had emerged sooner, he may have been able to save more people. Even as regret filled his chest, Almar stepped forward and touched his shoulder lightly.

      “Your choice was not wrong, as protecting the lady is of utmost importance. This token should be able to ward her heart for some time, fighting the life-draining effect of the blood curse.”

      “Thank you,” Thomas said, looking between Almar and the rune-covered token she’d placed on Ellie’s body.

      “It will not be enough to save her,” Almar said sadly, “but maybe it will give her the chance to speak her last words. Everything else is up to the Eternal Flame.”

      Clenching a trembling fist, Thomas looked at John, who was still on one knee, blue flames burning fiercely around him.

      “Don’t you dare fail now,” Thomas mumbled under his breath as his eyes locked on John’s face.
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          CHAPTER 45

        

      

    

    
      Further out in the underground fortress, Haver and his wolves sensed the change in the air as it spread over them and shared a look. The Master of the Skull had transformed into an oversized skeleton that shot blasts of poisonous mana and raised what seemed to be an endless amount of undead, but John still hadn’t returned so there was no choice but to continue fighting. Thankfully, the destruction of the seal had erased any real intelligence the evil Necromancer had, so it was only a matter of keeping him occupied by baiting out attacks. Looking worried at the sudden increase of ambient mana, Haver dodged a blast of poison and swung his flail, taking down a summoned skeleton.

      In the last chamber, Katrine’s response was not so calm as the notification for the quest’s failure appeared in front of her face. Popping up just as Jepsef launched an attack, she missed her dodge and was slammed backward by his tail. Flying into a group of abominations, she was disoriented for a moment as they pounced on her, and in the furious melee that followed, she found herself at a disadvantage. Despite the intensity, she still managed to catch the gist of the notification window, and when it finally sunk in that John’s quest had failed, something in her mind snapped.

      “No. No. You can’t have failed.”

      Staring blankly into the air as she mumbled to herself, she completely missed a swinging claw that ripped across her face, drawing a bloody gash. The stinging pain from the wound seemed to bring her back to her senses, and she turned her bloody face toward the abomination that had wounded her. Its intelligence long corroded by the potion that had transformed it into an abomination, the monster still had its instincts, and as Katrine’s bloodshot eyes landed on it, those instincts screamed that it had to escape. Trying to back up, it found that the air had solidified around it.

      “Gale Force!”

      Katrine’s voice was hard as granite, and the surging mana around her took on the same quality as it exploded outward, sending all of the abominations flying. All but one. The monster who had wounded her writhed in terror, unable to escape the crushing force holding it in place.

      “Crushing Wind!”

      Rising into the air, her face carrying an imperious look, as if all things in the world were beneath her, Katrine clenched her fist and the trapped abomination was slowly ground into a bloody lump of flesh by the pressure of the solidified air. Across the courtyard, Jepsef was staring at Katrine unblinkingly, trying to understand why his instincts were telling him that the level of danger had just increased drastically. Confident in his powerful regeneration, he resisted the urge to escape and instead called for all the abominations to attack as he led the charge.

      Standing in the air, Katrine looked down at her hand, a slight frown crossing her face as she sensed the drastic changes she had suddenly undergone. John’s failure to stave off the apocalypse had shaken something loose in her, and all of a sudden the mana that had previously taken effort to form into spells seemed to be eager to obey her commands.

      “Storm Wind Seal.”

      Thrusting out her hand, powerful winds rushed forward, wrapping up the charging abominations and forcibly halting them in place. Even Jepsef found himself bound by the wind, barely able to push through toward Katrine. An intense feeling of terror engulfed him as Katrine’s lips opened in a cold smile.

      “Eviscerating Tempest.”

      The wind, which a moment before had simply bound them, suddenly grew incredibly sharp thorns that stabbed into the abominations and began to rotate at high speeds, ripping their bodies to bloody shreds. Drops of blackish blood sprayed through the air as Katrine floated forward. Despite the rain of blood, not even a single drop touched Katrine as she came to stop in front of Jepsef.

      Wounded all over, the transformed Alchemist’s body was beginning to heal, but not nearly as fast as it had previously. Seeing Katrine staring down at him coldly, Jepsef was too distracted to realize that something had changed. It was only when an intense pain assaulted his mind that he understood that all of the abominations had been reduced to bloody puddles and weren’t healing.

      “Did you only just realize that your regeneration has stopped working?” Katrine asked, her voice filled with detached curiosity. “I’m not sure what happened in there, but I know they were successful in at least one regard. Your immortality has turned out to be a lie.”

      Panicking, Jepsef screamed and exerted all of his strength, managing to break free of the wind that bound him. Darting away as fast as he could, he had only traveled a few feet when a terrible pain ran up his spine and he realized Katrine had caught his tail with her hand. A force unlike anything she had displayed so far erupted from her as her mana went into overdrive.

      Still holding onto the snake’s tail, Katrine seized all the newly enriched mana in the surroundings and pulled all of it together, creating two tornadoes filled with Wind Blades that spun next to each other. For the first time in their fight, the Master of the Coil felt a sense of true fear as he struggled to get away from the screaming winds. Yet no matter how much he twisted, Katrine refused to let go of his tail. Once the tornados had condensed, they crashed together on the Alchemist, cutting through Jepsef’s skin and grinding apart his bones.

      It only took a moment for them to encounter his spine that had been reinforced with the woven mana from the dimensional door. The spinning winds started to slow as they chewed into the hard bone, but Katrine let out a shout and poured even more of her mana into the two tornadoes, causing them to speed up instead. Like a meat grinder, the two tornadoes ripped Jespef to pieces, reducing him to a bloody pulp until the only thing that remained was a finger’s length of bone that Katrine held pinched between her fingers.

      Dropping it on the ground, she let the winds die down as she stared at Jepsef’s remains, almost as if she was daring him to regenerate his body. A moment later a blue window popped up in her sight.

      
        
        [Evil Society: A nefarious secret society calling itself Infinitum has infiltrated the nobility of the nations of the world. With the aid of mind-controlling magic and drugs, ill-gotten wealth, and the promise of immortality, they have sunk their claws into the noble class, using the common people of Allera and Lepiera to conduct their disgusting experiments. If not stopped, their influence will continue to grow until the entire world is in their evil grasp. You have killed the Master of the Coil, a legendary Alchemist who helped to create drugs for Infinitum. An ally of yours has killed the Master of the Blade, a legendary Rogue who helped to spread chaos and fear for Infinitum. Find and destroy their remaining two leaders.]

