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PROLOGUE


The birds were the first to flee the forest. They shot off from their branches, creating such a sudden loud spasm of movement, it felt like the very trees were gasping in the night.

The other animals were quick to follow the departing birds. Squirrels, foxes, and deer all scurried from their woodland home, fleeing some unknown danger.

Even mighty predators of the forest—such as wolves and bears—were quickly rushing to escape the forest, ignoring the easy prey nearby.

Nothing could be seen.

Nothing could be pointed at.

But the animals sensed it.

They knew to move far away from it, running from some unknown, invisible danger.

For in the beating heart of that forest on the western edge of Volsungar in the world known as Westria, the tiniest, infinitesimally small wisp of mana had formed in the air.

It was the tiniest subatomic seed of a dungeon gate.

It was smaller than a piece of dust drifting in the air.

It was invisible to the naked eye and yet even now its power rippled outward causing fear and terror in all who could sense it.

Even in this small barely feasible existence, the tiny nucleus of the dungeon gate was growing and even though it was incredibly small on the outside, it was much larger on the inside.

Inside was a growing underground cavern filled with labyrinthine chasms.

At the center of which lay a large throbbing larva.

The larva was white in shape with a large throbbing abdomen.

Its mouth lay latched to the ground sucking in the life from the dungeon world and from the outside world as well.

The larva had been feeding for a long time now in this nether space between the dungeon world and Westria.

For years it had been feeding, just as a tiny dot when the dungeon world had hardly existed at all, when it was imperceptible even to the animals of the forest.

But the larva had grown along with the dungeon world.

After years of feeding, it was finally ready to shed its exoskeleton, and let its true form roam free.

The skin hardened and shed.

The larva’s stomach cracked open, revealing inside a gray-skinned girl with glowing neon green eyes. The girl didn’t have hair, but rather black scaly tendrils that could be compared to dreadlocks if they weren’t so alien and otherworldly.

No one would be able to guess that this creature would ultimately lead to the annihilation of the entire elven race in Westria.

No one except for one black-haired swordsman with crimson red eyes.

And even he, at that moment, couldn’t stop this girl from growing and getting stronger.

The world would come to know this green-eyed girl as Lilith.

The first Traveler to ever be born from inside a dungeon.
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Sam jolted awake.

He lifted himself upright and reached out into the darkness of the night, hand clasping at an incoming attacker.

He clenched his fist, crushing a mosquito in his palm.

That’s enough buzzing and biting for you, Sam thought mercilessly.

After traveling for weeks through humid forests and swamps, Sam had only fiery hatred for the mosquitoes and gnats that flew around him. Their presence constantly threatened the possibility of devastatingly itchy bites.

Even the mere mental resistance to scratching them was a tortuous endeavor.

Sam shuddered just thinking about the idea of developing more bites on his legs, or, goddess forbid, somewhere worse.

The young man’s thoughts were cut off by the sounds of his companion’s snores right next to him.

It was so humid and hot, Sam couldn’t see himself falling back asleep, so he got up and quietly stepped out of his tent to get some fresh air—or, at the very least, some mildly less stuffy but still fairly hot air.

It was a quiet and calm night.

The fire around the campsite had dwindled down to embers, now emitting a soft orange glow across the small collection of tents and the dark forest that surrounded them.

Sam looked up to the sky hoping to see some flicker of starlight, but instead he only saw the murky brown blackness of a cloudy evening.

Nothing has changed tonight then, Sam thought despondently.

It had been like this every night since they had entered this forest.

The Misty Woods.

It had been deemed a safe and appropriate shortcut on their way back to their home city of Resfall, after their many months away dealing with the Dwarven Cataclysm in the Snowpeak Mountains.

Except their plan to cut their journey home by a couple of days had backfired.

Due to heavy rains and winds, an unexpected deviation in this particular region of Westria’s weather patterns had occurred. And so, Sam and his group of friends had found themselves caught in the Mist Belt.

Typically occurring in autumn time, the Mist Belt was a powerful and deadly fog that surrounded the Misty Woods. Entering the Mist Belt meant an excruciating death, leaving Sam and his companions no choice but to wait in the forest for the Mist Belt to clear.

And so their shortcut had turned into an unexpected detour.

A week had since passed since they first became aware of the Mist Belt and their inability to continue their journey forward.

Sam sighed.

He did not like to waste time.

Almost two years had now passed since Sam had travelled back in time after seeing his world destroyed by the hands of the demon king.

He had accomplished a lot in those two years—saving major historical figures while removing evil men and women before they could inflict harm on millions of innocent people.

But even with everything Sam had done so far, there was still so much to do if he hoped to give Westria a fighting chance against the demon king and his horde.

It was now the summer month of Joyly in the year 1768.

The arrival of the demon king and the black gates was only three years or so away now.

Sam knew that to change the far-off future, he needed to keep altering the future that was soon to occupy his present.

He considered the next year or so ahead of him.

There was the Gray Gate Catastrophe, and then the big one. The historical event that—if Sam could stop—would more than anything truly alter and tip the fight against the demon king in Westria’s favor.

It was the tragic event known as the Elven Genocide.

Sam shivered just thinking about all the millions of lives that were at stake.

The goddess had entrusted Sam with a gargantuan task and he planned on seeing it through. He carried the burden of the entire world on his shoulders.

It was because of this that Sam knew he could never stop training, never stop preparing for the major historical events coming his way.

He picked up some twigs and little sticks on the ground and tossed them into the dwindling campfire.

A little flame began to pick up.

The fire had grown to a healthy blaze by the time Sam had wandered over to the camp’s pile of chopped wood and returned with a large log.

He threw the log on the fire. The impact of the large piece of wood caused a cascade of little orange ashes and sparks to burst out into the air before sizzling away into nothingness in the night.

Standing over the fire, Sam held out his hand. Appearing out of nowhere, a large unlit wooden torch emerged, gripped within the young man’s palm and fingers.

Sam had materialized the item from his inventory—an interdimensional storage realm, personalized to him and all the items and loot he wished to hold onto.

It was just one of the many perks of being a Traveler—an adventurer who had survived the trials of the White Gate tutorial dungeon gate and returned with awe-inspiring powers and abilities.

He dipped the front-end of the torch into the fire and watched as the tip ignited into a burst of flame.

Sam held up the torch in front of him and began to walk into the darkness of the forest, leaving his campsite behind.

Sam’s boots crunched on twigs and dewy grass as he strode forward into the woods. The flame of his torch crackled as it broke through the veil of blackness that encompassed the lonely forest.

Sam didn’t have an exact direction he was heading in, a precise coordinate that was driving him forward, but he did have a feeling.

The Mist Belt in Joyly was more than a historical anomaly.

It hadn’t happened in Sam’s previous timeline.

He knew because he had an almost encyclopaedic knowledge of the different dungeon gates that appeared across Westria during his original timeline. On the days that he hadn’t spent training and diving into dungeon gates, he had spent in the library, poring over every document and book he could find, tracing the history and records of the many dungeon gates and their appearances across his world.

That was why he could just follow his intuitive sense that there was a dungeon gate going to appear here in the Misty Woods, hidden and protected by the Mist Belt.

In some ways, it was good that Sam and his companions had gotten trapped within the Mist Belt—otherwise any dungeon gate that formed would be impossible for Travelers to access, which would inevitably mean there would be a dungeon break.

A dungeon break made the boundaries between the gate and Westria much more porous and all the monsters inside the dungeon could then enter Westria and wreak destruction.

Dungeon breaks were the cause of thousands of innocent people’s deaths.

The only way they could be stopped was to defeat the dungeon boss within seven days of the dungeon gate’s materialization.

Sam ventured further into the dark forest, the flickering torchlight casting dancing shadows upon gnarled trees and the dewy leaf-strewn path.

Just ahead of him in the velvety veil of darkness, a flickering splash of light emerged.

The glow grew larger and larger until suddenly Sam no longer needed his torch to light the forest anymore.

A giant yellow portal glowed out in front of him.

It was a yellow dungeon gate.

Sam stepped closer to the gate, eyes widening at the sheer enormity of the magical portal in front of him.

It was a whole tier-level above him.

For a Traveler, he was currently at the apprentice-tier level, and glowing in front of him was a journeyman-tier level dungeon gate.

Sam stared at the gate with conflicted feelings.

On the one hand, he was frustrated that he and his companions had gotten stuck within the Mist Belt, but on the other hand, he was grateful that he was here to clear this dungeon gate and stop a dungeon break from happening.

He looked over his shoulder and considered going back to the campsite.

He considered waking up the others.

Sam had been doing extra training the whole trip since they left the Snowpeak Mountains.

At first, the others were happy to join him, but as his diligence never stopped, they eventually told him they needed to save their strength to focus on getting back to Resfall.

Fair enough, Sam thought, as he considered taking on the dungeon gate alone. I don’t mind a challenge.

With that, he stepped into the glowing powerful dungeon gate, and disappeared from the Misty Woods entirely.
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Moving between worlds was always a disarmingly anticlimactic process.

It happened in a blip.

Less than a second.

One moment Sam was in the Misty Woods and in the next he was somewhere else.

And one never truly knew where the dungeon gate was going to take you. A Traveler could step through a dungeon gate and arrive in an underground cave; or a swamp filled with treacherous octopi; or even the middle of a volcano that was about to explode with some very angry fire goblins rushing at you with so much passion to kill you because they knew the only thing left in their soon-to-be-over life was the possible satisfaction of stabbing your face and puncturing your brain with their knife before the explosive volcano took everyone out.

Sam shuddered just thinking about it.

Avoid fire goblins if you can, Sam thought to himself. Always a good piece of advice.

But, as good as such advice was, the world of the dungeon gate was primarily out of the Traveler’s control.

Entering a dungeon gate was like gambling at a casino—you never knew what you were gonna get.

That was, of course, if you weren’t a time traveler from the future.

Emerging in the new dungeon world, Sam recognized it from his research in his previous lifetime straightaway.

He was standing in a cool cavernous chamber deep underground, but this was far from the bog-standard caves he experienced early on as a Traveler in multiple typical blue dungeon gates. No, this cave was different. Jutting out from the grey rocks of the cavern were shards of growing crystals in a kaleidoscope of colors.

According to the historical records in Sam’s previous lifetime, this dungeon world had been dubbed, The Crystal Caverns.

The entire place was airier and brighter than any other cave complex Sam had explored. The pulsating luminescent crystals appeared to reflect and refract off one another, creating an ethereal and glimmering ambience to the entire area.

The cave system was also quite unique outside of the glowing crystals. The cave system had incredible amounts of verticality with upper and lower layers that needed to be climbed up or down to be explored. This change to a more challenging topography was an indication of the more difficult nature of this journeyman-tier dungeon gate.

Sam didn’t have much time to indulge in his sense of wonder, though.

Seconds after stepping into the new dungeon world, an arrow came shooting straight towards the middle of his forehead.

Sam knew he had less than a millisecond to react appropriately. A single flinch or hesitation could mean his brain fluid splattering all across the ground of crystalline cavern.

Luckily, Sam's reflexes and muscle memory were top-notch. His years of training as a Traveler, swordsman, mercenary, and fighter in his previous timeline meant he entered every difficult situation with a lot more years of experience than his appearance might have led on.

He quickly shifted on his feet and lowered his whole upper body to the ground.

He felt the swoosh of the arrow as it flew right above his back before smashing futilely into the ground behind him.

With the first more immediate threat of the zooming killer arrow out of the way, Sam quickly leaped backwards to get to a more optimal and protected position.

He quickly scanned his surroundings and couldn't make out a single attacker anywhere.

Travelers had more than their eyes at their disposal, however, when it came to locating their enemies.

Sam triggered his mana sense.

Mana sense allowed Travelers to sense where other sources of mana were in a certain radius from a Traveler. As a Traveler grew his skills and stats in magic affinity, he could do more with his mana-based powers as well as improve his mana sense. A highly proficient mana user's mana sense could detect potential mana sources from incredible distances away, but just as proficient mana users could also learn to hide or diminish how much of their mana they wanted picked up by their enemies.

Mana cultivation was a whole school unto itself. Famous Travelers in Sam's previous timeline, who had less than ideal classes, spent more of their time improving their mana cultivation than their class and went on to become some of the most deadly and powerful figures in all of Westria.

The thing about mana cultivation was that Travelers made it incredibly complicated. Using mana sense against a Traveler was frequently a pain of bluffs and double bluffs.

Thankfully, this was very rarely the case with monsters in dungeon worlds.

Monsters had monster stones at the center of their bodies—physical mana cores—and so they couldn't hide their mana in the same way Travelers could.

Sam's mana sense picked up three incoming creatures.

Two looked to be getting closer, while one was further away.

The two approaching must have been climbing up towards his platform in the steep chasms of the Crystal Caverns.

The third—the ranger who had shot the deadly arrow at him—must be perched from some other vantage point.

Sam took stock of what he knew so far: one ranger and two up-close fighters on the approach.

Sam caught his breath, inhaling through his nose and exhaling through his mouth.

It was important to stay calm when being surprise attacked.

This wasn't Sam's first time being snuck upon.

He had two years in this new timeline and an entire first life of being backstabbed, betrayed, and having a whole array of unexpected and deadly weaponry emerge from the shadows with his head as the target.

The most important thing when being surprise attacked was to stay calm.

Many victims died simply out of panic and exposing themselves with a dumb mistake. Usually, it was screaming or squealing in terror and giving their exact location away. Sometimes it was shoddy swordsmanship. Or bad battle technique.

Whatever it was—panic-induced incompetence wasn't going to happen to Sam.

Sam's eyes darted around the crystalline cave once more.

He triggered his mana sense.

The two melee fighters were getting closer.

An arrow came flinging towards Sam once more.

Sam jumped away to dodge the attack.

The ranger was clearly still in the same position.

Sam steadied his breathing.

The melee fighters were getting closer. Only a few seconds away now.

For the time being, Sam could keep dodging the ranger's arrow strikes with ease. That would become a lot harder once he was contending with two more enemies at the same time.

He had the remaining seconds before the two melee fighters showed up and charged at him to come up with a plan.

Beyond staying calm and not panicking when caught off guard, the other important thing to do was to focus your attention on one enemy at a time.

The problem with that though was that if he focused on one of the two incoming close-ranged fighters, he put himself into a weak position with the ranger.

Very tricky, Sam thought as he considered his options.

He then smiled as an idea clicked and his upcoming strategy for survival came together in his mind.
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Baryn kept his arrow nocked in his bow, ready to fire.

He closed an eye and kept it right on target.

The black-haired human boy that had suddenly emerged in his clan's world of the Crystal Caverns.

Baryn and the rest of his clan had sensed the intruder straightaway.

The human's stench was undeniable.

Everyone in the clan had caught a whiff of it immediately.

The clan was made up of the primary inhabitants of the crystal caverns, a species of monster known as crystal grizzlings.

It was this incredibly powerful sense of smell that had allowed Baryn and his two fellow warriors to track down the invading human as quickly as they did.

They were already returning from a long hunting expedition. What was one more kill? Merely another trophy and celebratory meat for their feast that evening.

Baryn held his nocked arrow and kept his focus on the black-haired human boy with strange red eyes.

The boy had proven quite apt at dodging his attacks so far, so Baryn was readjusting his plan.

He'd wait for his two warrior allies to fight the boy and then when he was locked in battle and distracted—that was when Baryn would unleash his arrow to strike.

He could already imagine the arrow going right through the boy's skull and he was eager to make his fantasy a reality.

Focusing in on the upcoming skirmish, Baryn watched his two warrior companions climb up on to the platform where the human boy was waiting for them.

The crystal grizzling warriors lifted up their weapons and let out a battle cry and rushed towards the human.

The human behaved quite peculiarly.

It summoned multiple glass red vials in its hands and then whipped them at its incoming attackers.

The charging warriors didn't even flinch as the glass vials flew towards them, shattering on the ground a few meters from their feet.

Baryn's eyebrows furrowed in confusion as he observed this strange unexplainable behavior.

How incompetent is this human?

Is this really how it defends itself?

Baryn's nostrils flared. He picked up the intense metallic smell of human blood.

Is that supposed to be some kind of distraction? How stupid does this human take Baryn's companions for?

Baryn held his arrow nocked, waiting patiently for the right moment to strike.

The human boy rushed forward towards the two crystal grizzling warriors.

At first, the human rushed towards his enemies without a weapon in hand, but just as he had summoned the glass vials out of nowhere, he suddenly had a powerful sword in his grip, a blade composed of black metal and adorned with glowing red runes.

The only thing that gave the crystal grizzling warrior's surprise away was the most minor indiscernible twitch of the eye that could have easily been mistaken for a blink.

A huge clang echoed throughout the glowing crystal caves as one of the crystal grizzlings swiped his axe down to defend itself against the speedy attack of the human boy.

The sword and axe clanged then grinded against each other in a powerful clash of wills and strength.

C'mon, Baryn thought. Step into my trap.

The human was being very clever.

So long as the boy fought against the warriors from his current angle, his allies acted as a shield against any of Baryn's ranged attacks.

The other crystal grizzling warrior — the one not currently locked in a clash of metal with the human boy — came in with a large hammer attack with enough force to squash the human boy into a puddle of mud.

The human quickly side stepped the attack, slipping between both of the enemy warriors.

Baryn grinned.

The boy had dodged death enough times, but now his time had finally come.

When dodging the second crystal grizzling warrior's attack, the boy had stepped right into the open, relinquishing the wall of protection Baryn's own warriors had given him.

He had stepped out into open territory, no man's land.

Baryn didn't waste even a millisecond.

He released his arrow right at the young human's skull.

In less than a second, the boy would be a dead corpse on the floor. A carcass to be dragged off and thrown on the fire for a feast.

The arrow flew through the air.

Just as it was about to land right in the back of the human's head, the human disappeared.

Baryn's eyes bulged.

What?

Less than a second later, the arrow that had been meant for the human's head went right through the skull of one of his allies.

The arrow lodged right into the back of its head, a huge burst of blood shooting out from the back of the monster's skull.

The axe-wielding crystal grizzling let out an agonizing cry of pain, before teetering to the ground, the life quickly fading away from its eyes.

Baryn's whole body froze over.

What. Just. Happened?

He had just killed his ally.

He hadn't meant to, but he had.

He was aiming for the human.

It was a second away from killing that disgusting little rodent.

How had it disappeared like that?

Anger filled Baryn’s entire body.

He readied another arrow.

I’m going to kill that human, even if it’s the last thing I ever do.

[image: ]


The axe-wielding crystal grizzling's body crashed onto the floor, making the entire ground nearby tremble.

For Sam, the enemy's crashing fall and last gasp of life happened over his shoulder, behind him.

He didn't have time to find comfort in the death of one of his enemies when there were still at least two more opponents trying to murder him.

One was currently towering over Sam with a huge hammer as well.

The creatures were known as crystal grizzlings and Sam had read all about them in his previous life.

The crystal grizzlings were a bipedal humanoid-like race of bear people, who amidst their heavy fur, also had glowing crystal juttings out of their bodies.

They were fierce, strong, and deadly.

Sam would not underestimate them.

And so far, it looked as if his plan was working.

He was using one of his newest class abilities to its full advantage.

Sam was lucky to be the only Traveler in all of Westria to have two classes. When the goddess had sent him back in time, he hadn't just retained his old memories, he had retained his original super-rare Blood Knight class as well. The situation had meant he was able to unlock a second class on top of his first one. Combined with having a class already unlocked and knowledge of the tutorial White Gate from his first lifetime, Sam was able to then unlock an extremely powerful class known as Death Lord, which had the highest level of rarity, and was considered a Legendary class.

As far as Sam knew, there had never been a Traveler with as rare a class as the one he had.

Every class had a starting ability and as one reached new ranks of power known as tiers, new abilities were added to that class' arsenal. Those unlocked abilities could then level up themselves and evolve into even more powerful spells and skills.

When Sam had moved his Death Lord class from the starting tier of novice-tier and ascended to apprentice-tier, he had unlocked a wildly powerful ability known as Blood Teleport.

The ability allowed Sam to teleport to any puddle of spilled blood within a nearby radius.

It was because of Blood Teleport that Sam had been able to use the crystal grizzlings’ positional advantage against them.

First, he had materialized two glass vials of blood from his inventory and smashed them on the ground to artificially create the circumstances necessary to trigger Blood Teleport. He had made sure to create the puddles of blood at the feet of the crystal grizzlings rather than throw the glass vials behind them.