      

      

      Dismissing the window, Katrine turned and flew quickly further into the castle.

      It wasn’t only those deep underground who were able to sense the change in the air as the mana density slowly spread up into the valley and then continued into the mountains. On the farm, Ferdie, who was standing in his field next to one of Rebya’s tendrils, gave a worried snort. The farm, and indeed the whole area around was entirely free from undead, though there were hundreds of craters all over the ground. The giant bull could taste the extra mana in the air, and while he liked it a lot, he couldn’t help but worry about the effect on all his people.

      “John will be fine, as will everyone who enters the Shadow Tower,” Rebya said, appearing on a purple flower that opened up next to Ferdie.

      Rolling his eyes, Ferdie snorted again, as if to say, “of course John will be fine.”

      A troubled smile appeared on Rebya’s face at the sight as her eyes turned toward the earth where, deep below, John remained on one knee, blue flames burning brightly around him. Letting out a sigh, she shook her head, her voice echoing in the stillness.

      “The world’s fate hangs here. Will flames devour the world or will peace be realized? From here on, it’s up to John.”

      Unable to see the window that the voice of the world had projected to him, John was standing in a space entirely familiar to him. A dark battlefield lit by the crimson sky and covered in an endless number of burning corpses surrounded him. In his dreams he was always walking, so almost by habit he began to stride forward, unsure what direction he was traveling. Though this scene was one that often existed in his dreams, John found it was lacking the vague, hazy quality his dreams typically possessed. This had the feeling of a real battlefield, carrying him back to all those battlefields he had strode across during his days in the military.

      At least it doesn’t stink of burning corpses.

      No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than a gagging stench rose up all around him, wafting over from the hundreds of corpses whose skin and flesh were burning away nearby. Grimacing, John continued, his feet moving mechanically as he passed through the horrific scene. As he walked, his mind spun, thoughts moving through his head at blistering speed.

      Where is Ellie? Did Thomas get to her? What’s going on? Is this the result of the apocalypse?

      Further and further he walked, continually moving across the endless battlefield. Soon a day had passed, but nothing had changed apart from the corpses he passed. Without pausing, John continued to walk, his eyes staring straight ahead even as the bodies of the dead began to rise around him, grasping at him. Shaking them off, John continued on his way. He didn’t know how long he’d walked when suddenly a jolt ran through him and he stopped, his head turning to stare at the crimson sky.

      “What’s the point?”

      Not getting a response, an intense feeling of powerlessness washed over John, followed quickly by an even stronger feeling of anger. Anger at the situation, anger at Kythov, anger at himself, anger at the whole world. With that anger came an increase in the flames that surrounded him, and soon John was walking through a sea of fire that covered his vision, making it impossible to see anything around him. Stomping his foot, he shot up into the air, hovering over the flames that covered the ground in every direction. The corpses rose, wailing as they reached up toward him, as if imploring him to save them.

      Giving them a dispassionate look, John’s attention turned to the distance where he saw a raised platform above the sea of fire. Without another thought he shot toward it, moving so fast that the flames underneath him were extinguished. A moment later they rushed back in, rekindled by the mana he left in his wake. Not making a single effort to keep his mana contained, John reached the platform in a few seconds and found a familiar figure standing there. Kythov the Eyeless, his body restored to a corporeal form, was staring at him from the empty sockets where his eyes had once been, a mocking smile on his face.

      “What a world,” Kythov said before John could attack. “Do you know where we are? Haha, we’re in your mind. This, this is a reflection of your belief about the world. Your belief about yourself. I’ve been inside more people’s minds than you can imagine, and I’ve never seen anything like this. Do you know what it says about you?”

      Instead of replying, John shot forward, his fist slamming into Kythov’s face. To his surprise, his strength, which had never failed him, seemed to vanish as soon as he touched the Necromancer. Chuckling, Kythov waved his hand and a force that felt impossible to resist grabbed John, binding his arms and legs. With another wave, Kythov pulled a hundred burning corpses from the sea of flames below the platform.

      “Haha, I didn’t see that coming—ha, that’s a joke. What, you don’t find it funny? That’s okay, neither did these bodies. These are all people you’ve killed. Let them be the chain that binds you.”

      Screaming as they twisted, the corpses fused together, transforming into a bloody bone chain with cruel spikes, links made from the frozen faces of bodies. Wrapping around John, the spikes dug into his skin, causing blood to gush from a dozen places on his body. Leering at him, Kythov waved again and a scene appeared in the air above the platform. In it, John could see himself on one knee, blue flames burning all around him. Yet he spared himself no more than a glance before his attention was captured by the sight of Ellie’s body on the floor.

      Taking in the corrupted state of her body and Thomas’s desperate attempts to ward off the corrupted blood with potions, John let out a roar of anger and struggled against the chains that bound him. Veins protruded from his neck and arms as he tried to break free, but despite cracking in a few places, the chains held. Watching him, Kythov seemed both surprised and impressed he’d managed to crack the chain, but with another wave, he lifted more corpses from the flames, forging another chain. As he did so, he smiled tauntingly at John.

      “You might be wondering why I can do this. Why you’re so helpless in your own mind. Haha, it must be a shock to find yourself at my mercy. Don’t worry though, I’m not a cruel murderer like you,” he said, gesturing around at the flames. “As I was saying before you so rudely tried to interrupt me, do you know what it means to have a mental world like this? It means you believe yourself to be a true devil, the destroyer of all things. It means you believe yourself to be worthy of judgment. Haha. I just so happen to be the judge.

      “But I really have to thank you. If not for you, I never would have gotten this opportunity. You see, the mana of the door is indestructible, but that means that ultimately, while I can use it to reinforce my soul, I cannot bind myself with it completely, since my mana is still too weak to integrate with it. And then you come along with an indestructible body. Haha. What an opportunity.”

      Seeing John staring at him, Kythov smiled, waiting for him to figure it out. After a moment, realization dawned on John, causing his face to pale.

      “You planned this whole thing? For this?”
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          CHAPTER 46

        

      

    

    
      “Haha! Yes! Now do you see why I’m so happy? An epic, world-ending threat to force you to come, a carefully crafted set of barriers to separate you from your party. A carefully orchestrated plan to throw your mind into turmoil, all to seize control of your body!”

      Glancing up at the scene in the air, John saw that nothing had moved, and a faint sense of relief washed over him. It was clear that time didn’t move at the same speed inside his mental world as it did outside. Kythov noticed his glance and laughed.

      “What? Still looking for a way to turn the tide? Sorry, it won’t happen. I have way too much riding on this. But don’t worry, you’ll have the pleasure of watching a fellow earthling conquer this world.”

      John’s head snapped around and he stared at Kythov.

      “Heh, surprised? You have no idea how long I’ve waited to say that. Yes, that’s right. I’m one of you. How else do you think I survived after you destroyed my body? We have resilient souls. Though, really, I feel like I should thank you. That was my fourth body, and it was falling apart. You killing it freed me. But now I don’t have to worry about that since you’ve delivered a sage-level body directly to me.”

      Staring at Kythov as if he was lost for words, John tested the chains again, but this time he couldn’t even budge them. He could see a deep madness in Kythov’s eyes, but it was masked under a happy, smiling face, causing John to feel a strange sense of disconnect.

      “What? Aren’t you going to ask me about myself? Don’t you wish to know how I arrived here? It was almost three hundred years ago now. Three hundred years!” Kythov shouted the last sentence, his calm facade snapping for a moment before he recovered himself. “Haha, excuse me. Three hundred years of crawling around in crypts and barrows, hiding underground. I don’t even remember my real name, you know? It hasn’t been pleasant, that’s for sure. Not that you would care. You’ve killed more people in ten years than I have in three hundred. It’s extremely impressive when you think about it.

      “It almost feels like you should be the villain, doesn’t it? Haha. Anyway, once I finally got enough strength to amount to something, you killed me. That was my first outing, you know? I was just going to create a small country for myself. After all that time and getting dragged into this evil world, I certainly deserved to have my own home. But what do I get? My own people killed me. My own people! Haha. But again. I should be thanking you. Now, it’s time to clean up.”

      An eerie grin stretched across Kythov’s face, causing John’s breath to catch.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Haha, make yourself as comfortable as you can and just watch, John. Just watch.”

      Walking over to where John was trapped, Kythov patted him gently on the cheek, laughing when John strained against the chains. Shaking his finger, he stepped back and looked up at the scene that hung in the sky.

      “Haha, time to go introduce myself to my new subordinates.”

      Stretching out his hands, Kythov closed his eyes and an ethereal version of himself expanded rapidly from his body, flying up into the crimson sky. It was a strange feeling, but John suddenly felt as if his soul was being detached from his body. The process was slow, but it wasn’t long before he watched his body slowly stand from where it knelt, its movements jerky. The blue flames had died down and his body had returned to a normal state, but John was clearly not controlling it.

      “How…”

      “Hahaha! How am I controlling your body? I told you, I’m a master of acquiring bodies that aren’t mine. You might be more powerful than me with your flames, but my command of soul magic is beyond anyone in this world!” Kythov said. “Soon, I will be able to operate your body like it was my own. Haha. Which is convenient, since it will be mine!”

      Seeing John fall silent, Kythov suddenly frowned and rounded on him, pointing a finger at John’s face.

      “You’re supposed to tell me I won’t get away with this. Where are your protestations? I know you’re the strong silent type, but this is a pathetic showing. You should know how heroes are supposed to act.”

      Not replying, John’s eyes remained fixed on the scene where he could see everything outside had started moving with excruciating slowness. It was as if he was watching everything one frame at a time. Still, he remained patient, his eyes fixed on the spot where Ellie lay. Infuriated that John wasn’t paying attention to him, Kythov’s expression twisted and he pointed at John, a large bone spear appearing in the air in front of John’s chest. With a flick of his fingers, the bone spear stabbed deep into John’s side, cruelly cracking one of John’s ribs as it entered his intestines.

      To his dismay, John’s expression didn’t even twitch despite the pain coursing through him. Instead, John looked down at the spear and the blood leaking from the wound before slowly looking at Kythov, his face and eyes totally dispassionate. There was something about John’s expression that threw Kythov off, completely derailing his thought process. The Necromancer continued to stare at John even as John looked away, turning his attention back to the real world where his body was beginning to walk over toward Ellie and Thomas.

      Crouched next to Ellie, Thomas clutched the last of the potions they had brought. The ground was littered with empty vials that had once contained healing potions and general antidotes for poison. While each had bought Ellie a bit more time, the corrupted blood invading her body was relentless and came back every time, growing stronger with every second. The small artifact the spectre had placed on her chest had also helped slow the advance of the curse, but Thomas could see that it wasn’t enough. Hearing a sound, Thomas turned his head and saw that John was starting to stand up. Relief filled his face as he called out.

      “Sir!”

      Yet a moment later, that relief drained away and he felt a chill run down his spine as John’s eyes opened and a twisted smile stretched across his face.

      “That is not him,” Almar muttered, watching John warily.

      “Take this. Feed it to her at the last moment,” Thomas said, thrusting the last vial of healing potion into the spectre’s tiny hands.

      Picking up his sword and dagger, he let out a shaky breath and stood up, his body shivering as he stepped to the right and left at the same time, splitting into two nearly identical copies. Sharing a glance with himself, Thomas could feel a sense of fear growing in his heart. He, more than anyone, knew what John was capable of—after all, he had seen his growth from an eighteen-year-old who knew nothing to what could only be called a supreme being. The only saving grace seemed to be that John’s flames had died down. Muttering under his breath, he adjusted his grip on his sword and stepped forward to face John.

      Turning his head to the side unnaturally, John, or whoever now inhabited his body, chuckled and lifted his hand to point at Thomas.

      “You would dare raise your weapons against your master? What insolence! You must be punished!”

      Mana began to gather around the tip of his finger, quickly growing into a sloppily formed skull. Parts of it were terribly misshapen and the teeth were all unnaturally large, but Kythov just let out a laugh as it shot toward Thomas.

      Eyes narrowing, Thomas split up, his dark clone jumping back to vanish into his own shadow while his primary body darted to the side. Changing directions, he charged toward John, crossing the distance in an instant. Stabbing toward John’s heart, he realized John wasn’t defending himself at all, and at the last moment the tip of his blade slipped to the side, landing on John’s shoulder. Letting out a loud laugh, John slapped at the blade, his hand moving so fast the air crackled as he knocked the attack aside.

      “Hahaha! I knew it! You hero types are so pathetic. I even let you strike at my heart, but you couldn’t bear to wound your former master! How do you expect to defeat me if you can’t attack properly?”

      Opening his mouth to respond, Thomas felt a shift in the wind and suddenly a storm burst into the room. At the center of it was Katrine, her hair streaming in the wind and her expression terrible. Seeing John standing near Thomas, she was about to fly over and grab him, but Thomas’ yell stopped her.

      “He’s been possessed by Kythov!”