Then, Sam let the ranger think he had an open shot at him, only to at the last minute teleport out of the way, creating an open pathway for the ranger's arrow to go right through the skull of his ally.

With one of his enemies now dead on the floor, it had proven to be an incredibly effective plan.

But now Sam had to ask himself whether it could work a second time, or would his enemies have wised up to his abilities and powers and not be put into such a trap a second time.

Before Sam could even think what his next move should be, it was decided for him in the form of a giant metal hammer coming down towards him and threatening to squash him like a bug.

As the huge metal hammer created a shadow between his eyes, Sam reacted swiftly, lifting up his demonic rune blade to block the attack.

He then slid his sword out from beneath the crystal grizzlings and leaped away as another flurry of arrow attacks smashed into the ground near Sam's feet.

Sam's eyes narrowed.

The ranger's attack had been haphazard.

Sloppy.

That told Sam everything he needed to know.

The ranger was angry, full of rage, and—most importantly for Sam—not thinking straight.

Sam quickly rolled across the ground and sprung up once more, jumping in the air to slice at the hammer wielder's face.

The crystal grizzling pulled its head back to dodge the swipe.

Then the tiniest sound echoed in Sam's ear.

The quietest gust of air as a faraway arrow was released from a bow and sent hurtling in the direction of his head.

Sam didn't waste a second.

He triggered Blood Teleport.

When Sam reappeared a few meters away, an arrow was lodged between the eyes of the hammer-wielding crystal grizzling.

The monster's body trembled and it tried to lift up its arm to pull out the arrow that was now wedged between its brain.

It only managed to lift its arm halfway before the monster's eyes went lifelessly pale and it collapsed onto the ground in death.

[image: ]


Baryn felt like a bucket of ice had been dropped over his head.

His stomach twisted itself into knots and he worried he was going to puke all over himself.

He stared at his allies, both dead on the ground, both dematerializing into glowing monster stones.

He had been the cause of his own companions' deaths. It was his arrow, shot by his hands, that had ended their lives.

The shock and speed at which the battle had gone from in their favor to against them had left Baryn feeling unable to breathe.

Unable to comprehend the swiftly shifting circumstances.

The human had been merely an afterthought.

An errand.

A chore.

They had just wanted to get rid of the stench and then return back to their clan's home base after a successful hunt.

How did things go so horrifically wrong?

Baryn shook his head.

It didn’t matter. There would be others. More allies who would join him in killing the black-haired human boy.

He would be finished soon enough.

The crystal grizzling was about to stand up when he noticed a shadow loom over him, suddenly.

No, Baryn thought. The human couldn't have found my position. But how?

Baryn quickly pulled out a dagger and spun around to kill the human that had caused him such frustration that day.

But Baryn's dagger wasn't very long. It was a lot shorter than the human's demonic rune blade .

So, when Baryn turned around and swiped at his enemy with his dagger, he only slashed the air in front of him, whereas the human boy with his longer blade was able to get a clean swipe across Baryn's neck.
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Sam stood over the dead crystal grizzling ranger.

The body began to glow and turn silver until it dematerialized down into a yellow apprentice-tier monster stone and a few gold coins.

That was what happened to monsters inside dungeon gates. When they died, they dematerialized into mana-rich orbs known as monster stones. That and sometimes a few gold coins as well.

Loot for the Travelers who slayed them.

Sam bent over and picked up the yellow monster stone and coins, dematerializing them into his inventory as soon as he touched them.

Those with a mana core at the center of their beings — which was the case for all Travelers — had the ability to drain monster stones of their mana and combine them into their own core. It was one of the simplest ways of improving one's magic affinity stat.

While Sam was always eager to progress and train his skills, he knew at that very moment, standing right where a crystal grizzling ranger's corpse had been only a few moments ago, that here and now was not the place to do so.

He looked around the platform and across the large glowing chasm of crystals and the different tunnels and layers one could climb up or down to.

Thankfully, there weren't any new enemies approaching within sight.

Sam quickly triggered his mana sense and confirmed that there were indeed no further enemy hostiles nearby.

This was only a temporary comfort and Sam knew it.

His heart and breathing had calmed a little since the conclusion of his most recent battle, but not by much.

The crystal grizzlings with their incredible sense of smell along with their naturally strong physiology were some of the deadliest hunters of any dungeon monsters ever recorded in the analogues of Westrian Traveler history.

The distinct smell of his human-ness, along with all the blood and carnage, was most likely wafting to all the headquarters and hideouts of the crystal grizzlings that resided within this dungeon world.

And, as soon as their nostrils picked up his scent, followed by the smell of their fellow brethren's dead bodies, they'd be searching with all their power and fury for the perpetrator who had harmed their fellow clansmen.

Sam did not like that scenario one bit.

He much preferred being the hunter to the hunted.

Luckily, Sam had a pretty good idea about how to escape his current circumstances.

He moved over to the nearest wall of glowing crystals and reached his hand out for one slightly above his head. He pulled himself up and planted his feet on some crystals below him. From there, he continued his climb up the chasm of the crystal caverns.

After twenty minutes of climbing, Sam began to break out into a sweat.

Thankfully, his arms weren't getting sore and probably wouldn't any time soon.

As an apprentice-tier Traveler, his physical body and strength had developed far beyond the capabilities of even the highest-performing human athlete.

It would take a lot more than twenty minutes of climbing to make him tired.

That said, climbing was psychologically draining. It was a particular emotional cocktail of tediousness and terror. One moment, you were puzzling out where to put your hand or place your foot next, and then, you looked down and saw how high up you were and how one bad fall would leave you dead on the ground. It didn't matter how durable your magically enhanced body was. Death awaited anyone who fell to the bottom of this epically deep chasm.

The rocky platform Sam was aiming for was another ten minutes of climbing away. He could see it jutting out in the distance.

Just as he was about to reach out for another crystal to hold onto, however, his whole body froze over with terror.

He heard a faint noise below him.

It could have been a beetle or another form of monster in the crystal caverns.

Or, it could've been crystal grizzlings, coming after him.

Sam checked his mana sense.

There were five strong mana orbs far below him, but climbing up the chasm with intense speeds.

Sam gulped and then steadied his breathing.

He needed to keep moving, get into a better position than where he was.

He reached out for the next crystal and pulled himself up. He did this over and over again. His heart began to race.

I just need to get to that platform, Sam thought. Then I can lose them.

He continued to climb.

The hunters in his mana sense were getting closer and closer.

Sam looked below his feet and he could see the glow of the crystal grizzlings’ eyes from below.

He was less than a minute away from reaching the platform.

C'mon, he thought.

Sam reached his hand out and grabbed the platform layer and then swung himself over so that both his hands were leaning off the edge of the platform. Next, he pulled himself up onto the layer and saw a tunnel leading to a large network of tunnels.

Sam sighed with relief.

Almost home free, he thought.

He began sprinting down the tunnel of the new layer he had reached, making a beeline to the right.

He knew exactly where to go.

He remembered a very important detail from his research about the crystal caverns in his previous timeline.

Sam ran through a few more tunnels, turning around bends, and picking from three or more passages the right cave thoroughfare to continue traversing.

He eventually turned a corner and found a small pond.

An oasis within the crystal caverns.

Found it, Sam smirked.

His heart immediately began to slow. His footsteps slowed as he walked gently towards the cave pond.

There was a plant glowing near the pond. The leaves were green and had a crystal coating of little micro fibers that had a glowing orange hue to them.

Sam reached out and touched one of the stalks of this plant.

He triggered his mana sense and watched as in the distance, the crystal grizzlings that were hunting him dispersed and grew confused and agitated. They looked to be retreating back to where they had come from.

It all had to do with the glowing plant in front of him.

Radiant sage.

While Sam couldn't say he caught that much of a scent from the plant, the crystal grizzlings definitely did. It was near paralyzing how potent the scent of the radiant sage was for the crystal grizzlings. Not only did it completely mask Sam's scent, which had put a murderous target on his back, but it actively defended against and pushed any nearby crystal grizzlings away.

So long as Sam stayed near radiant sage, he was safe from any incoming crystal grizzling attacks.

Sam sighed with relief and sat down cross-legged to catch his breath.

For the time being, he was safe.
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An hour later, Sam had set up a campsite, complete with a tent and a small fire.

He cooked himself a steak dinner with roasted vegetables.

Garnishing both his steak and veggies, he sprinkled on some of the nearby radiant sage plant as a garnish and spice.

He ate his meal, quiet and contemplatively.

It had been a long couple of hours so far in the crystal caverns and Sam was happy to have a moment of respite.

After finishing his meal, he felt a new sensation fill his body. He felt a bubbling sense of euphoria and clarity.

So it is just as I read, Sam thought to himself.

The radiant sage had more properties than just the intense scent that kept crystal grizzlings away.

It was written in the scholarly accounts that Sam had studied in his first timeline that radiant sage altered one's neurology very subtly that granted effects to a Traveler's profile.

A profile was a small screen that appeared in a Traveler's retina, displaying all their stats and abilities as well as offering other information in sub-screens as well.

With the new sensations Sam was feeling in his body, he called forth his profile to take a look.

His eyes widened at the sight of the new information.

Sam

Class: Blood Knight (Super Rare) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Pain Ring (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Mark part of the battlefield as yours. Within that circle, the more you are hurt, the more powerful your attacks. Battle awareness also now increases as you take more damage. After significant damage is taken, user acquires split-second vision to see where their opponent is going to move and do seconds before they do it.

Hurting Hook (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 2) – Shoot a hook rope that if it hits an enemy, it pulls them back closer towards you. Hook can be bent at will to whip and hurl enemies with.

Class: Death Lord (Legendary) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Blood Flame (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Morph all spilled blood in a nearby radius into a powerful magical fire. Can also create blood flame projectiles in hand from spilled blood. Can now conjure blood flame sword from spilled blood.

Blood Teleport (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 1) – Teleport to and from spilled blood on the battlefield

Strength: 34.1

Agility: 33.3

Endurance: 33.5

Magic Affinity: 33.9

Skill Quests

Pain Ring (Level 4) – Destroy 10,000 monsters with the aid of split-second vision. 300/10,000

Blood Flame (Level 4) – Gain mastery with your blood flame sword. (35%)

Hurting Hook (Level 3) – Gain mastery over your new hurting hook. (40%)

Blood Teleport (Level 2) – Gain mastery over Blood Teleport (55%)

Inventory

Silver Dragon Armor Set

Composed from the remains of the ancient and powerful silver dragon, this heavy armor absorbs damage and pain and allows for redistribution into different parts of the body. Also can hold damage that can be unleashed later. Armor cannot be removed if damage is being held. The inside of the armor is lined with tiny teeth of the silver dragon that constantly draw blood upon the user. This set of ancient armor has killed many of those who have chosen to wear it.

Additional Ability (Level 1): Dragon Defense: The teeth of the silver dragon armor set can now be controlled to shoot outwards as an additional offensive or defensive maneuver.

Necklace of Healing (Increase Health Regeneration by 50%)

Ring of Numbing (Reduce pain sensation by 40%)

Ring of Empowerment (Super Rare) (Tier: Adept)

+10 Strength

Arcane Aegis (Mythic) (Tier: Adept)

Floating Reflective Shield

Berzerker sword (Super Rare) (Tier: Adept)

Special ability: Can regularly send enemies when hit into an unthinking hostile frenzy.

Demonic Rune Blade (Mythic) (Tier: Adept)

+5 Strength

Kill Stacker (Special Ability): Demonic rune blade gains more power each time you slay something—power growth only stops if fifteen minutes go by without a kill

Sam was amazed.

The change was subtle and yet it was incredibly helpful information to have.

Sam knew — especially in this new timeline where he had more knowledge than anyone else — that information was power.

And he had gained some pretty nifty info thanks to the radiant sage.

The main difference in his profile from before taking the radiant sage that he didn't have any idea of the percentage to which he was progressing with many of his skill quests.

Now he did.

Which meant he could focus on whichever one was closest to levelling up next, which would in turn, grant him a new evolved ability in his arsenal of powers.

This benefit could not be underestimated.

Entering the dungeon gate just to gather bushels of radiant sage was worth it alone.

He planned on taking loads back to share with his friends and keep some on hand when he really needed to review his stats and profile to figure out where he wanted to take his Traveler skills next.

Sam grinned as he began going over his strategy for taking on the crystal grizzlings.
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A crystal goblin screamed as it ran for its life.

It was panting and terrified.

The panic pulsing throughout the small monster's being was enough to keep the creature from noticing the large stone jutting out of the ground.

The goblin sprinted right into it, tripping right on it, and sending itself hurtling straight to the ground.

The mistake would cost the goblin its life.

The goblin scrambled to get its bearings and get back on its feet, but by the time it was even on its knees, it was already too late.

Large towering shadows loomed over the goblin as a squad of crystal grizzlings surrounded it.

They snickered at the terror of the goblin they had hunted down, before one of them thrusted a spear into its belly.

With their prey incapacitated, the one crystal grizzling lifted the goblin up on his spear and the group began to return back to their clan's base camp.

Far away, behind a stone, Sam watched on with the cold observation of a scientist.

At first, he was horrified at the crystal grizzlings’ mercilessness with their enemies—the way they refused to kill them outright and left them suffering.

Then he realized it was more complicated than it first had seemed.

Normal less sentient monsters in other lower-tiered dungeon gates would eat their prey as they killed them. Since the crystal grizzlings were smart enough to hunt their prey down with weaponry, it left them with a peculiar problem. If they killed the crystal goblin outright, it would have disintegrated into a monster stone, which would give them sustenance, but in an unsatisfying way.

They had grown to realize if they kept the creature alive for long enough, and then separated parts of its body slowly as it cooked, they could enjoy both the flesh and mana derived from their fellow weaker monsters that shared the environment with them.

It was grotesque and awful to witness, but Sam did find it slightly fascinating.

He had been stalking the crystal grizzlings to study their habits and movements for a couple of hours now.

He made sure to keep his distance along with rubbing himself with radiant sage, meaning the crystal grizzlings continued to avoid anywhere Sam positioned himself.

His reconnaissance mission had so far been a rousing success.

While he already had a whole host of supplementary knowledge of his primary enemy here in the crystal caverns from his studies in his previous timeline, it was still worth it to gather some on-the-ground evidence so he knew exactly what he was dealing with.

He had discovered that the crystal grizzlings often traveled in packs. That they were fierce fighters.

Sam learned that they were quite protective of their home bases where it looked as if large swathes of the crystal grizzling population hibernated while the others stood guard and protected them.

It was all quite peculiar to witness. The crystal grizzlings operated with a greater sentience than the lesser monsters Sam had fought in lower-tiered dungeons. And yet, when they perished, they turned into monster stones like all the rest of the creatures that got slayed within dungeon gates.

The monster's growing intelligence was all part of the growing difficulty of the higher-tiered dungeon gates. As Sam became a stronger and more powerful Traveler, so too would the monsters and dungeon worlds he would be forced to face.

Sam watched as the pack of crystal grizzlings faded away from view.

He wasn't worried of losing sight of them.

He had them locked in and targeted with his mana sense.

They wouldn't be able to escape him.

It looks like I'm finally ready to set up my trap, he grinned.
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The crystal grizzling hunter walked behind his fellow squadmates as they made their way back to base camp.

They had captured a crystal goblin that they all planned on eating as soon as they roasted it alive over the fire pit.

The hunter salivated at the idea of tasting the goblin flesh.

As the hunter followed his squad back to their base camp, he couldn't help but day dream about the feast they were going to have.

The daydream of the succulent meat, however, became less pleasurable as their journey back to base camp began to take a strange turn.

The squad leader—the one with the strongest scent of them all—kept making odd turns. First left, then right.

The hunter was well aware of the paths back to base camp.

The current route they were taking didn't make any sense.

Of course, the hunter was smart enough to know why their leader was taking them this way.

The awful stench of the poisonous radiant sage kept oppressing their olfactory senses at every turn.

The radiant sage must have been spreading throughout the caverns.

The hunter knew this would be a problem for the different crystal grizzling clans.

However, such a problem could be dealt with after they got back to base camp and had eaten their scrumptious goblin.

The hunter looked around quizzically as their leader led them down a hilly path into a dark cavern tunnel.

The crystal grizzlings had a strong pecking order and hierarchy within their squads. If this weren't the case, the hunter would have said something, but knowing his position in the squad, he stayed quiet.

The squad leader eventually stopped moving.

They were all standing in front of a wall with nowhere further to go.

They had hit a dead end.

They would have to turn around and retrace their steps.

There was only one problem though.

The scent of the radiant sage seemed to be getting closer and closer.
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The squad of crystal grizzlings had fallen precisely into Sam's trap.

After discovering the crystal grizzlings’ base camp halfway during his reconnaissance mission, he began to leave bits of radiant sage as he followed them.

The plan was simple: using the crystal grizzlings' utter repulsion for the smell of radiant sage, he'd force them to redirect their path back to base camp that would ultimately send them to the bottom of an underground hill with nowhere to go.

Now, Sam had the advantage of height and them trapped with no escape.

He rushed forward, materializing his demonic rune blade in his grip.

As he got within range of the four crystal grizzlings, he triggered his novice-tier Blood Knight skill: Pain Ring.

A bright crimson circle shot forth from his chest and created a circle that encompassed him and his four opponents.

In many ways, Pain Ring was Sam's most important ability in his Traveler arsenal.

The ability granted him the power to raise his strength and power from any pain he took from inside the ability's circular radius.

This put Sam at an incredible advantage when fighting against opponents stronger than him. So long as he could survive whatever blows that were thrown at him, he could then dish out even more power against his enemies.

One of Sam's first things he accomplished in this new timeline was a way to augment his abilities and get the most out of his Pain Ring skill. He had done this by acquiring the powerful silver dragon armor set.

The deadly and rare piece of armor had tiny claws that stabbed inside the wearer's body, slowly draining them of life, and creating a near constant stream of pain.

So long as Sam didn't let his powerful armor eat him to death, he had a steady stream of pain that would continuously raise his strength and power with each passing second inside the Pain Ring.

He had also dealt with the potential threat of the armor killing him by also wearing a necklace of healing. The healing offset the damage done by the armor, so the armor could never kill him—just wear away at his flesh over and over.

It was incredibly agonizing and awful, but Sam didn't mind shouldering the hurt.

It was a small price to pay if it made him stronger and gave him a fighting chance to save all of Westria from the apocalypse.

And so with his power and strength increasing with every second, Sam slashed his sword upward and began to take on the crystal grizzlings in front of him.

Sam's sword slash was so quick it slashed across the crystal grizzling's body.

The attack barely left a scratch.

Sam was not bothered by this in the slightest.

If anything, it was to be expected.

He was in a dungeon world a whole tier level above him, and that meant that most of the monsters he would face would be a lot stronger than him.

At least, initially.

Sam knew his Pain Ring skill would eventually shoot his power and strength far beyond the enemies in front of him, but he would need to exercise some patience.

In the meantime though, his first slash confirmed to him that he would need to let Pain Ring increase his power output for a little while before he could decimate his enemies.

The slash also served a secondary purpose. The feeble lack of damage had dealt would mean that his enemies would now underestimate him. Sam would make sure to use this against him.

Two different axe swings came hurtling down towards Sam's head.

He quickly rolled out of the way, dodging both attacks.

The two other crystal grizzlings now charged towards him.

Sam understood their strategy.

They would attempt to overwhelm him and just oppress him with their greater number and strength.

Sam smirked.

I'd like to see you try, he thought to himself.

As the third crystal grizzling rushed towards him, swinging a giant silver sword, Sam triggered another one of his abilities.

Hurting Hook.

A bright crackling orange chain of ash shot out from Sam's palm and right into the fourth crystal grizzling.

The giant bi-pedal bear warrior was then dragged across the battlefield by the hook to right in front of the Traveler.

Blood splattered onto Sam's face and the nearby ground as the silver sword of the third crystal grizzling went right through the skull of the fourth and through the creature's entire body, cutting it completely in half.

The crystal grizzling with the sword looked at his slain brethren with shock and horror.

Sam figured that if his attacks couldn't deal any damage currently against his enemies, he'd have his enemies do the job for him.

Sam thrusted his demonic rune blade right into the chest of the shocked crystal grizzling, puncturing the creature's flesh slightly.