      Halting in mid-air, Katrine stared down at John’s body, different emotions flickering through her eyes. Seeing the turmoil in her expression, Kythov let out another laugh, as if he found this entire situation hilarious.

      “Oh, how I’ve waited to see faces like this! Tell me, how does it feel to be powerless? How does it feel to be unable to save your friends? I swore that this world would one day feel as I did, and today I’ve achieved my goal! But first, let us begin with giving all of you a taste of true despair.”

      His face still twisted in a creepy grin, Kythov began to walk toward Ellie, his motions jerky. Realizing he was going to do something to her, Thomas gritted his teeth and charged again, his blade aimed at Kythov’s neck. This time, Kythov defended himself, casting a shield of dark mana that turned Thomas’ gleaming blade aside. A moment later a dozen clicks sounded, but Kythov just waved and another shield appeared. The smile on his face stretched even further, threatening to split his lips and cheeks open.

      “Haha, this body really is the best. The mana capacity is beyond anything I’ve ever seen! What a wonderful feeling!”

      Slamming into the dark shield, the Wind Blades shattered, unable to bear the stress of being stopped so abruptly, sending tiny fragments of sharp air flying. Continuing to walk toward Ellie, Kythov lifted his hand and spoke a command, causing a bone cage to appear in the air and fly toward Katrine, who dodged to the side. Twisting his fingers, Kythov caused the cage to chase after Katrine, at the same time casting another dark shield as Thomas tried to stab him again.

      The fight was furious, and though they could slow him, both Thomas and Katrine continually lost ground. While Kythov’s mana was only a hair stronger than Katrine’s, forcing her and Thomas to dodge away from his attacks instead of facing them head-on, the real problem was that his body was providing so much mana that he never had to pause his casting. Walking forward with his awkward steps, he cast spells with both hands, defending against their attempts to slow him down while counterattacking viciously.

      Seeing him get close to Ellie’s body, Thomas clenched his teeth and was about to throw away any restraint when he felt a rough hand grab his shoulder and drag him back. Spinning around, he saw Haver there, a bloody wound stretching across one of his eyes and his cheek. Meeting Thomas’ glare, Haver spat on the ground, his wolves gathering around him.

      “You can’t stop him. Nothing can stop him apart from John. Just wait.”

      “But John is gone,” Katrine said, swooping down to land beside them.

      Near Ellie, Kythov stopped and turned to look at the three legendary class holders who had stopped attacking him and gathered together.

      “What, are you done trying to save your friends? Hahaha, at least you realize the futility of your actions.”

      Staring at Kythov with narrowed eyes, Haver spat again, blood from his wound mixing with his saliva.

      “If he is really gone, we need to retreat to the tower. The thing John hates the most is meaningless sacrifice.”

      Letting out a deep breath, Thomas shook his head. Lifting his head, he gestured with his sword, causing his dark clone to appear next to him. He’d been waiting for an opportunity to ambush Kythov, but it was clear the Necromancer wasn’t going to give him the opportunity. Now, determined to try to stop Kythov, he began gathering his mana for one final attack.

      “Hey, idiot, did you not hear me? I told you to wait.”

      Shaking his head as he listened to their bickering, Kythov turned to glance at Ellie. He had thought he’d seen a small figure near her, but now that he looked again he didn’t see anyone. Scrunching his forehead, he stepped forward and crouched down next to Ellie’s body. The corrupted blood had done tremendous damage to her body already, draining the vitality out of her limbs. Her eyes were open and she stared up at him with a yearning expression in her eyes.

      The smile on Kythov’s face slowly faded as he stared down at her and a deep madness emerged, giving him a devilish look. Stretching out his finger to touch her face, he spoke in a voice laced with insanity.

      “You and he make such a pretty pair. Do not worry, I will grant you the joy you wish. You shall be together forever. Let us complete your transformation into my most powerful abomination!”

      Inside the sea of flames in John’s mind, he appeared to have stopped moving as he stared up at the scene in the crimson sky. Unblinking, his eyes were fixed on Ellie’s face. It had begun to decay already as the curse ate away at her vitality, but John didn’t seem to care one bit. Standing next to him, Kythov looked back and forth between John and the image in the sky, clearly hoping to see something from his expression, but John’s face remained locked in the same, impassive mask he had carried from the very beginning.

      “Do you not understand the situation you’re in?” Kythov suddenly screamed, specks of spit flying from his mouth. “Your body has been seized! Your lover is about to be transformed into an abomination and her spirit tortured forever! And yet you feel nothing?”

      Not responding, John remained frozen, staring up into the sky. Enraged, Kythov clenched his fist and the chains that surrounded John squeezed down on him, causing blood to splatter across the platform. As if responding to his anger, the flames down below the platform surged and the howls of agony from the burning corpses grew louder, echoing across the endless battlefield.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, a change came over John’s face. His expression softened and a gentle smile appeared on his face, making him seem like a new person. It was at that moment that Kythov’s finger finally touched Ellie in the scene up in the crimson sky and John spoke a simple phrase.

      “Spiritual Sacrifice.”

      Brilliant light lit up the platform where he and Kythov stood as mana erupted from his body, obliterating the chains that bound him and surrounding both of them with a glow that was simultaneously blinding and comforting. In the brightness, all Kythov could see were two, sky-blue eyes staring at him. Outside of John’s body, mana began to gather at a terrifying rate, swirling around John and Ellie. Nearby, Haver, who had been forcefully holding Thomas back, collapsed to the ground, clearly exhausted. Crawling back to try and get away from the surging mana, he felt himself being grabbed and dragged to safety.

      “Haha, I told you,” Haver said, his eyes reflecting the blue tint of the mana that had appeared around John and Ellie. “Where the Eternal Flame burns, hope appears.”

      John’s body remained frozen as the gathering mana began to surge into him, entering the finger that was gently touching Ellie’s face. As the light continued to grow brighter, John’s body took on an ethereal quality, as if it was fading away. Inside of John’s mind, Kythov let out a terrified scream as his body began to fade away as well. Not understanding what was going on, he stared around him, his eyeless sockets flaring with mana as he tried to see through the bright glare.

      “What… what have you done?”

      “What I should have done a long time ago. I’m almost ashamed it took me this long to realize it,” John’s voice said, growing weaker with every second.

      Feeling his spirit continuing to fade away, Kythov could sense his connection to John’s body evaporating. An intense premonition swept over the Necromancer, and he suddenly realized he was dying. He had been fleeing from death ever since he’d appeared in this world, but this time he knew there was nothing he could do. No matter how he struggled, he felt some sort of power that superseded even the mana of the world binding him, a law that couldn’t be denied. In desperation he tried to escape from John’s body, but it was clear that whatever John had done, it had trapped him.

      “You would destroy yourself to save her? You’ll die too!”

      “No,” John’s quiet voice was calm. “But you will.”

      “Haha! I’ve already bound myself to your spirit!” Kythov said, his voice vicious. “Anything that happens to me will happen to you! You might think you’re clever, but by doing this you have ensured your death!”

      “But you forgot the most important thing,” John’s voice said, growing stronger as it drifted closer.

      As the blinding light cleared, Kythov, whose body had grown so faint it was little more than a shimmer in the air, saw an unbelievable sight. The sea of crimson flames was gone, and in its place were the gently rolling hills of the valley. In the instant his gaze swept over it, Kythov could see green forests and a river that looked like a silver belt winding its way into the distance. Above it all stood John, his body made entirely of raging blue flames. He towered over the platform, larger than it was possible to be. Despite the strength with which they burned, the blue flames gave off no heat as John leaned forward to speak.

      “I am eternal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          CHAPTER 47

        

      

    

    
      The swirling mana quieted down, seeping into Ellie’s body and driving out the corrupted blood that carried Kythov’s curse. Vitality surged through her, restoring her arms and legs to a healthy state. As her sunken cheeks expanded, she regained her senses just in time to see John’s body fade away completely. Her heart seized in her chest and a sense of desperation rose up in her as she suddenly sat up, reaching for John. When her fingers grasped nothing but air, tears began to well up in her eyes, causing her vision to blur.

      Yet no sooner had the first of her tears fallen than she saw a hand catch it. The shock made her look up and she saw John’s face, blurry from her tears. Smiling down at her, John offered her a hand and helped her up. Pulling her into a hug, he held her gently, his body continuing to solidify until it returned to its normal, corporeal state. Seeing the others running over, John dropped a kiss on Ellie’s forehead and then lifted his head to smile at Katrine and the others.

      “Well, that didn’t go the way I planned.”

      Her mouth dropping open as she stared at John, Katrine pointed a shaking finger at him.

      “What? Do I have something on my face?” John asked, a sense of lightness shrouding him, as if he had let go of an incredible burden.

      “Um, sir,” Thomas said carefully, his eyes worried. “Your eyes. They… they’re burning.”

      Frowning slightly, John looked down at Ellie who fished in one of her pouches, pulling out a small mirror she used for rituals. Holding it up for him, John saw that his eyes burned with a brilliant blue flame, appearing almost like the sky-blue flames of the Ecclesia’s blue-eyed ascension.

      “Ah, sorry,” John said, blinking.

      As his eyes reopened they had returned to their normal brown, but that didn’t stop the worried looks from his friends. Realizing what they were worried about, John just smiled and waved his hand.

      “Don’t worry. My flames are different. I’m not burning my life force.”

      “And Kythov?” Haver asked, his eyes narrowing as he stared at John.

      “Dead. He selflessly sacrificed himself for Ellie.”

      “I’m sorry, but maybe someone could explain to me what’s going on,” Katrine said, crossing her arms and staring at John grumpily. “After all, someone left me all the way at the back, fighting the most annoying creature this world has ever seen.”

      “Sure, but before that, congratulations on advancing to become a sage,” John replied, his eyes drifting to the blue windows that hovered in his view.

      
        
        [Failed Quest - Prevent the Apocalypse: Ruined by war, this world is teetering on the brink of annihilation. Food and other resources are growing more scarce and the echoes of destruction threaten to rip apart even the tightest community. As one of the last Mages in the world, your power has grown to a point that the world can no longer bear. The universal mana pool has begun to overflow, inadvertently causing the world to go through an upgrade cycle. Once the mana purity of the universal pool grows to a critical level, the world will begin its upgrade process and all life on the world will be destroyed. The apocalypse has begun.]
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      “We don’t have time for that, John,” Katrine spat, storming over. “We have less than four hours until the mana levels kill all of us. We need a solution, and we need it now!”

      “I am aware, Katrine. And I’m working on it,” John replied.

      Watching the seconds tick down on the timer, John sighed and shook his head. He had tried so hard to keep this from happening, but ultimately he’d failed. Even now, he could feel the mana he used mixing with the mana of the universal mana pool, increasing its density bit by bit. Though he still didn’t understand exactly what was going on, he knew that every breath he took purified the mana he breathed in, and since he was no longer trying to keep all of it in his body, the purity of the universal mana pool was ticking up with every second that passed.

      Reaching out with his hand, he grabbed a bit of mana from the dimensional door, examining the structure that formed it. He had no idea why, but he felt as if the mana of the dimensional door held the key to solving the situation they were in. It was only a hunch, but John had survived on instinct his whole life and he wasn’t about to throw it away now.

      Time seemed to have shifted for him as the endless mana his body contained poured into his mind, causing Mental Model to run thousands of thoughts and simulations to their logical conclusions. With a whirring sound, his sense of time sped up until it matched the others and they began to move again. Staring down at the bits of mana he held in his hand, John’s eyes narrowed, his brain working on deciphering them. Waiting for a moment, Katrine shared a confused glance with Ellie and then reached out to poke John, shaking him out of his daze.

      “At the very least, can you explain what happened?”

      “Oh, right. Well, after you held back Jepsef, heroically I might add, we continued on and discovered the Master of the Skull.”

      “Who I fought to a standstill,” Haver said, his voice edged with pride, almost as if he was still marveling that he’d been able to go toe to toe with a legendary class holder.

      “That’s right, Haver took care of him, and we pressed on. We didn’t find anyone in the third yard, but we did come upon a bit of a maze. After getting through that, we found Kythov here, doing something with the door. Turns out the whole thing was an elaborate setup to get me here so he could steal my body.”

      “Uh, really? That seems like a way lamer goal than taking over the world. Besides, I thought his goal was making himself undying. Like a lich or something,” Katrine said.

      “You’re not wrong. It is pretty lame. But he was actually aiming to become undying, just by using my body. He thought that by gaining my body, which he assumed was at the sage level, and reinforcing his soul with the mana from the first Mage’s door, he would be able to cobble together immortality. However, he made a few errors. First, the mana that makes up the dimension door can’t be mixed with other mana. It’s locked up into itself. He was still able to use it to reinforce himself, just not in the way he thought. And second, both my body and mind have passed the sage level.”

      “So you lured him into your body and then killed him? But what was that thing you did? Where you started to disappear?” Ellie asked, her cheeks still streaked by her tears.