Sam ripped his sword free and watched as a little bit of blood began to stain the bear's fur.

His strength and power output still wasn't where it needed to be to slice and dice his enemies like he wanted, but he was definitely making headway.

The two other attackers came at Sam.

He let them get closer and closer until he rolled forward underneath the still-shocked crystal grizzling with the blood-soaked sword from killing his companion.

Before Sam was even back on his feet, he triggered his apprentice-tier Death Lord ability: Blood Flame.

The ground where the current two attacking crystal grizzlings were standing suddenly erupted in crimson flames.

They cried out as the magical fire roasted them alive.

Sam then rushed towards the final remaining crystal grizzling and sliced its legs with his sword.

A huge red gash formed across the creature's legs, and the monster fell to its knees.

Finally, Sam thought.

His strength had increased high enough within the Pain Ring that he could now deal some serious damage with his sword.

He sliced the creature in the back, creating more bloody gashes.

The final monster was now slowly dying on the floor.

Sam dematerialized his demonic rune blade, replacing it with a small cutting dagger.

He planned on keeping this final crystal grizzling alive.

At least, for a little while longer.
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A few hours later, elsewhere in the crystal caverns, a group of crystal grizzlings sat around a bonfire watching a crystal goblin squirm as they roasted it alive.

One crystal grizzling slowly sliced off meat from the goblin in small pieces at a time which he then passed to one of the crystal grizzlings sitting by the fire. He then slowly worked clockwise until he got back to himself where he cut himself a hefty piece of the goblin and tossed it into his mouth.

After chewing on his piece of crystal goblin, he then began the process all over again.

And so it went until there was only a bony carcass left of the crystal goblin remaining.

The satisfaction of eating a crystal goblin was always followed by the disappointment and hunger for more.

This time the group of crystal grizzlings were in luck as another hunting squad had just returned with three crystal goblins to be slowly cooked and devoured.

Each of the crystal goblins was wedged like a chicken skewer to a spear, still alive, squirming and in agony.

The first group of hunters made space for the others and removed the bony carcass of the crystal goblin from the firepit.

They lowered one of the goblins to the fire and watched as it squirmed as it got closer and closer to the deadly heat of the fire.

The crystal grizzling snickered at the poor goblin's suffering.

The same monster who had been cutting the last goblin to pieces, got to work on the new one. It was halfway through the circle of grizzlings—which meant he was halfway towards cutting himself a hefty piece of goblin flesh—when in the distance he noticed a member of the clan approaching from afar.

The crystal grizzling took a big whiff with his nostrils.

Everyone around the fire did.

The grizzling continued approaching.

The creature smelt weird, however.

Something was off. Maybe the fellow crystal grizzling was sick or something.

The strange lone crystal grizzling continued to get closer and closer, until it was suddenly holding a strange piece of glass in its hand.

The glass contained red liquid.

The grizzling threw it at the fire.

At this point, there was no mistaking that this grizzling had gone insane.

But as the crystal grizzling got closer to the ground, they realized it was no crystal grizzling at all.

It was a human wearing the fur and carcass of a crystal grizzling to hide its smell from them.

The big group of crystal grizzlings all stood up to attack the human intruder.

But it was too late by that point.

The black-haired boy snapped his fingers and turned all the blood on the ground into a bright crimson flame.

The magical fire burned the entire group of crystal grizzlings alive at once.
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Sam continued to traverse the complex labyrinthine realm of the crystal caverns.

Days passed.

As he learned more about the crystal grizzlings and got better at fighting them, he began to incorporate strategies that always involved him using his Blood Teleport ability as much as possible.

The radiant sage had shown him that it was the closest ability to getting stronger, so he made sure to focus on that. He couldn't wait to see what the evolution of the ability would be and how it would improve and change his ongoing battle strategies.

With each battle and skirmish against the crystal grizzlings, Sam could see the numbers going up. He was getting closer and closer to leveling up the skill.

As the days inside the dungeon world continued to go by, Sam would return to his base camp by the pond and ingrowth of radiant sage, and eat dinner and rest for the evening as he prepared to take on more monsters the following day.
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A few hours into the next day, Sam checked his profile and stats.

Blood Teleport was 3% away from levelling up.

So close, Sam thought.

If the next squad he faced was big and strong enough, this could be the battle that gets him to where he needed to be.

He triggered his mana sense and narrowed his eyes as he took in four nearby mana cores, one of which seemed incredibly rich with power.

This would do nicely.

He moved through the glowing tunnels in the direction of his targets.

He had no fear of them striking him first as he reeked of radiant sage.

Sam's targets eventually came into view.

Across a large glowing cavern of crystals was a hunting group of four crystal grizzlings.

The group of husky bi-pedal bear-like beings strutted across the cavern, most likely on the hunt for more crystal goblins to eat.

Sam narrowed his eyes, paying attention to what style of gear they carried.

One had a sword sheathed at his side. Another had a spear on his back.

Two melee fighters, Sam mused. I can work with that.

It was the other two in the hunting party that would cause Sam a bit more of a headache.

Of the other two, one with his dangling belt of potions and a staff on his back, appeared to be a magic-user of some kind.

As an up-close and personal fighter, Sam always found ranged opponents a bit tricky.

Which made it all the more frustrating to see the final remaining crystal grizzling had a bow and satchel of arrows strapped to his back.

Two melee, two ranged, Sam counted in his head.

Sam quickly did a bit of mental gymnastics in his head to figure out his strategy — one that included using Blood Teleport as many times as possible — and then got to work.

Sam materialized a handful of glass vials of blood in his hands.

The first order of business was simple. Sam needed to change the environment to suit his needs.

Before the crystal grizzling hunting troop could even detect his presence, they were alerted by the sounds of smashing glass all around them, quickly followed by the powerful stench of human blood everywhere.

Sam didn't get to see their immediate sense of shock because as soon as the blood was littered across the ground, he materialized his demonic rune blade and then triggered Blood Teleport.

A millisecond later when Sam reappeared up close and personal with his enemies, they already had their weapons unsheathed and gripped, ready to do battle.

He slashed his sword outward and triggered Pain Ring.

A bright crimson red light shot out and encompassed the battlefield around them.

With Pain Ring now live, he just needed to bide time as his strength and power rose due to the gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set.

And he had the perfect way of biding time.

As the swordsman and spearman rushed towards him, Sam triggered Blood Teleport.

The ranger and magic wielder threw hostile projectiles at him a second later in his new location, but he teleported away before their attacks could hit him.

On it went, Sam ping-ponging away from attacks, driving the hunting troop mad, as he teleported between each of their attacks.

They grew more and more aggravated as the fight wore on, making it even easier for Sam to read their movements and attack strategies so it was even less challenging to dodge and teleport away from their strikes.

He paid close attention as the battle continued to the rising number in his profile screen, watching the percentage number of his Blood Teleport skill go up and up.

He would end the battle as soon as he levelled up the skill. He wouldn't drag this fight longer than it needed to go.

A giant fireball flung towards Sam's face.

He teleported.

A sword swung to his neck.

He teleported.

An arrow to his heart.

He teleported.

Then as he emerged from his most recent use of Blood Teleport, a message popped up in Sam's screen.

Congratulations! Blood Teleport has leveled up!

Then, in a flash and blur of movement, Sam re-emerged with all four of his crystal grizzling opponents sliced and diced on the floor below him.

The battle had gone on so long, his Pain Ring skill had increased his strength and power to such a degree that the crystal grizzlings were no match for his blade, which sliced through them like a hot knife through butter.

With the battle now over, Sam took a deep breath and then grinned at the message in his profile screen.

He couldn't wait to find out what the new ability evolution did.
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A full day later, Sam emerged in front of the boss room for the crystal cavern dungeon world.

The entrance to the boss chamber was at the very bottom layer of the crystal caverns. It had taken a good couple of hours for Sam to make his descent to this layer of the dungeon, fighting through more groups of crystal grizzlings to do so.

With his Blood Teleport ability leveled up, he saw no further reason to linger here in this dungeon world. He had maximized his gains and progress inside of here and it was time to wrap things up and return back to his companions at their campsite in the Misty Woods.

All that was left for Sam in this dungeon world was the boss that awaited him in the chamber just beyond.

As with all standard gate dungeons, if Sam defeated the dungeon boss, the entire dungeon would disappear in a few hours’ time, hence destroying the dungeon world before it could unleash a destructive and cataclysmic dungeon break.

Defeating boss monsters and closing dungeons was the primary purpose of a Traveler.

Sam was more than happy to oblige.

He walked through the tunnel of glowing rocks and entered a large dimly lit chamber.

The change in lighting was quite striking and a bit eerie.

All of the crystal caverns had been awash in a bright luminescent glow and now in this final boss room there were only the odd dimly lit green stones lighting up the chamber.

The chamber was large and full of shadows.

The most ominous thing about the boss room, however, was the absence of a boss.

Sam looked up to the ceiling, expecting to find a massive beetle or bat lingering there, hungrily.

Yet all Sam could see were rocks and more shadow.

Then from deep within the darkness of the boss chamber did Sam catch the glimmer of a silver eye.

A large silver eye.

Very large.

Within the darkness of the chamber, the large silver eyes glowed outward like a moon. Then another eye appeared as if the boss was waking up from a centuries-long slumber.

Next a large foot stepped out from the shadows, and then another.

Soon enough, towering far above Sam was a gigantic crystal grizzling, the size of one of the tallest buildings in Resfall.

You've got to be kidding me, Sam chuckled with dismay to himself.

This boss wasn't going to be easy, but neither was Sam worried. He had entered the boss chamber with a plan.

The boss monster's size was going to be a slight problem to Sam's original plan, but he was quickly thinking of a workaround.

He surveyed the environment of the battle he was about to face, figuring out what he'd need to do to make this work.

The boss monster, however, got tired of waiting for Sam to strike and took the battle into his own hands.

The giant crystal grizzling pulled out a giant battle axe from his back and swung it right where Sam was standing.

The Blood Knight managed to quickly leap to the side and dodge the attack.

The boss monster's axe smashed into the ground, leaving a trench-sized hole in the floor of the chamber.

Sam sprinted to the side of the chamber, materializing a whole handful of glass vials full of blood to do so.

The giant crystal grizzling lifted up his massive axe and lifted his arms up, prepared to strike again.

Sam whipped one vial after another up the side of the cavern wall, leaping away to dodge the next deadly attack of the boss monster's axe swing.

Blood dripped down the side of the cavern wall almost to the very top of it.

Sam grinned.

Conditions were near perfect now.

As the boss monster ripped his axe free from the ground and prepared to launch another potentially life-ending blow at Sam, the Traveler triggered Blood Teleport.

He teleported up the side of the cavern, bursting into existence, only to disappear again, as he flickered his way up to the top of cavern.

At the top, he managed to grab hold of a glowing rock, so he could dangle high above the giant boss monster's head.

He materialized another two blood vials from his inventory.

Sam took a deep breath.

The next targets he needed to hit with his glass vials of blood were crucial to both his potential victory and survival of this fight.

If he missed, the fight was over. His fate doomed.

And if he was gone, so too, were Westria's chances of stopping the horrible historical tragedies it faced in the coming years.

Most importantly, with him and his knowledge of the future gone, the chances of Westria surviving the onslaught of the demon king were basically zero.

Sam narrowed his eyes on his first target and got ready to throw the vial.

He whipped the first vial at the ceiling right above the giant boss monster's head.

A thick red splotch formed right in the center of the cavern, drops of blood falling from the top onto the boss monster's head.

Sam quickly took advantage, triggering Blood Teleport and landing on the giant crystal grizzling's scalp.

One more target, Sam thought. One more target and then the battle is sealed.

Sam whipped the vial of blood right at the center of the huge boss monster's battle axe.

The glass shattered, leaving a large stain of blood on the metal of the axe.

Everything was now in place for Sam's plan.

The boss threw his large burly hands up towards its head, trying to squash Sam like a bug.

Sam ran and leaped off the crystal grizzling's head, falling far towards the floor.

He quickly triggered Blood Teleport once again, teleporting to the puddle he'd thrown against the cavern wall to help him ascend towards the ceiling of the large room a few minutes earlier.

Sam then bolted across the chamber until he was dead center in the sights of the giant crystal grizzling.

The boss monster roared as he lifted his axe, the shadow of the blade blanketing over Sam.

The creature then threw his arms downward, sending the axe directly towards Sam's head.

The boy didn't move.

He didn't even flinch.

The blade rushed towards him and then, seconds before it completely obliterated him into a million tiny particles of dust, the boy's face revealed a smirk.

Seconds before Sam's impending death, the axe completely vanished, leaving the giant crystal's grizzling's hands gripping nothing but air.

The boss monster's eyebrows furrowed, confused.

The creature didn't understand what was happening. Where had his weapon gone?

Unfortunately for the boss monster, the axe had reappeared right above his head, still falling with the same descent and force that it had when it had vanished from its grip.

The crystal grizzling's axe fell through the air, puncturing the boss monster's skull and brain, before slicing him completely in half.
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Sam grinned as the giant battle axe landed explosively on the floor of the boss monster's chamber.

Drenched in blood, the giant silver blades of the axe wedged themselves into the ground.

The axe had had a mighty fall.

The two halves of the now-dead crystal grizzling collapsed onto the ground, leaving a splattering of guts and entrails before taking on a silver glow and melting down into a large yellow monster stone.

I'll be taking that, thank you very much, Sam thought to himself, walking over to the monster stone and pocketing it into his inventory.

The boss battle had had some close calls, but in the end, the new evolution of his Blood Teleport ability meant he had a majorly strong advantage over his opponent.

The new level 2 evolution of Blood Teleport now allowed Sam to teleport more than just himself to different nearby puddles of blood, but now he could teleport inanimate objects with spilled blood on them as well.

With the use of this new evolved power, Sam had made sure to get spilled blood both on the giant crystal grizzling's battle axe as well as on the ceiling above his head.

Once Sam had done that, the battle was sealed. He'd teleport the axe when the monster least expected it and send it right above its head, ready to crash down right into his skull.

Sam had executed his plan flawlessly.

He was pleased.

He'd leveled up the skill he wanted and he'd defeated another dungeon gate from the world.

He could finally return back to his friends at the campsite.
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Sam stepped out of the dungeon gate to find the surroundings of the Misty Woods pretty much the same as when he had left them.

The forest was still pitch black. The clouds above dark and murky.

Sam's surroundings smelled of damp wood and pine trees.

His boots sunk into the wet muddy ground.

From what Sam could tell, even though he had spent multiple days inside the dungeon world, it looked as if only a few hours had passed out in the real world.

Such was the case with dungeon gates most of the time.

The dungeon portals were inconsistent in their connection to time in the world outside.

This could lead to all sorts of chaos and trouble. Entering a dungeon gate for an hour, only to leave it and find a whole two days had passed out in the real world.

For the most part though, Travelers were able to manage the chaotic time dilation between Westria and the multiple worlds and planes of existence that the dungeon gates sent them to without too much hassle.

Sam chuckled to himself that so little time had passed that, if he didn't tell his companions that he'd gone and solo cleared a dungeon gate on his own, he didn't think they would ever know.

As Sam approached the campsite, lots of raucous laughter and cheering began to echo through the woods.

He could hear people loudly singing.

Sam's eyebrows furrowed as he got closer and closer to his home base.

He was confused. He wasn't really getting early morning vibes from the campsite. The majority were not morning people and could definitely be a bit grouchy before their first cup of coffee.

What's going on over here?

When Sam stepped out of the woods into the small clearing the group had made for their campsite, everybody cheered.

"THERE HE IS!"

Sam looked at all the friendly faces, many of them holding a metal tankard full of dwarven ale or fairy rum or some kind of intoxicating substance.

The tedium of waiting for the Mist Belt to clear had led to some more relaxed habits on the campsite.

A friendly hand was placed on Sam's shoulder.

He looked over to see Captain Olivia Reeves. She was the second in command of the Traveler's Guild and one of the most powerful Travelers in all of Westria.

Sam had never gotten to know Olivia closely in his first timeline, but they had become close allies and respected Traveler colleagues in this new second life of Sam's.

"How did the dungeon gate go, Sam?" said Olivia.

"How long was I in there for?" Sam asked, finally accepting that it wasn't morning like he'd originally thought it was when he had stepped out of the dungeon gate a few minutes ago.

"Ten, maybe twelve hours or so," said Olivia. "A full day. We went searching for you when you weren't around when we woke up. Then we came across the yellow dungeon gate. We figured we'd leave you to it."

"You didn't want to take part?" asked Sam.

Olivia shrugged. "It was a dungeon gate a full tier below me, I figured I wouldn't get too much benefit out of it, so I'd let you solo clear it to maximize your gains."

“Ah thanks,” said Sam. “That means a lot.”

“Don’t worry abou—” Olivia stopped talking and her eye twitched.

Sam hadn’t noticed before, but he suddenly realized Olivia was swaying on her legs a bit.

Brock, a sturdy dwarf, stood up to catch her and looked around the campsite with anger and suspicion.

“Who let her drink Goblin Grog!?”

Brock turned to Curtis, a tall elf.

“We have a code red,” said Brock.

“What’s a code red?” said Sam.

“It’s when the captain has had precisely 5.3 pints of goblin grog that she⁠—"

Olivia bent over, puking on the ground below.

“Does that,” sighed Brock, pulling back his captain’s hair to keep any barf from getting on it.

There was a loud noticeable cough from the other end of the bonfire.

An older woman with her hair tied tightly in a bun, crossed her arms at the sight of the captain.

Mildred Cross did not approve of the current debauchery happening around her.

“You are not being a very good example for our younger companions,” said Mildred.

“You’re right,” Brock replied. “In my younger days, I’d puke at least three times in a night. Did you hear that, lads—we’re not drinking enough!”

“That wasn’t what I was getting at⁠—”

“Maybe we just leave them be for tonight,” said a young beautiful blonde girl beside Mildred.

It was Queen Alice Grace.

The whole group of them were all traveling back together from the Snowpeak Mountains where they had stopped the Dwarven Cataclysm and watched their companion Ulfgar be named the new king of the united dwarven civilization.

Sam smiled at the queen and she smiled too, before looking away quickly.

Sam and the queen’s relationship could best be described as tumultuous. They had gotten started on the wrong foot long ago. First, Sam had saved her and Mildred from an assassination attempt. Then, for some odd reason they kidnapped him. Then, he saved them again from another assassination attempt. Then there was a whole period where they argued all the time which then culminated in the strange event of them dancing together at Ulfgar’s coronation party.

In short, Sam’s relationship with Alice was complicated.

“Why don’t you scoot over and make space for your boyfriend?” said Mildred with a devilish glimmer in her eye.

Alice’s face went red as did Sam’s.

“He’s not my⁠—”

“He’s not, what?” said another voice, sitting down at a nearby log beside them.

It was another cute girl with auburn hair, freckles, and green eyes.

It was Sam’s childhood friend and fellow orphan, Klara.

Sam had known Klara for most of his life, or at the very least, as far as he could remember.

Klara, himself, and their other mutual friend Toby had been a trio of sorts, growing up together in an orphanage in the back streets of Resfall. They'd become friends over the course of years of pickpocketing and fighting for their survival together.

In Sam's first timeline, both Klara and Toby had died inside the treacherous White Gate tutorial dungeon. Saving them had been one of his top priorities when he first returned five years to the past. It had also been one of the biggest changes to his timeline that had resulted in his greatest amount of happiness.

Seeing Toby and Klara grow into the great Travelers and adventurers they never got to be in his first life brought him joy and a sense of satisfaction each day.

Just thinking about his two friends made Sam realize something.

"Hey, where is Tobes?"

It was at that exact moment that he felt a sweaty hand wrap itself around his wrists.

Sam looked at the hand, then at its owner.

Toby—a portly boy with shaggy brown hair—looked at him with wide eyes and intense seriousness.

"It's butter time," he whispered, his lips quivering as he did so.

"Um," said Sam. "What are you talking about?"

"It's butter time," Toby whispered a bit more fiercely, and gestured with his head.

"I mean, I can check and see if I have any butter in my inventory, if you want? Is everything alright, Toby?"

Toby shook his head. "I can't believe you forgot. 'It's butter time' — that was what we agreed was our secret signal."

"I don't remember any of this. Why do we need a secret signal?"

"In case we need to have a special boy's chat away from prying eyes," said Toby, gesturing towards Klara and Alice.