      “Remember, the more you know, the easier it is to win. Well, I didn’t understand anything about Kythov. Letting him invade my mind was a risk, but it was the only way to really get a handle on what he was capable of. Plus, it gave me time to think. A lot of time. I probably spent a year or more thinking about everything between the time he invaded my body and when I stood up. That whole time, I was pumping all my mana into Mental Model, looking for a solution. It just so happens that I found one. Incidentally, I had no idea you could improve skills in your mind. From there it was simple. I reconstructed an ability that Haver told me about, called Spiritual Sacrifice, into a spell and cast it when I touched Ellie. It’s pretty complicated, but at its core it sacrifices the soul of the caster for an equivalent amount of healing on the target. Since Kythov had bound his spirit to mine in order to take over my body, he was subject to the spell as well, and kindly sacrificed himself on Ellie’s behalf.”

      “Then how did you survive?” Katrine asked, her eyes staring suspiciously at John.

      “Slow down, I was about to come to that part,” John said, smiling at her. “Remember how I said my body and mind have surpassed the sage level? My soul has been at that level for some time. It can’t be sacrificed. The spell burned off Kythov’s soul, along with all the other souls I’ve been carrying, and left me as I am. Eternal.”

      Silence followed John’s words as everyone tried to process the implications of what he’d said. While they were thinking about it, John turned to Ellie’s shadow and bowed his head.

      “Thank you for your help, both in leading us here and in protecting Ellie’s life. I owe you and your people deeply for this. You have my word that, should you ever need my help, I will exert my utmost effort.”

      Appearing from behind Ellie, the tiny elf-like spectre smiled and bowed her head.

      “Your words honor us. I shall relay what you say to Raymenas and the council of priests.”

      Turning away, John looked at the dimensional door, examining the mana that surrounded it. Mental Model had reached one hundred points during his long walk across the battlefield in his mind, and he found that it had opened up an entirely new world to him. Problems that had been completely obtuse now seemed exceptionally clear and straightforward, spells that he had struggled to memorize now appeared in his mind’s eye with a thought. In the brief moments when he had examined the slivers of mana removed from Jepsef’s spine, he had learned more about the woven helix structure than he thought possible.

      Lifting his hand, he pulled a bit of mana toward him, his fingers flickering as he tried to unravel it, yet no matter how he tugged and stretched, he could only separate it for a moment before it sprang back into shape. Frustrated, John tried to use his own mana on it, injecting his blue flames into the strand.
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      Swearing, he quickly stopped what he was doing and stared at the suddenly shortened timer.

      “John, what was that?” Katrine asked, her voice carrying both worry and anger.

      “Nothing, just running some experiments,” John replied, coughing to hide his embarrassment.

      “What’s the problem?” Ellie asked, trying to understand what John was doing.

      “This mana was put together by the first Mage to hold the dimensional door. I’m sure the key to understanding this problem is contained within it, but I don’t understand how.”

      “And the problem is that we don’t know how the first Mage and the other class holders managed to create it,” Ellie said, nodding in understanding.

      Freezing, John’s mind spun for a moment as his eyes slowly widened.

      “What did you just say?”

      “We don’t know how they managed to create it?”

      “No, before that,” John said breathlessly. “The first Mage and the other class holders. He didn’t make this by himself. Everyone, come here!”

      Gathering everyone into a circle, John looked around at their pale faces. Considering they were staring down the end of the world, he was quite impressed with how calmly they were handling themselves. Once everyone was in place, he began to speak while his hands gathered up a strand of woven mana.

      “The purity of the universal pool has reached a point that will not sustain life. I’m sure that all of you can feel it, right? And at this rate, it will only continue to get purer, until everything dies. Everything but me, that is.”

      “You really think this is a good time to rub that in?” Katrine said, her eyebrows arcing dangerously.

      “You’re right, that was in poor taste,” John said, grimacing. “But, I’ve got an idea. If the problem is mana purity, why can’t we just reverse the process? If we can figure out how to deconstruct the pure mana in the environment, we should be able to split the mana into its component elements.”

      Reaching out with his hand, John began to condense ambient mana, stopping right before the mana coalesced into a mana crystal. His meditation sessions with Ellie had taught him the control he needed to keep the mana partially condensed, and once the ball of mana was stable, he used his Mana Control to move the mana ball into the center of the group.

      “Ellie, remember how, when we meditate, we condense your mana, making it attributeless? Well, it’s not really without attributes, right?”

      “Correct, it’s only mixed so well that individual attributes don’t stand out,” Ellie said.

      “Exactly. In theory, we should be able to reverse the process, but what’s strange is that I’m not able to pull it apart by myself. But so long as you lock onto the specific attributes, you should be able to control them, right? Let’s say I defuse the mana, do you think you can lock on?”

      “Um, I can try?”

      “Well, it’s my only idea, so let’s hope it works,” John said with a shrug. “The process will be simple. I’ll keep this ball of pure mana in the center of the circle and diffuse it to the best of my ability, and all of you will do your best to pull any threads that resonate with you toward you while I try to diffuse it. Simply focus all of your attention and will on pulling mana toward you. My hope is that this will allow you to attract the elements that resonate with your class out of the strand and cause the mana to break down into its component elements. If it works, we can figure out how to do it on a larger scale.”

      “Hold on, John,” Katrine said, her eyes narrowing. “Are you seriously trying to tell me that the key to saving the world is holding hands in a circle, wishing really hard? Let me guess, after that we’ll sing kumbaya?”

      Staring blankly between Katrine and John, Haver shook his head and sighed.

      “I’m not a very good singer, but if it helps save the world, I’ll do it.”

      Laughing, John patted the Wolf King on the shoulder.

      “Right there with you, Haver. But hopefully it won’t come to that. Everyone, get ready.”

      Seeing everyone stretch their hands toward the center of the circle, John began forcing the mana he’d just condensed to expand, trying his best to pull it apart. The process was painstakingly slow, and it only stretched to a certain point before he couldn’t expand it anymore, but just when he was about to lose control, he felt a tug and some of the strands of mana shifted toward Katrine. Sensing that he was competing with her for the elements that were most closely aligned with the Mage class, John quickly relinquished his control, allowing her to pull them.

      Like threads being tugged from a ball of string, the elements began to move further apart. After the first set of threads moved out of the way, the next were easier to find, and soon Ellie had pulled some over as well. Little by little, the ball of mana was pulled apart as Thomas took over the threads that most closely matched the Rogue class and Haver did the same for the Ranger class. Realizing that the Fighter class was the only one left, John strengthened his control on those threads and began to gently tug at them, trying to unravel the woven mana completely. It was difficult work, and soon everyone began to feel the strain of it as inch by inch they pulled the mana apart, causing the unified ball of mana to split into thousands of tiny threads.