Sam grinned as he realized why Toby was acting so weird.

"Okay, if you insist," said Sam. "You're right. It's butter time."

The two boys walked away from the camp until they were out of earshot.

"We need to discuss the Klara situation," said Toby.

"What's there to discuss?" said Sam. "You two like each other, right? And you told me you kissed at Ulfgar's coronation."

Toby threw his arms up in the air with aggravation.

"Okay, great, we've kissed each other," exclaimed Toby, eyes widening with a strange mania. "It was amazing. The best experience of my entire life. Now where the heck do we go from here? Do we kiss all the time now? Explain to me how we're going to have life-changing-ly beautiful moments multiple times a day? That's too much life-altering-ly amazing-ness for two people to handle!"

Sam tilted his head.

"Is this a serious issue?"

Toby balked at Sam's words, getting so red in the face, Sam worried Toby might try and slap him.

"Okay, okay," said Sam. "Toby—I think you just need to embrace the uncertainty of life. Heck, maybe even learn to enjoy it."

Toby crossed his arms.

"Easy for the guy who has a knack for being at the exact right place at the exact right time."
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Meanwhile, Alice and Klara were having a similar conversation in front of the fire at the campsite.

"'It's butter time'!?" Klara said, mockingly. "Do they think we're idiots?"

Queen Alice giggled.

"I don't know, I think it's a bit cute," said the queen.

"Cute in the goofiest way possible," sighed Klara, shaking her head.

"So what's going on with you two?" said Alice.

Klara blushed and looked away. She looked up to the cloudy night sky and smiled. "I don't know. Sometimes I think what's happening between us might be the most amazing thing that's ever happened. And then other days, he says, ‘It's butter time’ and absolutely pisses me off. It's hard. I wish I could embrace the happiness I'm feeling, but it's difficult. How can I go down this road of pure bliss when we have so much responsibility on our shoulders as Travelers? It doesn't seem right."

Alice nodded. "I get that for sure."

Klara shrugged. "And then—of course—I don't even know what exactly is going through Toby's mind either. Agh—it's confusing."

"You said it, sister," laughed Alice.

"Changing topics. What's the deal with your handmaiden, Mildred?"

Alice blinked. "What do you mean?"

"I mean, her and the guildmaster always seem to be bickering when I see them. Do the two of them have a thing?"

"I'm not sure," said Alice. "I think they may have fought together as Travelers back when the gates first started emerging, but I really can't say."

"Strange," said Klara. "It's weird to think about older people having lives before you met them, but they've lived so much longer than us. They probably have had multiple phases."

"Oh my gosh," said Alice, shaking her head. "I don't even want to consider what Mildred's moody phase was like."

A loud cough could be heard from inside Mildred's tent.

"I'm not sure she ever left it," laughed Klara.
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When Sam and Toby returned to the campsite, they sat around and melted marshmallows on sticks together.

Toby took a bite of his marshmallow too soon and yelped in terror.

"Oh no," he cried. "My tongue is burnt. Have I lost all my taste buds forever?"

"You'll be fine," groaned Sam.

Toby was about to launch into a tirade about how terrible it would be to lose all of his taste buds, when Curtis’ long pointy elf ears perked up.

The wizard looked around.

"The air is getting lighter," Curtis said. "It looks as if the Mist Belt is clearing. We'll be able to continue forth towards Resfall, first thing tomorrow."

The group cheered.

They could finally continue home to Resfall on the final leg of their journey.

Sam smiled at all of his friends and companions.

It was an evening worthy of celebration.
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Over a week later, Sam and his companions stepped through the gates of Resfall, returning home to the capital of their nation Volsungar.

It was a bright clear blue sky day. A gentle wind blew through the streets, a hint of coolness in the late summer heat.

It was the month of Summerfin, the last month of summer, before the autumn truly kicked in.

As soon as they stepped through the gate, an envoy of guards rushed towards them.

Both Klara and Toby tensed—their years of pickpocketing and being on the other side of the law meant that even now, as certified heroes of the city who helped fight off monsters and dungeon breaks, they were still nervous around the royal city guard.

It turned out that they had no reason to be.

As soon as the incoming guards got close enough, they quickly halted and stood at attention.

"Welcome back, your highness," said the guard, nodding their head vehemently. "Your assistants in the keep have much to catch you up on, we were told to escort you back to the palace as soon as there was word of your arrival."

Alice smiled and her cheeks grew red with embarrassment.

Sam could only imagine the last few weeks traveling back from the Snowpeak Mountains must have been a welcome respite from the glamorous captivity that was royal life.

Despite her clumsiness—she had almost sliced off Brock's thumb one day when they were chopping wood—the queen had fit in with the ragtag group of Travelers remarkably well.

This sudden reminder of the different life she led from the rest of them would probably inspire a bout of embarrassment.

"Ah, don't be shy, Alice," said Brock. "Get on back to your palace, but don't forget you know where your real friends are!"

"Thanks, Brock." Queen Alice smiled. "And again—sorry about almost chopping off your⁠—"

"Let's not bring up past traumas," said Brock. "It's all in the past."

"Weren't you screaming in your sleep last night? Something about your thumb?" Curtis said, smirking.

Brock nudged Curtis heavily in the ribs and smiled.

"As I said," smiled the dwarf. "All in the past."

Queen Alice looked at each and every one of them, her eyes avoiding Sam's until there was no one left to look at but him.

Even when Sam had first met Alice, her eyes had always been incredibly striking. Two bright gorgeous blue globes that you could get lost in if you weren't careful.

And now such beautiful eyes were staring back at him.

Sam felt a flutter in his heart.

It was a feeling he wasn't quite familiar with. It was unsettling.

He suddenly didn't want this moment to end. He didn't want to say goodbye to Alice after their weeks of traveling across Westria together.

It had been nice to spend more time with her (and even Mildred too) over the last few weeks. It felt like they were more part of their little Traveler family now.

There was something sad that they would return to their keep and continue their separate lives from them now that were back in Resfall.

All of these mixed feelings bubbled beneath Sam's skin, but he didn't know how to articulate them out loud, and, even if he did, he wasn't sure if it was something worth saying.

Maybe things had to be felt and lived through, however uncomfortable.

He wondered to himself, does saying goodbye make a goodbye any less sad?

His thoughts were broken when Alice gave a faint smile at him and said, "See you later, I guess."

"Yeah, sure," said Sam, a bit stunned.

With that, Alice turned to her regiment of guards and along with Mildred, marched off towards a nearby carriage that would escort the two of them back to the palace.

Sam watched Alice go until he turned to his group of companions who were all staring at him with shocked faces.

"What?" asked Sam.

"We're just so incredibly amazed by your smoothness," said Olivia, sarcastically.

The rest of the group giggled.

"My gosh, lad," Brock said, "Anything would have been better than, "yeah, sure"."

"Of the millions of words in the beautiful royal Westrian language, I don't think there are any as hollow, meaningless, and absolutely devoid of any semblance of affection than the words, ‘yeah’ and ‘sure,’” mused Curtis with a grin.

Sam turned to Klara and Toby.

"Was it really that bad?"

Both Klara and Toby nodded.

"As someone who you know is not an expert in such affairs," said Toby. "Even I could see that was the most wet-blanket goodbye I've ever witnessed in my entire life."

"He may be good at clearing dungeon gates," said Klara, grinning, "but in swooning the hearts of ladies, he still has a lot to learn."

"Ah, but didn’t he sweep Queen Athena of the mermaids off her feet, erm, I mean, fin?” said Brock.

Sam felt more and more uncomfortable and was getting red in the face. “I don’t want to talk about this. Shall we continue on our way to the Traveler’s Guild?”

All of his companions looked to each other with knowing grins, before bursting out and cackling with laughter, “Yeah, sure.”
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Sam and his companions continued through the streets of Resfall, making their way back to their home of the Traveler's Guild.

There was a certain cheeriness in the air. From the kids playing in the streets to the shopkeepers sweeping outside their storefronts, everyone appeared to have a smile on their face.

Sam chalked it up to the good weather. The sun, the clear sky, the summer warmth that wasn't a debilitating heatwave, and—last but not least—the collective of understanding that the charming summer weather was nearing its end, that these long balmy days would be nothing but a fleeting memory in a little less than a month's time.

As they moved through the streets, Sam and his friends admired the colorful bunting stretched across the different buildings in preparation of the upcoming Summerfin fireworks festival.

They eventually turned a corner to see the large building that was the official Resfall Traveler's Guildhall.

"Home sweet home," said Brock.

"Weren't we just at your home in the Snowpeak Mountains?" asked Toby.

"Pah!" spat Brock. "Where I grew up is not my home. My home is where my family is."

"But isn't Shredder still back in⁠—"

"I mean, you, all of you, are my real family," said Brock. "The family that I chose and who chose me back."

Curtis planted a hand on Brock's shoulder and wiped a tear in his eyes. "I feel the same way⁠—"

"Get off of me, elf," barked Brock. "Can't a guy just say he's happy to be home without being prodded into spilling his guts out, geeze."

“You’re so moody when we return,” sighed Curtis.

“You two are like an old married couple,” laughed Olivia.

“Please never say that again,” both Curtis and Brock said in unison.

The group quieted down as they stepped into the front foyer of the guildhall.

Sam couldn't help but grin as he looked around the guild. He noticed Klara and Toby similarly smiling.

After years of living their lives as orphans, ruled under the tyranny of the Spectral Church, the Traveler's Guildhall had become a true home. A real home. A place where other people—not just other orphans—cared and loved them. A place where there was always a warm bed and food to fill their bellies. A place to celebrate Hearthmas without stealing honey-glazed pigs from the houses of nobles.

Sam still remembered the cold wintry night when they had first come here after beating back the White Gate. How Guildmaster Redfield ultimately protected them and shielded them from the might of the Spectral Church.

That first feeling of being welcomed Sam would never forget.

Which made it all the more striking that no one welcomed them upon entering the guildhall.

Olivia looked around, confused.

"I would've thought the guildmaster would be here to greet us?" said the captain.

"Maybe we should go check his office?" Sam suggested.

The group shrugged and accepted that they might have to announce their return a bit more boldly than they had been expecting.

They trudged up the stairs to the guildmaster's office.

They knocked on the door.

"Come in," barked a gruff voice.

Guildmaster Redfield's grumpy voice was unmistakable, even through the two inches of the thick wooden door that separated them and the man's office.

Sam opened the door to see the guildmaster sitting at his desk, diligently overlooking some paperwork.

The man looked up from the paper and muttered, "So you're back, huh?"

He then returned back to whatever work was occupying his attention.

The whole group of Travelers balked at the older man's response to their return.

Olivia gently nudged Sam and muttered under her breath, "Is it just me or is the guildmaster acting really strange?"

One of the guild's clerks came up the stairs and politely excused herself through the group of Travelers to deliver some more paperwork to the guildmaster's desk.

She perked up at the sight of Sam and the rest of the group. She then turned to the guildmaster.

"Guildmaster," said the clerk. "Isn't this the group of Travelers you've missed all summ⁠—"

"Thank you, that will be all," said Edgar.

The group then turned to each other.

"He's clearly a child," hissed Klara. "He's pretending he doesn't care that we're back when deep inside his heart is aching with joy that we're here."

"Well, what can we do if he's going to act so cold to us," said Toby.

"We'll have to thaw his icy heart," grinned Klara. "C'mon, whose inventory is our gift in?"

Edgar perked up at that. "Did somebody say gift?"

Sam was actually carrying the specialty item in his inventory.

Sam materialized the item in his hands and gripped it with an intense reverence.

He walked slowly towards Guildmaster Redfield's desk.

"We missed you a lot on our travels, guildmaster," said Sam. "It would've been great to have you there in the heat of battle and for the good times as well."

"I'm sure you managed fine," said Edgar, crossing his arms and looking away.

"That's true," said Sam. "But we missed you all the same and when we were in the Snowpeak Mountains we found something we knew we just had to bring back for you."

Sam placed the present on the guildmaster's large desk.

Edgar looked down at the gift, sheepishly, feigning a lack of concern.

But he couldn't pretend for too much longer.

His eyes widened at the sight of the present.

Sitting on his desk was a rare book that had cost the group a small fortune to acquire.

The book was called The Buxom Babes of the Snowpeak Mountains.

"How did you get this?" said the guildmaster in a quiet shocked voice. "This is a rare bonus volume of my favorite book series. Special edition. Only ever released in the Snowpeak Mountains with a very limited run."

The guildmaster's eyes began to brim with tears.

In seconds, the guildmaster was up from his desk and squeezing Sam in the tightest of bear hugs.

"I'm so glad you guys are all okay," said the guildmaster. "I missed you all so much."

The Traveler’s Guild of Resfall had finally reunited with all of its members.
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A few hours later, the group of Travelers gathered in the dining hall for a celebratory reunion dinner.

The chefs had cooked up a delicious feast, including fowl with a brown sugar glaze and creamy mashed potatoes and warm garlic and beef gravy.

Sam was just sitting down for his second helping of all the yummy food, when the cheer and chatter of the dining hall was interrupted by a scream.

Everyone went silent.

A clerk ran into the dining hall, shouting, "There's been a murder in the streets!"
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Fifteen minutes before Sam and his fellow Travelers were notified of a murder in the streets, Rook Silentstrike ran through a dark alleyway, his heart pounding in his chest.

His hand gripped a large sack that he had slung behind his shoulders.

The bag was filled to the brim with gold coins.

Freshly minted gold coins straight from the Royal Resfall Bank.

It was one of the biggest hauls Rook had ever managed to snag.

It was too bad then that the bank job had gone horribly wrong.

Hence, his racing heart, heaving chest, and rushing feet.

People were after him.

But he couldn't understand who.

Things weren't adding up.

Rook turned a corner, only to find himself in a dead end.

He turned around and saw his assailant.

"You..." he said, shocked.

Such were Rook's last words before a knife went straight through his neck.
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Everyone in the guild hall stood up with alarm.

The only person to not stand up was the clerk who had delivered the shocking news to the dining hall.

In fact, the clerk did the opposite.

As soon as she had announced there had been a murder in the streets, the clerk's eyes rolled to the back of her head before she collapsed onto the ground, fainting.

Multiple people rushed to check on the fallen clerk while a sense of chaos rippled through the dining hall.

Sam didn't speak to anyone. He just quietly moved through the crowd of Travelers, until he slipped out from the guildhall entirely and out into the city's streets.

It was dark and cool outside. The wind had picked up since the afternoon and without the warmth of the sun's rays, the streets of Resfall had taken on a chillier note.

A crowd of people could be seen huddled together a few blocks from the guild hall.

Sam walked straight towards the group of onlookers.

That must be where the murder happened.

As Sam got closer to the crowd, he could overhear whispers and gasps.

He gently put his hand on people's shoulders and moved his way to the front of the crowd.

Sam sucked in air as he took in the grisly murder scene in front of him.

The body of a middle-aged man with red hair and a goatee lay crumped on the ground, his body sliced with a massive "X" across his chest.

The dead man's faded and lifeless eyes stared upward towards the stars in the night sky.

The man's eyes looked shocked.

He hadn't woken up that morning expecting death.

From just a glance, Sam could tell that.

As Sam stared at the corpse in front of him, he overheard the whispered conversation happening behind him.

"This is the third murder this summer," said a voice.

"The Summer Killer strikes again," said another.

The Summer Killer, huh?

Sam didn't know what to make of that.

There had been no person with that moniker in his previous timeline.

Of course, he did recall a slew of murders in his past life—but murder was a near-constant in Clarence Erdstrom's rule of Resfall. So much more so that one murder or murderer wasn't highlighted from the next.

Murder didn't stand out under Erdstrom's rule.

Murder was the norm.

The fact that three connected murders had created a scandal that summer highlighted how far Sam had changed his timeline already.

Sam's thoughts were suddenly cut off by the sound of boots clapping down on the cobblestones nearby.

Suddenly, the crowd of onlookers that had been gaping at the body were surrounded by another crowd of royal guards.

"This is an official crime scene," shouted the guard. "Everyone must vacate the area immediately. Any resistance to do so will be met with immediate punishment and a night or more in the city jail."

The crowd of citizens quickly dispersed.

Sam took one last look at the dead body before turning away. Instead of finding a clear path back to the Traveler's Guildhall, he immediately came face to face with a stern-looking guard.

"Murders in the city are not your jurisdiction," said the man. "Leave this grim work for us. You wouldn't be able to handle it."

It had taken Sam a moment, but he recognized the guard who was speaking to him.

It was a man by the name of Magnus Finch.

He was the head detective of the city guard.

Sam knew two things about the man.

One: he was a great detective.

Two: he hated all Travelers.

"Sorry," said Sam. "Didn't mean to impose. I heard a scream and thought it was my due diligence as a Traveler to come lend whatever help I could."

Magnus shook his head and spat on the ground near Sam's feet.

"You deal with monsters in other realms," sneered Magnus. "I deal with the monsters lurking behind the friendly and innocent faces of our neighbors. It ain't work you can handle, trust me."

Sam didn't know what to say back to the detective. He wasn't even sure if Magnus' words were right or wrong. Perhaps there was a truth in what the detective was saying.

All Sam knew was that it benefited no one to argue with the bitter man, and that it was best for him to simply walk away.

So that's what Sam did.

Fifteen minutes later, he found himself back in the Traveler's Guildhall speaking privately with the guildmaster.

"Is there anything we can do?" asked Sam.

"We can't step on the toes of the royal city guard," said the guildmaster. "The city is built on institutions and the balance of power between them. As Travelers, we don’t have the time, manpower, or resources to deal with all the work the city guard handle. If we step in here, what other jobs might be thrown onto us. Not to mention, it’s not worth upsetting the pride of the guard. Before the dungeon gates, they used to be the shining knights and heroes of this city. Let’s not take any more from them than we already have.”

Sam took in a deep breath.

It wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear.

He didn’t know how to explain it, but there was something about the dead man—the man with the red hair and goatee—that seemed familiar to him.

Sam felt this intuitive compulsion to see the investigation of this strange murder through.

“What if I said, I wanted to run my own investigation?”

Edgar crossed his arms. “In such a situation, I would say, you stay out of the city guard’s way and keep your own investigation secret.”

“So you’re saying I⁠—”

“I’m not saying anything. As far as I know you gave me a hypothetical question,” explained Edgar. “And in response, I gave you a hypothetical answer.”

A knowing smile then appeared on the man’s face.
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Sam woke up bright and early the next day.

He got out of bed swiftly and got dressed with supreme focus.

A lot to do today, he thought to himself.

Eager as he had been to start the investigation into the Summer Killer the previous evening, he had to recognize his own constraints. They had just gotten back after weeks of traveling—his body needed to rest.

Besides—most of the people he would want to speak to would more likely be available during the day.

Despite feeling slightly impatient, Sam had spent the rest of his evening relaxing—or at least, attempting to relax—while his subconscious worked on the puzzle that was the serial killer stalking the streets of Resfall.

But now it was morning and Sam could put his whole attention on his newest mission.

He quickly got dressed and headed down the dining hall where he served himself a large plate of scrambled eggs, sausage, and bacon along with a large mug of black coffee.

He munched on his delicious breakfast and contemplated what his next moves should be.

He needed to familiarize himself with the facts of the Summer Killer case so far, which was a lot easier said than done.

If he hadn't run into grumpy Magnus Finch like he had last night, Sam would have considered swinging by the royal guards’ headquarters and taking a look through their files; but that was definitely not an option, especially if he wanted to keep a low profile as he investigated the murders himself.

Luckily, Sam had a pretty good idea of where he could get the same information that was locked away in the royal guards' filing room.

He knew of a certain group of people who had their ear to the ground when it came to this sort of thing.

That was why forty-five minutes later, Sam found himself in one of the central market streets of Resfall, approaching a group of kids who were handing out peanuts to people.

"Hey, sir, would you like a peanut to raise morale?" said one of the young children.

"I'm okay, I actually had a question for⁠—"

"We're members of the Dangerous Fire Brigade," said the kid. "And our mission is to raise the morale of Resfall! Travelers may be able to fight off the physical threats of monsters, but someone needs to tackle the even more difficult monsters that lurk in our streets, our emotions!"

"Sure," said Sam.

The kid’s words had a certain wisdom to them, but he couldn't help but think that this kid along with the rest of the Dangerous Fire Brigade was one of the more bizarre turn of events brought on by the changes Sam had made to this second timeline.

The kid took Sam's hand and placed the peanut in his palm.

"Take this," said the kid. "Peanuts make everything better."

"Okay, I appreciate the peanut," said Sam, taking it and letting it fall in the pocket of his trousers. "I want to find out more about the Summer Killer. Is there any chance you can fill me in on what happened over the last few months?"

The kid's eyes went wide.

"The Dangerous Fire Brigade hates the Summer Killer," said the kid, declaratively. "Outside of dungeon gates, the Summer Killer has done the most to worsen Resfall morale over the last few months, not to mention the three citizens that they murdered."

"Do you know who the three citizens were?"

The kid shook his head.

Of course, Sam thought. Why would this kid know?

He was already planning a heist on the royal guards' headquarters when the kid continued speaking.

"No one knows who the citizens were," said the kid. "There were all unknowns. No papers. No nothing. It was like they didn't have identities. That they were like ghosts."

Sam's ears perked up at this statement.

"Almost like they didn't exist?" Sam added.

"Exactly like that," said the kid.

Sam mused on the information the kid had just shared with him.

One random vagabond who nobody knows was one thing, but for three bodies to turn up and all three of them to be unidentifiable.

That was strange.

That was a pattern.

Most of the guards were familiar with the homeless population of Resfall, so even if the person's origins were unknown, the guards would have been able to distinguish a character they'd interacted with on the streets.

The kid waved his hands in front of Sam.

"Are you okay, man? You look a little dazed?" said the kid. "Do you want another peanut?"

Sam shook his head. He thanked the kid and began walking away.

The group of dead bodies that the Summer Killer had murdered were all unknowns.

That was the thing that connected them all, which led Sam to think it could only be one particular group of people.

But why would they be targeted? Sam thought.

He knew where his investigation needed to go next.
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On the outer fringes of Resfall, just beyond the canal district, there lay a mysterious abandoned warehouse.

The building was old and crumbling, weathered after years of neglect. The windows were either broken or boarded up. Whatever paint that had once coated the building’s outer walls was faded, peeling, and cracked.

Not many people ever entered the strange warehouse. Most people avoided it. Or ignored looking at it due to its ugly dilapidated nature.

More than this, most people didn't even give the warehouse a second's thought. It was part of the scenery, nothing worth considering. Which was exactly what the owners of the warehouse wanted. To be inconspicuous. Practically invisible.

For inside this long-forgotten and oft-ignored building, was the headquarters of the one of the oldest and most dangerous guilds in the entire city of Resfall.

The Thieves' Guild.

Unafraid of what might lurk inside, a young and brave Traveler with shaggy black hair and red eyes stepped forward and entered the building.

Unbeknownst to the young Traveler, there was another figure in the shadows, watching and waiting in the shadows just beyond.

[image: ]


Sam stepped into the abandoned warehouse to find exactly what you'd expect inside an abandoned warehouse: shards of broken glass, rubble and debris, and a homeless man sleeping on the ground, cuddling a bottle of cheap goblin rum.

But it was all a ruse.

Everything including the sleeping man were mere props on a stage, immaculately placed to make any curious wanderer who had entered this building by accident to not want to explore it any further.

Sam, however, could see through the entire charade.

He stepped forward, his boots cracking down on the bits of glass on the floor.

The homeless man continued to lie there, pretending to be asleep, even as Sam approached and eventually loomed over him.

The homeless man's eye eventually twitched open.

"You best be leaving here, son," said the man, his voice dry and raspy. "You have no idea the kind of hell you've just stepped into. Now, go! Begone!"

Sam smirked.

"You're not fooling anyone but yourself," said Sam.

The man looked up at Sam with an ignorant confused look.

Sam knew the man wouldn't let up his act until he gave the man the password.

"What's the password these days?" said Sam. "The comfiest blanket of all is the one the shadows give you in the night."

It was an old proverb shared amongst all the thieves of Resfall.

Sam had learned it on the few times he'd visited the Thieves' Guild in his first timeline.

The lack of recognition to what Sam had been alluding to completely stripped away from the grizzled man's face, who was now suddenly smiling.

"Didn't recognize ya," said the man. "But you're free to go on in then."

The man pulled at the bottle of goblin rum that he had been hugging, revealing it to be a lever of some kind.

The whole building began to tremble as the floor in front of Sam began to pull away, revealing a torch-lined staircase.

The guard pretending to be a homeless man gave Sam a knowing grin and nodded his head.

Sam acknowledged the man one last time before descending down the mysterious torch-lined stairwell.

As Sam stepped down the spiraling staircase, going further underground, he could hear the echoes of merry laughter and tankards being knocked together.

At the bottom of the stairwell, Sam found a large open tavern with a crackling fire place and multiple men and women who felt safe enough to keep the hoods of their cloaks off their heads—at least down here in the Thieves' Guild.

Whatever chatter and excitement he had heard on his way down had become hushed and silent as he stepped into the secret underground tavern.

No one there recognized Sam.

Until he revealed who he was and what business brought him down there, they'd all stay alert and suspicious of him.

Fair enough, Sam thought.

He headed to the bar, where a moustachioed barman was polishing a pint and giving Sam an unfriendly look.

"Haven't seen you before?" said the barman. "What can I do for you?"

"I'd like to speak with Tristan," said Sam.

The barman's eyes widened with surprise.

"Kid—you must be out of your mind⁠—"

A dagger flew right towards Sam's face.

Sam didn't flinch, just turning sideways, and catching it with his hand.

He took the knife and stabbed it into the side of the bar.

Sam's eyes narrowed as he looked across the room to a man standing right where the dagger that had been aimed for his face had been coming from.

A man sat alone on a couch. He smiled and shrugged as if to say the deadly dagger was merely a pleasantry. Something the man did for all of his guests.

This man was none other than Tristan Daggerheart, leader of the thieves' guild.

"Mind explaining who you are?" said the man as Sam walked towards his seating area.

"I'm the guy who wants to know why members of your guild keep showing up dead across the city?" said Sam. "Is this how the thieves' guild deals with the member it wants to get rid of?"

Tristan scowled.

"What kind of question is that?" said Tristan. "My guys show up dead and I'm the first to blame?"

"I find that when it comes to the thieves' guild," said Sam. "That only sneaky people can manage to kill other sneaky people."

Tristan grinned.

"Well that's certainly true," said the man. He gestured towards the sofa beside his own. "Please have a seat."

Sam hesitated.

"You don't think there's any trap in there, do ya?" sighed Tristan.

"I’m surprised to hear the guy who just threw a dagger at my head is shocked that I might be suspicious."

Tristan shook his head in disappointment and then gestured to a nearby bar clerk.

"Oi," Tristan yelled, snapping his head and pointing to the couch.

The clerk rushed over and sat down on the couch.

"You happy?" Tristan said, looking to Sam.

"More than I was before," Sam said as he took a seat across from the criminal ring leader.

"So, look," said Tristan. "The Thieves' Guild doesn't eat their own like that. Or, at the very least, not like how you're suggesting. Does it really sound like us to leave dead bodies lying out in the open for anyone to find? That's the kind of heat we try to avoid."

Sam listened to the man closely.

What Tristan was saying did make a lot of sense, but it raised more questions than answers.

"Alright, I can buy that," said Sam. "But if it isn't the Thieves' Guild killing your guys, who is and why?"

"Isn't it obvious?" Tristan replied.

The guild leader then leaned closer towards Sam and spoke in a hushed tone, "It's the bloody Shadow Society."

That wasn't what Sam had been expecting to hear, but it made a lot of sense.

The Shadow Society was another one of the major underground criminal guilds in Resfall. If the Thieves' Guild specialized in the art of stealing, the Shadow Society's specialty was the art of stealing lives.

They were the go-to criminal sect for murder and assassination.

"We've been locked in an on-going blood feud with them corpse-loving weirdos for a couple of months now," said Tristan. "I can't remember how it started—a job gone wrong—one of our guys hurt their guys, or the other way around. The long story short is: the Shadow Society is trying to frame the Thieves' Guild. The feud is just cover for what they really want from us: our business. Those murder-loving freaks think because they can kill a body in the night, they have the finesse to steal things too."

"It's all stealth, isn't it?" said Sam.

"Sure," said Tristan. "But the Shadow Society doesn't have to normally worry about running away from their victims, now do they?"

Sam had one more question for Tristan and was about to ask it when their conversation was interrupted by a strange cannister rolling on their floor.

"Oi," said Tristan. "Where did that come⁠—"

The cannister then exploded.
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As soon as Sam saw the cannister, he held his hand to his mouth and nose.

A second later, the cannister exploded, releasing a cloud of smoke onto the entire Thieves' Guild.

Tristan Daggerheart's eyes rolled into the back of his head as the sleeping gas worked its magic on him.

Sam looked around the smoky room and could see other affected bodies slumping onto the floor.

There was only one person standing, a shadowy figure at the front of the room.

That must be the person who unleashed the cannister, Sam thought to himself. It must be the Summer Killer coming to wreak havoc on the entire guild.

Sam quickly materialized his demonic rune blade and got ready for a fight.

He stood on his feet and moved towards the shadowy figure.

The figure at the other end of the room jumped at the sight of Sam moving towards him.

The Summer Killer clearly wasn't expecting anyone to still be standing by this point.

Too bad for him, Sam thought.

Sam expected the figure to draw a weapon of some kind or throw out another cannister of paralyzing smoke, but perhaps Sam gave the Summer Killer too much credit for bravery.

For as soon as Sam approached the man, the shadowy figure turned around and ran right back up the stairs.

"Come back, you coward!" shouted Sam as he chased after the man.

Despite the name calling, Sam knew the Summer Killer had just made the smartest move he could make. From what Sam could gather, the Summer Killer didn't murder his victims with any magic or abilities—so he most likely was not a Traveler.

There was no way an ordinary citizen would be able to take on Sam in a one-on-one fight.

Retreating had been the murderer's best strategic decision available to him.

Sam rushed to the top of the stairs to find the fake-homeless man knocked out on the floor, no longer pretending to be unconscious.

At the doorway, Sam caught sight of the assailant's boot, as he rushed out the door.

Sam picked up the pace, rushing forward.

The night air hit Sam's face as he struck out into the city. The footsteps of his enemy echoed in the distance.

Sam channeled mana down towards his feet, giving him energy and power to move faster.

Yet even with this increased level of agility output, the Summer Killer managed to keep ahead of him.

Sam's eyes narrowed at the figure in the distance.

Something's not right here, he thought.

Out of curiosity, Sam triggered his mana sense as he chased after the man.

There was no mana to speak of.

So how the heck is this guy running so fast?

Sam turned a corner and couldn't believe what he saw.

A yellow dungeon gate had formed at the edge of the city.

More amazingly the Summer Killer leaped into the magical portal without any hesitation.

Sam smirked.

I guess I'll have to capture the killer and clear the dungeon in one fell swoop.

Sam ran forward and jumped into the dungeon gate, following right behind the killer.
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Hot air hit Sam as he emerged in the new reality inside the dungeon gate.

Dark clouds consumed the sky, swirling ominously overhead. The silhouette of a mysterious castle could be seen in the distance. More closely were rivulets of bright glowing orange lava.

Where are you, Summer Killer?

The figure had only entered the dungeon thirty to sixty seconds ahead of him. There was no way the man could have gotten very far.

Sam narrowed his eyes and scanned the area, looking for a trace of his enemy.

He gripped the hilt of his demonic rune blade, which he'd materialized from his inventory since the Summer Killer's attack on the Thieves' Guild, and prepared himself for a sneak attack from his enemy.

He relaxed his shoulders, recognizing a surprise attack was not going to happen, when he caught sight of two monster stones rolling on the ground nearby.

The two monster stones revealed a lot to Sam.

It confirmed that the Summer Killer was indeed a Traveler, and a fairly powerful one at that. That could be the only way of explaining how he had been able to take out two monsters in the dungeon world so quickly.

Interesting, Sam thought.

The Summer Killer had kept his status as a Traveler secret.

The man must have figured revealing such a fact through his murders would narrow down his identity too much.

Who the heck are you? Sam wondered.

He then moved forward, going deeper into the dungeon.

He refused to let the Summer Killer get away.

Just beyond the monster stones left behind by the monsters the Summer Killer had slain were a set of footsteps in the sand, followed by more, marking a pathway.

Sam followed the footsteps.

It looked as if the Summer Killer was heading towards the black castle in the distance.

Sam couldn't entirely make sense of what the Summer Killer's strategy was here.

Is this just a convenient escape for him? But how does he get out of the dungeon world from here?

Sam considered waiting by the dungeon gate entrance, but he didn't like that idea.

As far as Sam could see, the Summer Killer wouldn't be able to sneak around him easily, so he figured he could move as far as the castle and then reassess.

Sam continued forward.

He followed the footsteps left behind by his assailant, trudging down a hill towards a large bright river of flowing lava.

Sam felt pores of sweat form on his forehead as he got closer to the hot baking magma.

The lava river cut across the dungeon world going far and wide.

There was no way around it.

The only way forward was through it.

Luckily, there were some platforms built into the river of lava, so all Sam had to do was jump across and he'd be home free.

Still, it was a treacherous challenge. One false step and Sam would melt to death becoming one with the river of molten lava.

Taking in the hot liquid fire once more, Sam wished he had better maneuverability.

Flight powers would be nice right now, wouldn't it?

He even had an ability that held the potential for greater maneuverability and that was his Hurting Hook skill. Yet, all it could do was pull enemies closer to him to let him swing enemies around violently. He couldn't use it like a grappling hook, which would have been handy right now.

In the distance, Sam saw some bats. If his Hurting Hook worked the way he wanted it to, he would have lured the bats closer and then used his Hurting Hook on them to fly him across the river of lava.

Alas.

It didn't matter though as Sam had other tricks up his sleeve.

Sam materialized a glass vial from his inventory and whipped it at the closest stone platform in the middle of the flowing lava river.

The glass smashed onto the platform, leaving a splattering of red blood.

Sam then triggered Blood Teleport, but nothing happened.

Huh?

He looked down to his feet to see himself standing in the exact same place as before he had triggered his Blood Teleport ability.

The surface of the platform he’d attempted to teleport towards glowed. A powerful rune was etched into the platform and it appeared to be negating Sam’s ability to teleport to it.

That’s annoying, Sam thought.

The dungeon world clearly really wanted Travelers to traverse this river of lava the old-fashioned way.

Sam took a few steps back and sprinted to the edge of the path and then leaped.

He soared through the air.

He felt the emanating heat of the lava just below him.

And then he landed onto the stone platform, gently skidding a bit due to his puddle of blood he’d created there.

Getting his bearings, Sam could see there were five stone platforms dotted across the wide river.

He’d rest easy once he got to the other side.

He ran and jumped onto the second platform.

The platform behind him descended deep into the lava.

I guess there’s no going back then.

Just as he was about to run and jump to the third platform, a powerful screeching pierced his ears.

The shrill sound was powerful enough to make Sam wince and even wobble a bit.

The horrible noise disappeared but in its place was a group of three disturbing-looking bats descending towards him.

Sam recognized the monsters from his previous timeline.

They were known as necrotic bats.

A fusion of death and nature, the necrotic bat was a macabre manifestation of decay and darkness.

As they flew towards Sam, he could see their tattered and ragged wings, resembling torn shrouds that hung from their skeletal frame. Their fur—the little bit that remained—was patchy and discolored. Their bodies were all emaciated, as if the life force had been drained out, leaving only a desolate husk.

Yet despite looking near-death the three necrotic bats were alive and well. Their eyes glowed a sickly shade of green that made Sam shudder as they got closer and closer.

Sam didn’t waste a second.

He quickly materialized his silver dragon armor, equipped across his body. He’d been avoiding putting on his armor for the last thirty minutes or so as he had been prioritizing movement speed as much as possible.

He then triggered his Blood Knight ability, Pain Ring.

A bright crimson circle shot out from his chest and took over the area.

The necrotic bats swirled towards him.

They were going to attempt to overwhelm and distract him.

Sam knew exactly what he needed to do here.

He triggered Hurting Hook.

A bright orange light shot out from his palm and latched into one of the decrepit monstrous-looking bats.

The bat screeched as Sam’s Hurting Hook dragged itself towards him.

As soon as the creature was in range, Sam skewered it with his blade.

Blood and guts spurted out of the creature as the green glow of life faded away leaving nothing but a corpse.

The corpse quickly glowed silver and then melted down into a monster stone that fell to Sam’s feet.

The near-instant death of their fellow companion did nothing to abate the necrotic bats’ assault upon Sam.

It's your death wish, Sam thought.

He repeated the same strategy two more times—Hurting Hook plus a sharp blade to the heart—and found himself occupying the stone platform with three monster stones.

He quickly picked up the monster stones and added them to his inventory.

From there, Sam made quick work jumping across the platforms, and managed to make it to the other side.

He didn't wait to catch his breath or reorient himself, as soon as he landed on the other side of the lava river, he was sprinting towards the black castle in the distance.

Sam checked his mana sense as he ran forward.

The Summer Killer was no longer concealing his mana core from him and Sam could see via his mana sense that the man was moving towards the castle just as Sam had suspected.

Sam pushed forward.

He knew he was catching up to the serial killer.

He knew he was so close to catching him.

The Summer Killer was almost within Sam's grasp.
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After ten more minutes of running, Sam found himself at the foot of the black castle's entrance.

The castle’s exterior was crafted from imposing obsidian-gray stone that looked like it had been weathered away over centuries of malevolent history. Tall, pointed spires pierced the heavens, their ominous silhouettes visible against the dark sky. The spires were crowned with menacing gargoyles, their contorted forms seemingly frozen in eternal anguish.

Massive iron gates guarded the entrance, adorned with intricate, wrought-iron designs that resembled snarling beasts and thorny vines.

As Sam stepped through the iron gates and moved up the stairs to the front doors of the castle, he could see actual vines climb the walls of the exterior, their withered leaves adding to the castle’s aura of decay and desolation.

As he continued up the stairwell, Sam triggered his mana sense once more.

Sensing a bright orb of a mana entity, he could see the figure going deeper into the castle.

Sam knew there was only one direction to go in.

Even still, he felt a growing sense of concern.

A castle with labyrinthine and twisting passageways would be the perfect place for the serial killer to slip past him and escape out on the other side.

That said, the Thieves’ Guild would probably have recovered from the sleep bomb and were most likely hanging outside the yellow dungeon gate by now, waiting for the two of them to return.

Such a scenario would make it difficult for the killer to succeed at his escape plans if he tried to sneak past Sam like that.

Either way, the killer was in an increasingly bad position.

With all of that in mind, Sam stepped forward and entered the dark foreboding castle.

The front room was a long wide hallway with a red carpet stretching out across the entire floor. An enormous chandelier, crafted from wrought iron and crimson-hued crystal, hung overhead, casting flickering shadows that danced across the walls.

Sam triggered mana sense once more.

He could sense the Summer Killer moving further and further away, but that wasn't why he had triggered mana sense upon entering. No. This time he was trying to sense monsters or traps nearby.

His mana sense picked up nothing.

An empty castle.

Sam did not feel reassured.

Perhaps if there had been monster stones rolling on the floor—Sam could believe the Summer Killer wiped them all out, but a sheer lack of monsters in a dungeon world?

That didn't feel right.

Even still, Sam knew he had to keep moving forward. He would just have to keep his wits about him for when the next set of monsters made their appearance.

Sam took a cautious step into the hallway. Then another. And another.

Eventually, Sam stepped into a large open chamber with torches lining the wall alongside large portraits of otherworldly creatures.

A chandelier glistened high above the room's furnishings, raining down its sparkling luminescence onto the rest of the room.

After only taking two steps into the room, Sam heard a powerful thud behind him.

He turned around and saw the door he had entered through had suddenly closed shut.

He put his hand on the door's knob, twisted, and pulled.

The door didn't budge.

Sam then turned around to see the door on the other side of the chamber slam shut as well.

He heard the echoing sound of a lock clicking in place from across the room.

Sam materialized his demonic rune blade within his grip.

He knew he had entered some kind of trap room. He now just had to wait and see what kind of trap it was: a puzzle or a wave of monsters that he would have to defeat before being able to move forward into the rest of the castle.

A large creaking sound of rusty gears turning began to thrum across the room.

Soon on either side of the hall, two trap doors were revealed in the walls, slowly pulling up to create a dark shadowy partition into the room.