      “It’s working! Keep it up!”

      No sooner had John spoken than a grunt escaped from Ellie’s mouth and a drop of blood dripped from her nose. Of all the people present, she was the lowest level, and the strain of controlling so much mana was taking its toll. Tightening her control, she gritted her teeth and waved John away.

      “I’m fine. Keep going.”

      Another inch of the mana ball unraveled as the threads were pulled apart, but the progress stopped abruptly and this time Haver’s control slipped, nearly losing the threads he had separated out. Afraid that everything they had done was about to unravel, John barely restrained himself from taking over for Haver as the Wolf King struggled to get a hold of the mana threads.

      “John, I don’t think this is working,” Katrine said, her eyes darting between Haver and Ellie.

      “It has to,” John said, his voice hoarse, “because there are no other options.”

      Suddenly the air grew warm with a spring breeze and the scent of flowers as a song rose up around John and the others. Glancing back, John was stunned to see that the spectres had all gathered around them, their hands interlocked as they lifted their sweet voices. The sound refreshed the party’s souls and lifted their spirits, bringing a sense of rejuvenation to their tired bodies and worn-out minds. Feeling his control increasing, John looked across the circle at Katrine, who had a dumbfounded expression on her face.

      “It’s not kumbaya, but it’ll work, right?”

      The mana they were splitting seemed to calm down under the influence of the elven song and slowly began to stretch until the bonds that kept the mana together loosened completely. Threads of mana suddenly began to split off in every direction, causing John to sigh in relief. He could sense various types of attributes in the mana that flew past him, and none of it was mixed. As they continued to pull the elements apart, John’s mind spun through all the various possible outcomes, running a thousand simulations with Mental Model. Slowly the various models were filtered out until only a single one remained.

      “Hold on to your hats, everyone! This is going to get wild!”

      Hearing John’s shout, all four of the others strengthened their control and the spectres’ song began to soar. Keeping one hand pointed toward the center of the circle, John stretched his other toward the dimensional door. Thousands of woven strands of the dimensional door’s mana surged toward him, spinning around his body and then darting toward the others. Starting with Haver, a strand of woven mana looped around the bit of elemental mana Haver was holding onto, assisting him with controlling it and reducing the burden it placed on his mind. Emboldened by his success, John quickly directed the woven mana to capture the other threads.

      One by one the threads of elementally attributed mana were bound up by John, held separate by the woven threads from the dimensional door. As their elementally attributed threads were taken, Ellie, Katrine, Haver, and Thomas all sagged with relief, grateful for the assistance. Reaching the critical point, John pulled his legs up under him, sitting cross-legged in the air, his back straight as if he was about to meditate. Mana began to swirl around him, forming into a flame above his head, and he began to float toward the incredibly complex mana structure that had formed in the center of the circle.

      “Do you know what he’s doing?” Katrine asked, staring at Ellie, whose eyes had brightened.

      “I have no idea, but doesn’t he look awesome?”

      Snorting, Katrine just rolled her eyes, but inside she secretly agreed.

      As the team watched, John’s body sank into the center of the formation and was soon covered by the threads of attributed mana, making it hard to see him. A moment later his body suddenly vanished, replaced by a flickering blue flame surrounded by a sphere of churning mana. Above the magical formation another ball of pure mana began to condense out of the air, dropping down into the heart of the formation once it reached critical mass. Due to the amount of mana moving around the blue flame, it was nearly impossible to see what was going on, and as the minutes ticked by, everyone stood quietly, watching and waiting nervous. Suddenly Ellie let out a gasp.

      “It’s working!” Haver yelled, staring around him in wonder.

      Though it was barely noticeable, the level of ambient mana around them had dropped by a fraction of a percent, growing slightly thinner as the pure mana was absorbed by the formation they’d created and pulled apart into its various elements. A few seconds later, a flame darted out of the formation and John reappeared.

      “It works,” he said, his voice practically dripping with relief. “We did it. I never imagined it would actually work, but we did it.”

      “Yeah, but what did we do?” Katrine asked, staring at the churning mana that still hovered in the air.

      “We made an enchantment that will filter out the pure mana in the air and replace it with attributed mana,” John said, his voice gaining strength. “It’s still rough, and needs to be operated manually right now, but it works. This will be more effective above the ground, so I’ll be gone for a while to find the best place for it. Stay safe while I’m gone.”

      With a deep breath, John closed his eyes when a shout made him pause.

      “Wait!”

      Running into the circle where John was sitting in the air, Ellie reached up and grabbed John’s collar, pulling him close as she kissed him on the lips. The feeling of softness melted John’s brain, causing him to completely blank out as Haver and Katrine whooped in the background. Even Thomas allowed himself a happy little smile at the sight. A moment later, her warm lips parted from his and Ellie stared deep into John’s eyes, her gaze flooding his heart with peace.

      “Come back soon.”
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      Typically, the first snow of the season was a reason for Ellie to celebrate since it meant warm sweaters and cozy evenings reading by the fire, but as she stared out the window at the light dusting of white that covered the chicken coop, she found herself unable to conjure any excitement. Hearing a noise behind her, she looked back and saw Ben rubbing his hands together as he came into the kitchen.

      “Brrr. It’s really cold. Thomas said it’s good we got all the seed in the ground already because this winter is going to be rough. He said he wants to put a stove in each of the barns to make sure the cows don’t freeze.”

      Not hearing a response from his sister, Ben looked up from taking his boots off and saw that her attention had drifted to the sky outside once again. Frowning, he was about to speak when the door opened behind him, letting a cold blast of air into the warm kitchen. Stepping inside, Thomas nodded to Ben and closed the door tightly. The cold wind had shaken Ellie from her thoughts, and they soon sat down at the table to eat.

      “When will Even be back?” Ellie asked quietly, passing the butter to Ben.

      “Should be by lunchtime, ma’am. His route is getting longer these days. We might want to consider hiring someone else to help. Ever since the villagers returned from the tower, we’ve been getting swamped with new orders.”

      “I’m sure they’ll die down,” Ellie replied, “they’re just extra thankful right now. Do you think it will cause problems since we let so many people into the tower? Now the whole village knows we’ve got a portal stone here and that it leads to the tower.”

      Putting down the bread he’d been holding, Thomas shook his head.