Through the shadows, heavy breathing and hissing sounds could be heard, the shuffling of hurried feet, the salivating gasps of hungry creatures getting closer and closer.

Sam didn't waste any time and quickly started preparing for his incoming enemy.

He materialized a vial of blood and whipped it at the entrance to one of the partitions. He quickly did the same thing again on the other side.

He gripped his sword tightly and waited for the enemy to emerge.

He triggered his mana sense.

Sam's eyes widened as he saw the huge influx of mana entities flooding in from either side of the chamber.

Sam kept an eye on the partitions as the horde of monsters got closer and closer.

Through the darkness he could make out round glowing red eyes.

Just as the first few creatures leaped out towards Sam, he triggered Blood Flame.

A huge curtain of crimson flames shot upward towards the ceiling, blocking off the entrances into the room.

This did not stop the creatures streaming through, the first few leaping forward—strange emaciated naked beings with pallid ashen skin and large white fangs sticking out from behind their pale lips.

Sam couldn’t make out exactly what kind of creatures these were as the first few landed into the room, covered in flames and burned to ash within seconds.

But the wall of flame couldn’t hold back the horde of monstrous beings forever.

Soon enough the eerie creatures were climbing overtop of each other’s burning bodies until some were streaming through without that much damage from Sam’s blood flame.

The monsters’ gray skin gave them an almost corpse-like appearance, though their frenetic movements—running, jumping, twisting their heads with a manically obsessive hunger made them feel more like vicious tigers than anything found in a morgue.

Their red eyes were like pools of abyssal darkness, devoid of emotion or empathy, nightmarish portals into a creature whose sole purpose was its thirst for blood. Their gaze showed a feral hunger and a lurking malevolence within.

The monsters moved with a frenzied and erratic energy. Their muscles rippled beneath their skin, their every moment a dance of primal violence.

As they rushed towards Sam, their limbs seemed to elongate and contort, granting them a disturbing flexibility.

Sam triggered Pain Ring.

A crimson circle shot out from his chest and surrounded a large circular portion of the chamber.

His strength immediately started increasing from the gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set.

He slashed his demonic rune blade upward as a vampire leaped towards him, pulling back its claws as it prepared to try and tear the skin off of Sam's face.

Sam's blade stroke was faster than the vampire, cutting the creature in half before it even got close enough to harm him.

Blood and guts fell to the floor and Sam immediately used the creature's remains as the ingredients for a massive Blood Flame ball that he then whipped at another creature coming towards him.

The vampiric creatures soon surrounded him, their hot breaths filling the room.

Sam quickly realized he was going to have to use their numbers against them.

He triggered Hurting Hook, a huge bright light of ash and energy shooting out of his palm and into the chest of one of the cannibalistic creatures.

Level 1 Hurting Hook allowed enemies to be captured and clawed back towards Sam—most often, so he could immediately deliver their end via decapitating sword slash to the neck.

Level 2 Hurting Hook, however, allowed Sam a little more room to play.

Level 2 Hurting Hook allowed Sam to capture an enemy and then swing and whip them around with the power of the hook like a powerful monster flail.

And that was exactly what Sam did.

He whipped and smashed and twirled the captured vampiric creature right through the horde and mob of monsters, knocking them down and obliterating them in the process.

The battle continued like this for another thirty minutes.

Sam slowly battered the vampires away, using one of their own as a battering ball. Whenever the captured creature began to crumple and prove to be less effective, Sam quickly disposed of them and triggered Hurting Hook on a fresh vampire, one whose bones had yet to be crumpled and destroyed from incessant smashing.

As the long grueling battle came to a close, Sam noticed a message appear in his retina.

Congratulations! Hurting Hook has leveled up!

Sam grinned as he read the description of the new ability.

This will be handy.
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Twenty minutes later, Sam slashed his blade, slicing through the chest stomach of another vampire and stepped into a new chamber.

He entered a hallway where a glowing flame appeared at the end of it.

That signaled the dungeon boss was in the room just beyond the flames.

The door in front of the flames was already open.

The Summer Killer must be waiting for me inside there, Sam thought.

Sam hurried to the end of the hall and stepped through the flames and entered the dungeon boss room.

Beyond the flames, Sam found himself in a circular chamber without a ceiling or roof. The chamber looked to be at the bottom of a hollow tower-like structure. Lamps were strewn up to keep the tower lit, hanging on hooks going upward.

On the ground level of the boss chamber, on the opposite side from where Sam had entered, stood a cloaked man.

This must be him, Sam thought, looking the man over.

Who are you?

This man was murdering people in the streets of Resfall and creating fear in the hearts of so many of the city's innocent citizens.

Sam would not stand for it.

"Pretty arrogant of you to just wait for me to catch up to you," Sam said to the cloaked man.

The hooded figure laughed at Sam's words. "You're the arrogant one. I couldn't beat you outside of this dungeon, but in here, I will be able to. You've fallen into my trap, fool."

Sam’s shoulders straightened. He was alert, ready for anything.

The most concerning thing, though, was that Sam recognized the man's voice.

"Wait, but that," said Sam. "That doesn't make any sense⁠—"

It was at that moment the cloaked figure removed his hood.

Standing before Sam was none other than Magnus Finch, the head detective for the royal city guard.

"Surprised to see me?" said Magnus, smirking.

"I don't understand," said Sam. "You're a detective. A royal city guard. You hate Travelers. Yet, secretly, you are one?"

The man snickered.

"I never had any interest in joining the Traveler's Guild or being part of Traveler society," scoffed the man. "It seemed far easier to hone one's powers in secret. Keep them to oneself whenever it was necessary."

"But, you're a detective," said Sam. "You're one of the good guys. You're trying to help people."

"Exactly," said Magnus. "I'm glad you understand. I am helping people. The rules and laws are too confining. I wanted to destroy these criminals and there was only one way to do it. Kill them all myself."

Sam's eyes narrowed at the man.

He understood the difficult and agonizing truth that the only way to stop truly evil people was to destroy them, but that didn't seem quite the same as what Magnus Finch was doing.

He was killing petty thieves and criminals, most of whom were working for a noble cause, stealing from the rich to give to the poor, or merely to help their families survive themselves.

To murder them was a far cry from justice. It was unhinged madness. It was Magnus Finch taking the law into his own hands and choosing to play god.

"You're a psychopath," Sam spat with disgust. "Give up now and let me take you in. You need to admit to your crimes in public."

Magnus laughed in Sam's face once more. "I'd love to see you try. Remember when I told you that you fell into my trap."

The detective snapped his fingers and a large creature revealed itself from the shadows high above.

Sam shuddered at the look of the creature.

At first through the darkness, Sam could only make out the creature’s large yellow eyes. They were narrow and contained a predatory gaze. The creature soon revealed a row of sharp serrated teeth that glistened with a sinister sheen.

Dipping its head out of the shadows, the creature revealed itself to be a giant repulsive bat monster. Its ears were disproportionately large with a rough and ragged appearance.

The rest of the creature’s body was covered in a coarse, leathery skin that appeared almost armor-like in texture.

That must be the dungeon boss, Sam realized.

But it was behaving quite peculiarly for a dungeon boss.

It wasn't rushing to attack either him or Magnus.

Then the giant bat flew down towards the ground, revealing its wings and the skin that stretched between its elongated wings was taut and somewhat translucent, giving the creature an eerie silhouette.

It eventually landed near Magnus and bowed its large head right at the man’s feet.

Sam watched, impressed.

So that was Magnus' Traveler power then.

He had some kind of taming ability over monsters.

Magnus climbed onto the bat.

"It looks like you're the one who's about to be defeated," laughed Magnus, materializing a deadly crossbow as he commanded the giant bat to take to the air.
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Atop the giant bat, Magnus soared high above Sam, circling the area.

Then through the shadows, large arrows began to rain down towards him.

Sam dodge rolled out of the way from the first barrage of arrows.

Magnus had a powerful height and movement advantage over Sam which was only further optimized by the detective's powerful ranged crossbow.

The first thing Sam had to do was get some ranged firepower of his own.

He materialized another glass vial of blood and whipped it on the ground in front of him.

The black-haired Traveler then triggered the level 2 evolution of his Blood Flame ability.

The dark crimson pool of blood on the ground flew towards Sam, glowing a bright red luminescence, as each droplet turned into a flaming ash of blood flame until soon enough a molten ball of powerful lava formed into the palm of his hand.

Sam whipped the blood flame ball up at Magnus and the giant bat.

His enemies swerved to dodge the attack.

This was exactly what Sam wanted. His counterattack forced Magnus off of the offensive and gave Sam an opportunity to catch his breath and take control of the battle.

Sam was about to launch another barrage of blood flame balls at his enemies when something unexpected happened.

The ground at his feet rumbled.

Cracks and lines began to form in the floor.

The section Sam was standing on began to ascend high up, while other sections faded away, only to be replaced by huge pools of hot glowing lava.

Great, Sam thought. Now I’m not just fighting Magnus and his giant bat companion, but I’m fighting against the environment now too.

Sam took stock of the other platforms he could jump to.

It looked as if the platforms that rose up weren't moving anymore and were still in place; so it appeared as if Sam was safe from lava where he was standing. At least for now.

What he wasn't safe from was the barrage of arrows coming his way from Magnus, soaring up ahead.

Sam may have been safe from falling in the lava on the current platform he was standing on, but what it didn't protect him from was the fact that his maneuverability had been slightly stifled, making him an easier target for Magnus.

A barrage of arrows shot towards him.

Sam quickly leaped towards another platform to dodge the attack.

But Magnus had predicted where Sam was going to jump and already had an arrow coming his way.

Crap, Sam thought.

He quickly triggered Blood Teleport, managing to teleport to a section of raised platform that had some remaining spilled blood from his broken vial from before.

Sam's heart raced.

He felt the increasing disadvantage of his position.

He needed to do something to change the dynamic quick.

Magnus cackled with laughter from above Sam.

"You can't even hit me from your position. It's pathetic."

Sam realized he needed to step it up.

He needed to get airborne.

He materialized a glass vial of blood and whipped it high towards a chasm wall.

As soon as it smashed against the wall, Sam would Blood Teleport and start working his way in the direction of Magnus. He wouldn't let the man lord over him with his height advantage. Sam would come straight to him.

Except there was one problem.

As the glass vial flew through the air — crack! — a powerful crossbow bolt smashed right through it.

A burst of blood shot into the air.

Sam shuddered.

Magnus was proving to be a worthy opponent.

He clearly had witnessed Sam smash the glass vial before and used to create the blood flame and then used that same puddle to trigger Blood Teleport.

Magnus was now purposely stopping him from laying down the blood he needed to use his most powerful movement abilities.

He's a smart opponent, Sam realized.

It was too bad he had his newest ability still hidden up his sleeve.
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Magnus held his crossbow as the giant bat he was riding circled overhead.

He held the crossbow firmly and directed his arms to aim it down at the pathetic little black-haired Traveler struggling to fight him down below.

Just one hit. That was all that needed to land to end the foolish boy's life and then Magnus could wait out the remaining time here in the gate until a dungeon break formed and he could ride out on his giant bat into Resfall and beyond. If he kept his hood up, his identity would remain secret, and he could return to Resfall under the guise of Magnus Finch and no one would ever know that he was the Summer Killer.

Magnus pulled the trigger down at the boy.

The arrow flew through the air.

But in a flash the boy leaped to another platform.

Magnus' arrow crumpled into the stone.

"Stop wasting my time," Magnus taunted.

Without the boy's Blood Teleport ability, he had no way of reaching him high above, so it was just a matter of time before he got tired and one of Magnus' arrows went right through the boy's skull.

He aimed his crossbow again to try again at shooting the boy down.

Except by the time Magnus pulled the trigger, the boy had disappeared from the platform below.

What the!?

Magnus looked around to see where the boy had gone.

At first, he couldn't locate him.

Then, he heard the crackling of ash and saw the black-haired boy swinging from lamp post to lamp post dotted around the tower with the help of a glowing whip of orange energy.

But that shouldn't be possible, Magnus’s thoughts hissed.

Magnus had controlled other monsters in the castle to gather information about the boy's arsenal of abilities and from what he had gathered the Hurting Hook ability could only pull enemies closer to him and be whipped around as a projectile or flail, but to use on inanimate objects and swing with—that wasn’t at all possible!

The man quickly tried to reorient himself along with his giant bat, but the boy was swinging and leaping too quickly.

Suddenly, the boy was above him.

The black-haired Traveler swung from his energy whip and leaped towards Magnus.

The boy materialized his black sword with glowing red runes as he flew through the air towards Magnus.

Just before the boy landed atop the giant bat’s back, his sword pierced right through Magnus’ stomach, dealing a decisively powerful blow.
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Sam's sword slid right through Magnus' back and came out on the other side of his stomach. Blood and guts spurted out from the man’s chest. His skin went pale. His whole body began to throb.

Magnus didn’t stand a chance anymore.

Sam had defeated the man with the help of his new evolution of his Hurting Hook ability. At level 3, Hurting Hook gained a whole bunch of versatility. He could now not only pull enemies closer to him or swing them about—he could also now pull himself towards them, if need be. On top of this, Hurting Hook could now latch itself onto inanimate objects, meaning Sam could use the skill to swing between buildings, enemies, or narrow passageways.

It was only because of his ability to latch onto the lamps on the side of the tower that Sam could close the gap between himself and the giant bat monster Magnus had been riding high above him.

Now on the back of the giant bat himself, Sam pulled his sword out from Magnus Finch and materialized a large bandage, which he then held out against the man.

"I'm bringing you in," hissed Sam. "So the whole city knows of your corruption and fall from grace."

Magnus didn't say anything.

The city's homicide detective had gone into a deep shock.

The giant bat they were riding on shrieked and moved erratically.

With the agonizing pain and loss of blood, Magnus's control over the monster had weakened and now the two were in a battle for control.

Sam didn't waste any time.

With one hand holding Magnus' bandage in place, Sam took his other sword and began to stab it into the back of the giant bat over and over again.

Deep red blood spurted out from the creature's back, drenching its fur, making it sticky and wet.

The dying creature lost control of its balance and torpedoed down towards the bottom of the chamber.

The group managed to crash in the entrance of the boss chamber where the platforms hadn't disappeared and been replaced by lava.

Sam pushed Magnus off the bat, before leaping off himself.

As soon as Sam landed on his feet, he spun around with his blade, slicing large slashes into the giant bat.

With the giant bat now suffering in extreme agony, Sam rushed towards Magnus, dematerializing his demonic rune blade and replacing his weapon with a set of powerful handcuffs used against rogue Travelers from his inventory.

He cuffed Magnus’ arms behind his back.

Sam knew, however, that there was no point in cuffing a soon-to-be-dead man, so he then materialized a health potion.

He poured it over Magnus' pale lips and watched as life returned to the man's face. The wounds Sam had inflicted began to fade away as he was brought back to full health.

“You foolish little⁠—”

Sam threw a punch right into the man’s face, knocking him unconscious.

Just because he’d kept Magnus from death didn’t mean Sam planned on listening to the man as he brought him back out to the real world.

With Magnus under control, Sam turned back to the dying dungeon boss.

He materialized his powerful blade once more. He was about to deal the finishing death blow when something strange happened.

The creature disappeared.

Then a second later, it reappeared again. Except this time it was translucent, almost like an immaterial ghost that one could swipe one's hand through.

Parts of the creature started to fragment, whole squares of the monster coming in and out of materiality.

Sam didn't know how to react.

He'd never seen anything in a dungeon world like this. Not in either of his two lifetimes.

The giant bat screamed, before flashing away, being replaced by a large red-furred lion with a patch of fire on its tail. The new monster screamed, before flashing into a large poisonous purple toad. A second later it was the giant bat monster again, this time breathing out its last gasp before melting into a monster stone.

Sam steadied his breathing.

He had never heard of a dungeon world behaving this way. Nothing like this had ever been described in any of the scholarly books written on the subject of dungeon gates in his first timeline.

The strange sight of the transforming and fragmenting bat filled Sam with unease.

Since coming back to this new timeline, Sam had felt confident with his superior and informed knowledge of the dungeon gates. The sight of the fragmenting bat reminded him that there was still so much about the dungeon gates that still remained shrouded in mystery.
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After capturing and arresting Magnus Finch, Sam carried the former detective out of the dungeon gate.

Sam had planned to take the captured Summer Killer to the royal guards' headquarters in the center of the city, but word had spread of Sam's chase through the city streets and a whole group of Travelers and guards were waiting outside the dungeon gate for Sam's return.

Everyone gasped when Sam stepped out from the yellow portal, holding the head detective of the city guard in handcuffs.

It was all a blur after that.

Sam was exhausted.

He went back to the city guard headquarters to give his full report. Other guards, who had sources in the Thieves' Guild, went and received corroboration of Sam's story.

By the end of the night, Magnus Finch was behind bars where he would spend the rest of his life rotting.
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In the days that followed, news of the Summer Killer's true identity and capture spread throughout the city like wildfire. It could be heard on the lips of shop owners, barkeeps, and even kids running throughout the city playing with their friends.

By the end of the week, the terror and intrigue of The Summer Killer was long forgotten, replaced by the newest gossip, including news that the noble Lord Odo Bumblefumble had fallen in love with the beautiful daughter of a rival noble patriarch.

Beyond the gossip of the nobility's love lives, everyone was preoccupied and excited with anticipation for the upcoming Fireworks Festival that marked the end of summer.

And soon enough, the last day of Summerfin arrived.

Late in the evening, once the sun had gone down, all across Resfall people gathered on rooftops, balconies, and parks to witness the fireworks display that would emerge from the courtyard of the royal palace.

The fireworks display took up the entire night sky. Bright bursts of color and magic exploded amongst the stars.

All across Resfall, people watched on with delight and wonder.

In the shadows of a certain set of rooftops, Tristan Daggerheart and the other members of the Thieves' Guild watched the fireworks splash out across the night sky.

In the corner of his eye, the leader of the Thieves' Guild noticed a group of hooded figures in the distance.

He nodded his head and, while he couldn't make out the visage of the figure, he could tell from the man's hood that the man had nodded back to him in reply.

It looked like with the Summer Killer situation resolved, the Thieves' Guild and the Shadow Society had come to an uneasy and temporary peace.

Tristan smiled.

It appeared that every once and a while, even bloodthirsty criminals could come together and enjoy a beautiful summer night's in harmony together.
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Sitting beside Toby and Klara, Sam watched with wonder and awe at the beautiful fireworks display.

Another summer is coming to an end, Sam thought.

He had been back in this new timeline for almost two years now. He had changed so much. Saved so many lives; but there was still so much for him to do.

There were still so many crises and historical tragedies he needed to stop. So much of the good work he'd done so far remained threatened. It could all be undone with one wrong misstep.

And then he considered the strange activity he had witnessed in the dungeon that day. The strange behavior of the dungeon boss just before it perished.

Sam understood now that he needed to start focusing on the threats that he knew from his previous timeline were coming up, along with the potential threats that this new timeline might demand of him.

One thing Sam did know for sure was that the Gray Gate Catastrophe would happen at the start of Novriel in just two months' time.

He had a lot of preparing and training he needed to do in the meantime.

Summer may be coming to an end, but Sam's overarching mission to save Westria was far from finished.
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One morning, a few days later, Sam walked through the streets of Resfall, heading somewhere he never thought he would ever voluntarily return to.

The morning was cool with a breeze that hinted of colder times to come.

Summerfin was officially over. The month of Septremble had begun.

The seasons were changing, currently in flux. Some of the leaves were still green, but many were beginning to take on an orange pallor, with the odd one drifting from the branch towards the cobbled streets below.

I can't believe I'm really doing this, Sam thought to himself.

He hadn't told Klara or Toby where he was going that day, just that he had a special research mission he needed to do.

Sam eventually turned a corner, arriving at his destination.

Looming right in front of him was a large palatial building that dominated the skyline, towering over the city with its twin spires that seemed to pierce the heavens. Each spire was capped with a golden finial that gleamed in the sun, acting as a beacon for all to see.

The façade of the grandiose building was a marvel of craftsmanship. Carved from white marble, it gleamed ethereally under the sun. Intricate bas-reliefs depicting scenes from holy texts wrapped around its pillars and arches, each detail telling a story of valor, sacrifice, and redemption. The grand entrance was flanked by massive, oaken doors, studded with iron and decorated with intricate metalwork in the shapes of mythical creatures and sacred symbols.

It was the last place Sam would ever want to return to: the Spectral Church's Grand Cathedral.

The basement housed a permanent tutorial dungeon gate known as the White Gate that the church had once kept secret. They used it to train their own form of Travelers known as Traveler-priests and experiment on prisoners, the destitute, and the orphaned.

Sam and his friends had once been the subjects of those experiments. Sam had lived through the horrors of such ruthless and inhumane trials twice now. The first time ending in the tragic death of all of his friends, the second one ending on a brighter note.

His friends had survived. Toby and Klara had unlocked Traveler classes of their own. He, himself, had unlocked a second class of incredible strength and power. A legendary class known as Death Lord.

He was the only person in all of Westria with two classes as well as having a class at that level of rarity.

It was totally unheard of.

Even if the second time he'd visited this grand cathedral things had worked out better, the sorrows and trauma of the first lifetime were still difficult to shake off.

Sam pushed the difficult memories away.

He was here, however, on a very specific task. One that couldn't be achieved anywhere else.

He marched up to the front gate where a church guard was standing by the door.

The man gulped at the sight of Sam.

In this new lifetime, Sam had gained a bit of a reputation for someone who had violently slain multiple Traveler-priests in the Battle for Resfall a few years back.

The guard stuttered and stammered and eventually addressed the black-haired Traveler with devilish red eyes standing in front of him.

"Can I help you?"
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Klara ran her hands through the beautiful lush curtains of Queen Alice's bedroom.

"Nice digs," said Klara. "You have this all to yourself? I still share a dorm with Sam, Toby, and a bunch of other smelly low-level Travelers."

"It's nice," sighed Alice. "It does get lonely up here though. I'm jealous of the community you have at the Traveler's Guild."

Klara stared at the queen, who looked a bit downcast and melancholy.

As much as Klara appreciated all the finery and luxury surrounding the queen, she knew deep down she would never choose to live here instead of the dorm in the Traveler's Guild. She liked being so close to her friends. They were more than friends; they were family.

The idea of living in this grandiose palace all by oneself felt incredibly lonely and depressing.

Klara did not feel envious of her friend in the slightest.

Not knowing what to say, Klara opted to change the topic.

"I need your help with Sam's surprise birthday party," said Klara.

"Didn't you have a surprise party for him last year?" the queen inquired.

Klara groaned and dramatically flopped onto the large bed in front of them.

"It has to be a surprise, otherwise, he would tell us not to do anything for him. Sometimes⁠—"

"He's so ridiculously kind and good natured that it's actually kind of annoying?" said Alice.

"Yes," said Klara. "Exactly."

The queen's blue eyes softened and her cheeks went red as she thought about the strikingly handsome black-haired Traveler.

"Okay," grinned Klara, observing the queen closely. "Forget about what we're going to do for a surprise party, the real question is: what are you going to get him as a present?"

Alice's already-rosy cheeks got even redder.

"Oh my gosh," she said. "Am I really that obvious?"

"Is the sky blue?" Klara smirked.

Alice placed her hands on her cheeks and sighed in embarrassment.

"What can I get him that says, ‘hey, I like being friends with you, and, you know, I don't know how you feel, and I don't know how I feel, but maybe there's⁠—"

"A vibe?" Klara suggested.

"Yeah, something like this," said Alice. "Vibe is a good word."

"Yeah—it's casual, it's low stakes, it's fleeting⁠—"

"Like a fairy!"

"Or, you know, a feeling," said Klara.

"That sounds perfect," said Alice. "So tell me, wise love guru Klara, what present conveys all of that?"

Klara blinked, then shrugged.

"Beats me," grinned Klara. "As if I know what goes on in the heads of all the crazy boys in this city."
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As soon as Sam stepped into the Grand Cathedral, he was immediately engulfed in the building’s hushed reverence.

The immense nave stretched out before him, the length of the cathedral seemingly extending into infinity. Rows of thick, stone pillars lined the path, their surfaces covered in detailed mosaics and decorated with thin veins of gold. They held up a rib-vaulted ceiling that soared high above, painted with vibrant frescoes of celestial beings and otherworldly landscapes.

Light streamed in through the stained glass windows, casting dappled rainbows onto the stone floor. Each window told a story, its panes a symphony of colors with scenes of saints, warriors, and deities. The play of light and shadow made it feel as though the stories were coming alive.

In the heart of the Spectral Church’s Grand Cathedral stood an altar, draped in white and gold cloth. Above it, a large, ornate chandelier hung, its many candles illuminating the sacred space. The scent of incense wafted in the air, mingling with the subtle aroma of aged wood and polished stone.

Sam passed a few Travelers, striding through the halls with their blue cloaks with the white insignia of the two swords crossing through them on the back of their capes.

After the attempted assassination of Alice Grace along with the hostile takeover of the city, the Grand Cathedral was put under the jurisdiction of both the Spectral Church and the Traveler's Guild.

The main floors of the church remained mostly used by the spectral priesthood, but the White Gate in the basement was guarded and used for training new Traveler recruits exclusively for the Traveler's Guild.

Sam walked between the pews and eventually reached a spiraling staircase that led to a special archive that was originally maintained by the Traveler-priests and housed all of their secret information from their special studies of the dungeon gates.

After the most recent incident with Magnus Finch and the strange giant bat boss monster flickering in and out of existence, Sam was growing concerned.

It was as if the dungeon gates were evolving, changing in ways different from his previous timeline.

In his first timeline, humanity’s understanding of the dungeon gates had been limited, ultimately explained by the theories of scholars, some supported by the world at large while others lost to obscurity.

The most popular theory about the reason behind the dungeon gates was that they were weapons of the demon king. The gates slowly ripping at the threads of their world’s reality which eventually allowed him to step forth into Westria.

If the theory was true, perhaps that explained what Sam was witnessing in the gates, which was a deeply uncomfortable thought. It suggested that the demon king’s power might be growing faster in this new timeline.

Sam shuddered at that idea.

But it was for those very reasons that Sam had come to the Grand Cathedral that day.

In his first timeline, he had read most of the books in the royal library about dungeon gates, but he knew that there was all sorts of hidden research and information lurking inside the Spectral Church's Grand Cathedral.

The archive was dusty and smelled of both burning wax candles and mold.

He walked over to a shelf of scrolls and began pulling them out one by one and reading through them.

He had a long day of research ahead of him.
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A few hours later, Sam yawned as he rolled up another scroll and put it away.

He had learned all sorts of interesting bits of information about how the spectral church trained and prepared their priests to enter the White Gate, bizarre behavioral patterns of low-level goblins in standard blue dungeon gates, and all sorts of other factoids.

But he did not find anything out about what he was looking for. No further piece of information concerning the physics and nature of the reality inside the dungeon gates. For it was that field of dungeon science that Sam hoped would most illuminate his curiosity about what he'd witnessed inside the dungeon gate from the other day.

Sam rubbed his eyes that had grown tired from reading all day. He turned around and prepared to leave the archive, his curiosity unsatisfied.

Just as he was about to step away, however, he noticed a shelf of scrolls with a faded white label on it. Scrawled in black ink was a list of all the different orphanages across the metropolis.

Sam paused in front of the shelf.

He figured this must be the information the Spectral Church kept on all the orphanages back when they controlled them all. After the battle of Resfall, the overseeing of the city’s orphans was taken over by the royal palace.

This must be the remaining files the church kept on all the orphans they had been looking after.

Sam suddenly found himself curious and intrigued.

He began searching through the scrolls.

He found a large scroll that contained information on all the former residents of orphanage-H.

The first person he recognized from the scrolls was a rough sketch of Klara from when she was younger. Beside the picture was a few bits of information: “Klara Brightburn. Daughter of two Resfall candlemakers who died of Scarlet Fever. Found a few months later as a destitute street urchin running a gang of pickpockets.”

Sam clutched the scroll intensely. He felt an intense wave of emotions overtake him.

He had never really spoken with either Toby or Klara about their lives prior to the orphanage. For Sam, he had always been an orphan; he couldn’t remember anything else. He’d always assumed that Klara and Toby were the same way.

Reading over the notes on Klara Brightburn, he realized that he’d assumed wrong.

Discovering these details about Klara fascinated him, but also made him feel an odd sense of guilt, almost as if he was reading a diary of hers without her knowing.

The strange feeling didn’t stop him from reading through more of the scrolls.

He wouldn’t stop until he found the scroll written on him.

He unfurled another document until he eventually came across a sketch of a young boy who looked like Toby.

There wasn’t much written beside the sketch of his friend. The only thing written was, “Toby. Young child found by the side of the king’s road in northeastern Volsungar.”

Sam sighed at the words with a quiet relief. The information was so minimal, he didn’t feel as guilty learning it as he did when reading about Klara’s past.

Still, northeastern Volsungar typically referred to regions quite far from Resfall.

Sam wondered what led to a young child being by himself at the side of a road; what painful story might have led Toby there.

Neither Toby nor Klara had shared any of this with him before.

These past lives of his friends were something Sam would want to know more about; but given that he’d known both of them for years and neither one of them had ever brought it up, he knew he would have to tread lightly.

Sam continued reading through the scroll, searching for a sketch of himself.

He got to the end of the scroll, not finding anything written about him, not even a sketch.

He then recalled that he actually had lived at another orphanage in the city before being transferred to orphanage-H. He then looked for a scroll with that orphanage on it.

He found the scroll he was looking for and quickly unfurled it.

His eyes raced across the information until eventually he landed on a sketch of his younger self, staring back at him.

His heartbeat quickened.

Sam hadn’t spent much time thinking about his early life, or the time before the orphanage. In fact, he didn’t have a single memory from before that time.

He had never dwelled on it as a kid, preferring to stay focused on the present. He had never had the luxury to dwell on the past when he had been a young orphan, pickpocketing his way to his next meal. All of his spare thoughts had been focused on one thing: survival.

He felt nervous, afraid of what the scroll might tell him.

In the end, however, Sam had been nervous over nothing.

The file on him was mostly empty.

All it included was one line.

“Sam. Black hair. Discovered as a baby, left on the steps of the Spectral Church’s Grand Cathedral. Origin: unknown.”
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The following day, Sam sat down in the Traveler's Guild dining hall and contemplated his goals over a blueberry muffin and a cup of black coffee.

After his day of research at the Spectral Church, Sam knew he had to turn his attention back to his more immediate goals, such as training and preparing for the upcoming Gray Gate Catastrophe.

He took a sip of his coffee and watched a group of Travelers leave the dining hall, ready to start their days of adventuring and defeating dungeon monsters.

The Gray Gate Catastrophe was definitely not a historical event he could resolve all on his own.

He would need a team.

That meant it wasn't just him who needed training, but everyone who he was planning to take with him.

Sam ripped off a piece of his blueberry muffin and tossed it into his mouth.

As he chewed on the delicious pastry, he considered how significant the squad he was going to need for this upcoming battle, especially as there was going to need to be a two-pronged approach strategy for dealing with it.

Lots to do, Sam thought to himself.

He stood up and put his tray away and hurried out of the dining hall.

It was time to start training seriously.
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A green apprentice-tier dungeon gate hovered over a farmer's field in greater Resfall.

It was an ominous sight for those who lived nearby. The farmer who owned that particular plot of land was very afraid that this was going to ruin his entire year's harvest.

But the farmer was holding out hope for the group of Travelers who had entered the gate earlier that day. If they came back alive, the farmer could rest easy that his crop would be okay in time for the harvest festival.

And, just when the farmer least expected it, a whole group of blue-cloaked Travelers stepped out from the gate.

They were covered in both blood, mud, and guts of otherworldly creatures, but despite all of that, they all appeared to have smiles on their faces.

"Good job, everyone," said a female Traveler with a massive broadsword strapped to her back.

"Ah it was nothing," said one of her partners.

"Honestly, it felt easy with Toby on our team," said another. "Yeah, don't think we could have gotten through that boss monster without him."

"Agreed," said the Traveler with the broadsword. "Three cheers for Toby!"

The group all cheered the portly young Traveler with shaggy brown hair.

Toby couldn't help but smile at the praise he was getting.

He had become high in demand for the multiple groups of Travelers taking on dungeon gates around the greater Resfall area.

It was mostly down to his incredible apprentice-tier Wizard ability: Geyser Blast. It was an ultra-powerful area of effect spell that damaged multiple opponents while simultaneously healing all nearby allies as well.

Toby had become a strong, versatile, and welcome addition to any group of Travelers looking to take on a tough dungeon gate.

The group of Travelers all returned back to the city of Resfall.

They didn't care that it was midday—they planned on celebrating their feats inside the dungeon gate by a few rounds at the pub.

Toby, however, declined the group's offer.

He hung back and watched the group of Travelers head off to the nearest pub, while he chose to sit down at a bench in front of a pretty fountain.

Toby stared at the glimmer of sunlight reflected in the ripples of the fountain water and contemplated his Traveler progress so far.

His renown within the Traveler's Guild was growing, which he was very pleased with. He could see his skills and abilities getting better as well. He was even less afraid of all the creepy monsters in the dungeons—not completely devoid of fear, but the terror was lessening with each day.

Being a Traveler was the ultimate exposure therapy against monsters and other horrifying beasts.

Still, Toby wanted to get stronger faster, but his next major foreseeable power growth seemed very far away. He wouldn't get a new ability until he reached the next tier of his class or levelled up one of his abilities in his arsenal.

Such markers of progress felt very far away to Toby.

He wanted to become stronger and more useful right now, not in a year or two when he finally hit a new tier level again.

He considered everything at his disposal. He looked over his abilities, his equipment, and even random items.

He had managed to get a cool diamond filter stone from the last dungeon but it looked more decorative than anything else. Its potential uses were either cryptically unclear or the item was merely decorative. He would probably end up selling it as it didn't have much value to him as a Traveler.

Toby sighed as he rubbed his head.

Answers to his problems were not forthcoming as easily as he had hoped.

He stood up to head back to the guild even if the dilemma about his progression was still bugging him.

Twenty minutes later as Toby approached the guild hall, he looked up and saw Sam striding towards him.

"Toby," said Sam. "I've been looking everywhere for you."

"What's going o⁠—"

"We have a lot of training to do," said Sam. "I know of a dungeon gate nearby, do you want to come help me with it?"

"Uh, I just finished clearing a dungeon today already," Toby explained.

Sam gave Toby a stern look. "Don't you wanna get stronger, Tobes?"

The young Traveler with the wizard class grinned.

If anyone had the power to help him reach new heights, Toby knew it was his friend Sam, who had been inspiring courage in him long before they ever became the Travelers they were now.
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Sam could hear his friend shivering behind him as they approached the dungeon gate in the nearby forest outside of Resfall.

The large portal shimmered through the branches and foliage of the forest, the dungeon gate casting a yellow pallor to everything its luminescence touched.

"Wait a minute," said Toby. "We're not allowed to go into a dungeon gate like that on our own, are we? It's a full tier above us."

It had finally dawned on Toby where Sam had been leading them.

He was taking them right into the jaws of a journeyman-tier dungeon gate.

While the idea of entering a dungeon gate a whole tier above his own didn't really bother Sam—seeing as he had done it already a couple of times in the last few months—it was a much bigger deal to Toby, who had dealt exclusively with apprentice-tier dungeon gates and lower.

Sam turned and placed a hand on Toby’s shoulder.

"Tobes, have I ever led you into danger before?"

The portly boy made a quizzical face. "Um, yeah you have. Like on a regular basis. Was that a rhetorical question?"

Sam shook his head. "Let me rephrase. Have I ever led you into danger that's gotten us killed?"

Before Toby could respond, Sam answered for him: "That was a rhetorical question."

Sam could see that his friend had already given up on the idea of convincing him to train elsewhere. As much as Toby talked a lot about his many fears, he always was able to drum up the courage to face them. And more than that, he had proven his trust and loyalty for Sam time and time again.

So if Sam had told Toby they were going to train in a dungeon gate a whole tier level above them, that was exactly what Toby was going to do.

With a nod of agreement, the two friends stepped inside the yellow dungeon gate, vanishing from the forest completely.
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The forest surroundings disappeared in an instant.

Suddenly, Toby was surrounded by an endless expanse of murky water under a canopy of dark gray clouds. The air was heavy with moisture, and a pervasive, earthy aroma enveloped both him and Sam.

“Where are we?” Toby grimaced.

He looked on with dread as tendrils of mist wove their way around skeletal trees, their trunks half-submerged, their twisted branches reaching out like desperate, grasping fingers. Each tree bore the weight of moss, hanging mournfully from the limbs, swaying gently even in the stillness of the swamp’s air.

“The Cursed Swamp,” said Sam, speaking softly, as if he didn’t want to disturb any deadly creatures resting nearby.

Sam began to move forward and Toby followed his companion’s lead.

Toby quickly felt the dampness of the swamp water seep through the leather of his boots. As he and Sam stepped a bit deeper into this new dungeon world, there were pockets of solid ground, the hummocks, which provided a brief respite, but more often than not, the duo trudged through the treacherous shallow water, wary of the deeper channels that lurked beneath the surface.

After a few more minutes of trudging through the swamplands, a low unsettling hum began to fill Toby and Sam’s ears. The sound grew louder, echoing eerily through the dense mist of the swamp.

Both Sam and Toby halted in their tracks.

Sam instinctively materialized his demonic rune blade. The red runes etched into the nightmarishly black metal glowed softly amidst the gray fog.

Toby triggered his mana sense. His eyes widened and his stomach lurched.

From the depths of the murk, a swarm of dark, crow-sized creatures burst forth all around them. Their wings shimmered with a smoky translucence. The light, of what little there was of it, reflected off the sleek obsidian exoskeletons, which seemed to absorb the shadows around them.

“What the heck are those?” said Toby.

He already had bad memories of the mosquitoes in the Misty Woods on their way back from the Snowpeak Mountains.

These creatures were more than ten times the size of those irritating insects from before and looked significantly more deadly.

“They’re called shadowmire bloodsuckers,” said Sam. “Get ready to fight a whole bunch of them.”

As the shadowmire bloodsuckers came closer, the faint and sickly green glow of their compound eyes became more apparent as they locked onto Sam and Toby in the distance.

It wasn’t the sheer size of these creatures that sent a shiver down Toby’s spine, but the menacing sight of their proboscises—sharp, lengthy, and dripping with anticipation. These appendages, sturdy and pointed, looked more like weapons than mere tools for feeding.

One of the mosquitos darted towards Toby, its wings creating a hypnotic pattern, humming louder as it approached. As it flew past, he noticed its abdomen, distended and grotesquely swollen from its recent feed, pulsating with a dark liquid. Toby would have been repulsed but he was screaming in terror as the abdomen exploded in front of him as Sam skewered the monster with his demonic rune blade.

“Get back, Tobes,” shouted Sam. “Give me support while I draw their attention.”

Sam materialized his berzerker sword in his other hand as he rushed towards the incoming mosquitos.

The first thing he had to do in this fight was establish his ability rotation, which in turn would help him achieve his second battle objective which was to draw all the aggression of the shadowmire bloodsuckers onto himself, so that Toby could provide unimpeded support from the sidelines of the monster skirmish.

He triggered his Pain Ring ability. A huge blast of red energy shot out from his chest, establishing a large radius in the swamp.

Now, all pain and damage Sam took from inside the ring would increase his power.

He was now a ticking clock of destruction.

Sam spun on his feet with such rapidity and grace of movement, you could barely even hear the water ripple or splash with disturbance. The blood of the mosquitoes raining down from the large gashes he formed with his blades into their exoskeletons created more noise as they splashed like heavy stones into the swamp water.

The swordsman focused on landing slices with both of his blades on each of his incoming enemies to maximize each of the bonus abilities connected to his two powerful swords.

The demonic rune blade gained more power as it damaged and killed more monsters, while his berzerker sword turned most things it hit into a mindless frenzy.

The swarm of mosquitos only grew as they smelled more and more blood in the water.

Sam managed to keep most of the monster attention onto himself, slaying most of the mosquitoes that came their way. Every once in a while, however, a powerful water blast flew over his shoulder knocking one of the shadow mire bloodsuckers into a thorny tree branch that stabbed it to death.

"Nice one, Tobes," shouted Sam as he slashed through more of the giant mosquitoes.

"Likewise," said Toby, firing out another powerful water blast spell.

The battle went on like this for a while.