      “No, ma’am. When they were there, they spent their whole time surrounded by those strange flower guardians. They were very happy to leave and return to their homes. Besides, I’m confident that even if anyone gets a strange idea, we’ll be able to dissuade them.”

      Nodding, Ellie glanced out the window, her attention clearly elsewhere. Seeing it, Thomas let out a small sigh and spoke in a soft but firm voice.

      “Ma’am, you don’t need to be worried about him. It’s clear that, wherever he is, he’s succeeding. The ambient mana levels have fallen considerably since that night.”

      “I know,” Ellie agreed, her eyes returning to her plate. “Rebya said we’re out of the danger zone. But that was a month ago. Why isn’t he back yet?”

      “I’m not sure, but we can trust him to be doing what needs to be done,” Thomas said firmly. “Besides, there’s nothing in this world that can truly threaten him.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried about his safety,” Ellie said with a dull laugh. “I’m just annoyed he’s taking so long.”

      Before her words had faded from the air they were blown by a sharp, cold wind as the door opened and the figure she’d been thinking of incessantly for the last few months appeared, making Ellie wonder for a moment if she was imagining it. Kicking the door shut behind him, John looked around the kitchen and let out a sigh.

      “Sorry, that was a bit more complicated than I thought,” John said, breaking Ellie out of her shock.

      Without a word, she stood up from the table and rushed over to him, wrapping her arms around his chest.

      “Where have you been?”

      Chuckling, it took John a moment to decipher her muttered question.

      “Oh, you know, just stabilizing an enchantment that’s in the process of saving the world,” John responded casually. “But it should be good now. I’ll need to check on it fairly regularly, but it should be good for at least a year before we need a more permanent solution. How have things been while I’ve been gone?”

      When the room fell silent after John’s question, a bad feeling rose up in his heart. Looking between Ellie and Thomas, he saw that both of them were hesitant and the bad feeling grew stronger.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The food crisis has reached a critical point,” Thomas said, his voice uncharacteristically hesitant. “The increase in mana purity has affected a lot of the crops throughout the world. Many of them are no longer edible due to mana poisoning.”

      “And the war with Allera has broken out in full force,” Ellie said, taking over as Thomas fell silent. “Allera has a new king who calls himself the Monarch of Iron and he has launched a full-scale invasion, using weapons and armor we’ve never seen before.”

      “Is that it?” John asked, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      When Ellie and Thomas shared a glance, John’s already grim expression fell even further.

      “Um. A few people arrived. An old man and that old lady from the Moritoi tribe. They tried to find the dimensional door, but Katrine stopped them. They agreed to wait for you but weren’t very happy.”

      “Oh?” John said, his voice dangerously calm. “Well, I’m sure we’ll be able to work things out.”

      Controlling his impulse to go find the two sages right that instant and take them apart piece by piece, John looked at the table and rubbed his hands together.

      “Is that breakfast I see? I haven’t eaten in forever, so I’m starving. We’ve already saved the world once, so I’m sure everything can wait until after breakfast.”

      Laughing, Ellie went to get him a plate and silverware while John sat down next to Thomas. Nodding to Ben, he was about to ask him how he was doing when the air in front of his eyes shivered and a blue window popped up in front of his eyes.

      
        
        [A World on the Brink: Though the world has been saved from immediate doom, the apocalypse has begun. The wheels of causality spin, causing threats to rise from all corners of the land. Numerous threats that could destabilize the world and send it tumbling into the abyss have begun to stir. It is up to you to stop them. Bring this world’s Apocalypse Points down to zero or watch as this world perishes.]

      

      

      
        
        [Doom Points have been removed.]

      

      

      
        
        [Apocalypse Points have been added.]

      

      

      
        
        [Apocalypse Points: 10/10].
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The story will continue in Fermentation.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THANK YOU FOR READING CULTIVATION

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Cultivation to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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        Where to find Aethon Books:

      

      

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.
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        ALSO IN SERIES:

        Domestication

        Germination

        Cultivation

        Fermentation

      

        

      
        Looking for more great books?
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        It was just another sunny day at the coast when a life was changed forever...
        What started as a prank for a young girl resulted in the elevation of a crabs existence. Now, wrenched from his happy life at the beach, the crab..... HAS AWAKENED.
        Sir Crabby finds himself with access to a System and thrust into sapience. Into a world filled with creatures both mundane and magical. A world where Evil lurks beneath the waves.
        Join Sir Crabby as he travels beneath the ocean; discovering power, adventuring forth and searching for his young friend as he's forced into the Eternal Conflict of Arthos.

      

      
        
        GET DEEPWATER DUNGEON NOW!
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        * * *
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        Basil Bohen was asleep when the System arrived and the world changed...

      

        

      
        Dungeons suddenly popped up across the planet, summoning invaders and monsters from alternate realities. Ancient gods slumbering beneath the Earth were woken. And all humans were empowered with Levels and Classes gained by, amongst other things, killing monsters and other humans.

      

        

      
        Only a single instruction was provided by the System: “Whoever reaches Level 100 first shall become Earth’s new Overgod.”

      

        

      
        So initiated a worldwide battle royale of epic proportions... which Basil would rather sit out. Choosing the [Tamer] profession which allows him to speak with his cat, Plato, and other apocalyptic monsters, he'll adopt and train them to fight alongside him and defend his corner of the countryside.

      

        

      
        After all, why bother fighting the apocalypse when you can tame it?

      

        

      
        GET APOCALYPSE TAMER NOW!
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        Inside the Tower, there is only one choice—climb or die.

      

        

      
        John Mavren and his comrades eventually reached the 100th floor, five years after the desolation of the outside world and twenty years after the Tower first appeared. In a violent battle to ascend, John was struck down even as he dealt the final blow to the last boss.

      

        

      
        Those who survived were granted passage off ruined Earth and into worlds unknown, but they refused. Instead, they asked the Final Guardian for only a single grace—that John be returned to life.

      

        

      
        Time moved backwards.

      

        

      
        Bestowed with a fragment of his original power and with almost no memory of what had happened before, John wakes up in the past only one year after the arrival of the Tower.

      

        

      
        With a sense of impending doom and a single, desperate hope for survival, John knows he must conquer the Tower and defeat those who dwell within.

      

        

      
        He must become powerful enough to overcome a forgotten future and stop the apocalypse.

      

        

      
        GET TOWER REBORN NOW!
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        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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            GROUPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for LitRPG Books and LitRPG & Gamelit readers, Cultivation Novels, and GameLit Society

      Also, check out www.amazon.com/litrpg for more books in the genre!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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