Almost an hour passed as more and more mosquito monsters descended on the duo.

This was exactly what Sam had hoped for.

Mosquitos were great creatures to train against as they normally attracted more of their kind simply by slaying them.

This was a great place to farm monster stones and raise their stats and hopefully grow their abilities.

He saw through the corner of his eye in his retina a message in his profile.

Congratulations! Your Silver Dragon Armor Set has levelled up!

He grinned at the news of power growth, but the battle was too chaotic for him to check and see whatever new ability evolution he had gained.

Worse, there was a growing problem with his monster farming strategy.

The mosquitos weren't slowing down.

Sam had plenty of stamina left, but he couldn't go on forever, and the way things were going, this was turning more into a battle of attrition than anything else.

He felt one of the mosquitos stab his neck and begin sucking out blood.

"Argh," Sam screamed, elbowing the mosquito off his neck and quickly slicing it in half.

He felt his vision begin to wobble.

This isn't good, Sam thought.

Another mosquito landed another bloodsucking hit on him.

The monsters were draining him of too much blood.

He was taking in too much pain.

His necklace of healing that was meant to manage the pain taken from his silver dragon armor set, couldn't keep up healing him with all of his other injuries.

Sam felt the tide of battle slowly slipping away from him, and then he felt the water at his feet disappear.

All of the nearby swamp water converged in one massive blast, shooting out of the swamp and blasting the swarm of shadowmire bloodsuckers to death.

As the geyser shot outward in an almost volcano-like explosion, the water raining down on Sam began to heal his wounds, clearing up the large throbbing holes left behind by the massive vampiric mosquitos sucking blood out from his neck.

Husks of dead mosquitoes rained down on the ground all around them.

Toby's new apprentice-tier ability Geyser Blast had sent all the mosquitos hurtling high in the air only to die from the speed and pressure and were now raining down around them in death.

The dead mosquitos quickly thumped onto the momentarily dried swampland only to disintegrate down into harvestable monster stones.

Sam turned around to see his friend, Toby, huffing and puffing after unleashing his powerful apprentice-tier spell.

“Well,” Sam grinned. “I can see why you’ve become such a hot property in the Traveler’s Guild.”
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A few hours later, Sam and Toby finally found a slightly elevated patch of land, providing a meager buffer against the swamp’s encroaching waters. This hummock, surrounded by a few skeletal trees, would be the location for their base camp.

They quickly got to work, clearing away the damp underbrush, revealing the moist earth beneath. Sam materialized his tent from his inventory, and the two of them got to work erecting it in the ground.

With their evening shelter secured, Sam materialized a shovel from his inventory, handing it to his friend. As Toby dug a small pit in the ground, Sam went over to the nearby trees, slicing off the dry branches for firewood. He carried back the branches and placed them neatly in the small hole Toby had dug.

From there, Sam crouched down, materializing some tinder from his inventory which he placed in the center of the firepit. Next, appearing out of thin air in his palms was a piece of dark gray flint and a small steel striker. Sam gripped the flint in his left hand and held it just above the tinder. With the steel striker in his right hand, he struck it sharply against the flint’s edge, angling it so that the sparks it produced would shower onto the tinder.

Each strike produced a series of sparks, bright and fleeting against the gathering dusk. After several tries, one spark caught, glowing red as it began to consume the tinder. Sam gently blew on it, nurturing the ember. As the ember grew and the tinder began to smolder more intensely, some of the smaller sliced branches caught, and a small flame sprang to life.

Carefully, Sam added more twigs, then branches, until a steady fire was established, casting its warm, dancing light and pushing back the chill of the evening.

With fire and shelter secured, Toby and Sam felt themselves relax a little. They set up a few more traps and runes around their base in case any monsters attempted to sneak up on them in the night. After that, they sat around the fire, cooking themselves steak and potatoes, followed by marshmallows and a mug of hot cocoa for dessert.

It was a quiet evening, both Sam and Toby staring into the flames of the fire more than speaking back and forth with one another. Sometimes after a day of slaying monsters, one was too tired to carry a conversation. Other times, speaking with one’s friends was necessary to push back the memories of gruesome and agonizing battles. For Sam, it felt as if tonight, both he and his companion fell more into the former category than the latter.

Every so often, Sam looked away from the enticing and alluring flames to glance over at his friend Toby. Sam couldn’t help but recall the words he’d read about his friend in the Spectral Church’s archive. That the young man across from him—one of his best friends in all of Westria—had been picked up on the side of the road in northeastern Volsungar as a seemingly abandoned and lost child.

Sam desperately wanted to ask his friend about it. Mainly, so he could help Toby carry the burden of whatever memories he’d been holding back. Yet, it didn’t feel like Sam’s place to bring it up.

Toby had never shared anything about his past with him.

Everyone was entitled to their secrets.

Goddess knows, Sam had his.
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They continued their training the next day, traversing across the swamp world the dungeon gate had transported them to.

As they walked, the spongy marshland threatened to pull them in with every step, their boots squelching as they trod upon moss-covered ground and decomposed leaves.

They moved slowly and cautiously to make sure they didn’t end up attracting too much attention from the monsters they were seeking out. Better to take them out in smaller groups than massive ones.

Halfway through the day, both Sam and Toby were seeing small but important increases in their stats. Their training mission was proving to be a success already.

They took a short break for lunch and then continued training.

As the day wore on, they realized they had travelled far from their base camp and began to circle back.

They were more than two thirds of the way back to camp when Sam felt a sudden chill, the hair on his neck standing on end. He raised his hand in warning, a silent signal for Toby to stop moving.

Quietly, both Sam and Toby crouched and hid behind a fallen moss-covered log.

From the foggy veil ahead of them, a hulking figure emerged. Standing at an intimidating height of nearly eight feet, its presence was both majestic and terrifying. Powerful, muscular limbs protruded from a body covered in scales that shifted in color, blending seamlessly with the swampy greens and browns around it. The creature’s clawed feet sunk slightly into the wet earth, revealing their capability for grip in this treacherous terrain.

It was the creature’s head that truly caught Sam and Toby off guard. An elongated snout, reminiscent of crocodiles recorded in bestiaries of the Opali region and the southern lands beyond, bristled with sharp teeth that gleamed menacingly. Atop its head, eyes with a piercing yellow gaze scanned the area, stopping its head at the very log Sam and Toby were hiding behind.

“It sees us,” whispered Toby. “It definitely sees us.”

Sam hushed his companion and kept his eyes on their newly arrived enemy.

Before he had a moment to trigger his mana sense, the mist cleared further and more similar creatures emerged. They wore armor made of materials birthed from the very swamp around them—hardened bark, beetle carapaces, and what seemed like bones of fallen beasts. In their clawed hands, they held weapons sharpened to deadly precision, with the sheen of obsidian reflecting the dim light.

Sam recognized these creatures from his previous timeline.

They were known as saurial guardians.

They were the true rulers of this swamp world, meaning Sam and Toby were intruders in their dominion.
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It had been Sam's experience that there was a moment before every battle where for a split second it felt as if time stopped.

It was a moment of silence, reverie even, before time resumed, sped up so fast you could hardly catch your breath.

Sometimes the moment was more of a hesitation. A recognition of one's enemy, a brief contemplation, an ambivalent questioning of the very idea that you and the being across from you might be about to try and end each other's lives.

And then time resumed, and there was nothing left but to carry out the deed.

Such was the case with the saurial guardians.

The crocodile-like humanoids had sensed them from the very beginning. Such was their relationship with the water of the swamp. They could read every ripple, every current in the stream, deciphering the language of the water.

"Get ready, Tobes," said Sam. "Cover my back."

Sam rushed forward, materializing his demonic rune blade within his grip as he moved.

He sliced his sword upward towards one saurial guardian, locking into a clash of weapons with the tough sharpened bone club of his enemy.

Locked in the sword fight, Sam triggered Pain Ring. A crimson light shot out from his chest and shot outward, forming a glowing circular radius in the shallow swamp water.

He felt his muscles and body tense as the incoming pain from the gnawing teeth of the silver dragon armor set began to feed strength and power into his whole body.

Locked in the clash of weapons, the saurial guardian reached its long head forward and tried to snap Sam's head off with its massive jaw and countless teeth.

Sam jerked his head back, narrowly dodging the snapping jaw. Even still, he felt the hot breath and spittle smack against his skin.

"Behind you!' shouted Toby.

Before Sam could even check, a massive hostile blast of water swooshed past his neck and sent an incoming saurial guardian flying backwards.

"Nice one, Tobes," Sam hollered, before narrowing his eyes and taking the fight more seriously.

He slid his demonic rune blade out from the clash with the current saurial guardian.

Sam then quickly ducked low to the ground and spun with his blade.

All you could hear was quickened wind—so clean was Sam's cut that it sliced through both the saurial guardian's legs, separating them from the rest of the creature's body.

The monster splashed into the water, unable to balance itself properly without its legs. Sam then stabbed it right in the back of its neck, ending its misery as quickly as possible.

A merciful death, Sam thought. Such is the only gift an executioner can give his subject.

Sam turned to the other warriors descending upon him.

He counted three enemies.

Let them come to me, Sam thought as he took them in from outside the radius of his Pain Ring.

The three saurial guardians rushed forward just as Sam had hoped.

They all sprang at him, head on, trying to just oppress him with sheer brute force.

But just as they landed towards him, he vanished in thin air.

He reappeared a few meters away where he had slain the first saurial guardian.

Sam didn't waste any time, taking advantage of the three attackers who were now caught extremely off guard.

The monsters’ hesitation and confusion—even if just for a second—was fatal.

Sam's demonic rune blade slid through the scaled flesh of one warrior's neck, the creature's head hurtling into the ever-increasingly red water nearby.

Blood showered like a fountain out of the headless body, before it collapsed into the swamp water leaving a huge splash.

Blood was swirling everywhere in the water now, giving Sam the power to teleport wherever he wanted.

Sam took advantage of the chaos left behind by his most recent kill to get behind another one of his opponents.

His demonic rune blade went right through the back of the saurial guardian's head—its eyes bulging as it took its last gasp of life.

Sam was just about ready to take on the remaining saurial guardian when it reached out its hand and sent a magic bolt right at Toby.

It moved so fast his companion couldn't dodge it.

Suddenly, the boy was frozen in place, paralyzed.

Sam felt his heart quicken.

He knew he had to finish this battle quick.
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Toby stood frozen, watching the oncoming battle with fear.

The situation wasn't as dire as it could be, but it only took another squad of saurial guardians showing up and his life would be over.

He didn't like being in situations where the chance of his life ending started to rise dramatically.

C'mon Sam, Toby thought, watching as his friend rushed into battle with the final saurial guardian.

The saurial guardian Sam was now fighting seemed different from the others.

He had white paint etched across his face and was larger than all the rest.

This must be a captain, Toby thought. An extra-powerful saurial guardian.

Sam swung his blade at the monster only to be pushed back.

Then out of nowhere, the ground trembled, and the very air around them appeared to thicken. The saurial’s chest expanded in a deep, resonating roar, its eyes glowing with a mysterious, abyssal blue light. The world around the swamp skirmish faded as Toby watched on, transfixed by the display of power unfurling before him and his companion.

With a slow, deliberate motion, the guardian’s jaws unhinged, expanding into an enormous void. It was a sight both wondrous and terrifying—a gaping maw that seemed to lead to another realm, filled with swirling energies of ancient spirits and the raw elemental power of the swamp itself.

The world seemed to warp and distort as the vortex intensified. Trees, rocks, and murky swamp water were drawn inexorably toward the guardian’s maw. The pull was irresistible, and Toby felt his paralyzed body pull towards it. Luckily, his boots were stuck in the water beneath the rock, holding him back from being drawn any closer.

Just as it seemed all would be consumed, the saurial guardian, with an almost contemptuous snarl, reversed the flow. The accumulated power inside its cavernous mouth was expelled in a devastating concentrated blast. A tsunami of swamp water, spectral energies, and haunting apparitions surged forth all in the direction of one person.

Sam.
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Toby’s eyes widened at the sheer enormity of the attack heading Sam’s way.

The powerful blast of energy emanating from the saurial guardian's mouth illuminated the entire swamp, rendering Sam but a helpless shadowy silhouette about to be drowned out by the surging ray of energy.

Sam didn't run.

He didn't hide.

He just stood there, fearlessly staring into the jaws of defeat.

The blast didn't knock Sam forward or away; it just pummeled into him and stopped there.

Toby watched on with amazement.

He was happy his friend was able to stand and take the blast, but it felt like an impossible feat.

How the heck is Sam doing that!?

The saurial guardian's blast eventually died down.

The creature looked at Sam still standing there.

The monster was clearly aghast that Sam hadn't been killed by the powerful blast of energy.

The creature was breathing heavily.

It had poured all of its last remaining stamina and power into that attack.

The target of such an attack was not meant to still be alive afterwards.

Worse, Sam seemed to be standing there, after having taken the full brunt of the blast, and was completely unharmed.

Sam walked across the murky swamp water. His boots splashed in and out as he approached the exhausted saurial guardian.

Sam placed his palm out onto the guardian's head.

The saurial was too exhausted. It knew defeat and death were its only fate now. It wouldn't fight against it.

Then—it was as if all the pain and damage that Sam hadn't taken from the massive blast from the saurial guardian came rushing out through Sam's palm and into the skull of his enemy.

The saurial guardian screamed with such pain and agony, the water trembled from the sheer sonic force of the yell.

The saurial guardian then collapsed dead on the ground.
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"So what exactly did you do there at the end of the fight?" asked Toby as they munched on hot dogs over their campfire later that evening. "You just stood there and absorbed all that damage."

Sam walked Toby through his newest ability evolution.

During their fight with the shadowmire bloodsuckers, Sam's silver dragon armor set had leveled up.

Last year, Sam had acquired a powerful augmenting item known as a growth stone. The rare item allowed Sam to augment any piece of equipment to give it the power to evolve and grow in a similar way to how Traveler's individual abilities could improve.

It was the perfect item and Sam had deliberately sought it out so that he could augment his silver dragon armor set.

The armor was just too powerful and aligned with his ability rotation for him to discard it when he eventually came across better armor. Now, the armor would stick with him and continue to grow alongside him.

The newest ability unlocked by the armor was a power called: Pain Transfer.

He could now absorb one whole attack and then unleash all the damage of that attack upon another.

It was a deadly and powerful ability to add to his arsenal.

In many ways, Sam already had a version of this ability.

The silver dragon armor set allowed him to hold onto pain that he could unleash later upon himself. If he did that and coupled it with his Pain Ring ability, he effectively could raise his strength and power levels to absolutely incredible heights. He referred to this as the three-step method: absorb, unleash, power-up.

With the new Pain Transfer ability, however, he could effectively deal unheard of amounts of damage in a less circuitous manner.

That said, the old method would still hold its place, as Pain Transfer only allowed for one hit, whereas the three-step method gave him unlimited heightened power and strength so long as he remained inside the radius of the Pain Ring.

That might have actually been the best part of the new Pain Transfer ability. It now allowed Sam two slots to absorb pain via the silver dragon armor set. That meant, he effectively had two bonus lives—he could absorb a fatal attack, twice, and not die.

“Oh wow,” sighed Toby as he took in the intricacies of Sam’s new ability. “That’s amazing.”

Toby's awe was quickly followed by a fall of his shoulders and a downcast and contemplative look towards the fire.

Sam was familiar with such looks. While he'd never quite seen it on his friend Toby, it was a look many Travelers bore in the company of other Travelers.

It was hard not to get competitive with other people within your profession, especially one so geared towards progression and constantly increasing one's powers and arsenal of abilities.

Sam wouldn't stop his rapid progress—the world's survival was depending on him to do it—but he understood his friend's frustrations. If they swapped places, Sam knew he'd be feeling the same way. Heck, even in the face of his own gains, Sam wasn't satisfied himself, always hungering for more power and strength and abilities to be accumulated.

Such was the life and mindset of a Traveler.

He gave his friend a minute with his thoughts, before he asked, "Anything I can help you with, Tobes?"

His friend sighed and looked up at him from the fire and smiled.

"I'm just frustrated is all," Toby explained. "I'm desperate to grow and prove my worth as a Traveler; it just feels like journeyman-tier is so far away. I don't even want to think about what the Second Threshold will entail, but even still, it feels like so far away before I will see an exponential rise in my power set."

Sam listened to Toby's words carefully.

He bristled at the mention of the Second Threshold. Even Sam didn't want to think about that ordeal until he was closer to it.

"It seems to me the only way to get better, beyond focusing on improving my stats," said Toby, "is for me to focus on leveling my two current abilities. Thanks to the radiant sage you gave me, I can see that both are very far off from levelling up as well. Which leaves me with only one last thing I can do beyond improving my stats.”

Sam raised his eyebrows. “What are you thinking?”

“I need to craft different ways of using my powers. Creating a new way of using it could effectively give me a third or fourth ability to my arsenal. I need to consider everything I’m working with already.”

Sam grinned. “I like it.”

He more than liked it. He was feeling inspired.

He had been so focused on getting stronger, he’d forgotten to really take stock of all the abilities and items he did have and make sure he was using them all to their full capabilities.

Suddenly, Sam had a whole new goal for the following day’s training regimen.
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Sam woke up extra early the next day.

Toby was still snoring beside him in his sleeping bag when Sam stepped out of their tent to the swamp outside.

He had gone to sleep dreaming of ideas on how to improve and better use his arsenal of abilities.

As he walked a little ways away from their base camp, so he could have ample room to experiment, he called upon his profile to look over everything that was at his disposal.

Sam

Class: Blood Knight (Super Rare) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Pain Ring (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Mark part of the battlefield as yours. Within that circle, the more you are hurt, the more powerful your attacks. Battle awareness also now increases as you take more damage. After significant damage is taken, user acquires split-second vision to see where their opponent is going to move and do seconds before they do it.

Hurting Hook (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 3) – Shoot a hook rope that if it hits an enemy, it can pull them back closer towards you OR send you hurtling quickly towards them. Hook can be bent at will to whip and hurl enemies with. Hurting Hook can also latch itself onto inanimate objects and be used as a magical grappling hook.

Class: Death Lord (Legendary) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Blood Flame (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Morph all spilled blood in a nearby radius into a powerful magical fire. Can also create blood flame projectiles in hand from spilled blood. Can now conjure blood flame sword from spilled blood.

Blood Teleport (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 2) – Teleport to and from spilled blood on the battlefield. Objects with blood spilled on them can be teleported to and from other sources of spilled blood now as well.

Strength: 37.2

Agility: 35.6

Endurance: 35.9

Magic Affinity: 35.1

Skill Quests

Pain Ring (Level 4) – Destroy 10,000 monsters with the aid of split-second vision. 500/10,000

Blood Flame (Level 4) – Gain mastery with your blood flame sword. (55%)

Hurting Hook (Level 4) – Gain mastery over your new hurting hook. (1%)

Blood Teleport (Level 3) – Gain mastery over Blood Teleport (3%)

Inventory

Silver Dragon Armor Set

Composed from the remains of the ancient and powerful silver dragon, this heavy armor absorbs damage and pain and allows for redistribution into different parts of the body. Also can hold damage that can be unleashed later. Armor cannot be removed if damage is being held. The inside of the armor is lined with tiny teeth of the silver dragon that constantly draw blood upon the user. This set of ancient armor has killed many of those who have chosen to wear it.

Additional Ability (Level 1): Dragon Defense: The teeth of the silver dragon armor set can now be controlled to shoot outwards as an additional offensive or defensive maneuver.

Additional Ability (Level 1): Pain Transfer. Absorb an attack and unleash that level of damage onto your opponents.

Necklace of Healing (Increase Health Regeneration by 50%)

Ring of Numbing (Reduce pain sensation by 40%)

Ring of Empowerment (Super Rare) (Tier: Adept)

+10 Strength

Arcane Aegis (Mythic) (Tier: Adept)

Floating Reflective Shield

Berzerker sword (Super Rare) (Tier: Adept)

Special ability: Can regularly send enemies when hit into an unthinking hostile frenzy.

Demonic Rune blade (Mythic) (Tier: Adept)

+5 Strength

Kill Stacker (Special Ability): Demonic rune blade gains more power each time you slay something—power growth only stops if fifteen minutes go by without a kill

He was happy to see his stats all rising. Most of his stats were getting closer to hitting 40, which would basically be halfway to those stats hitting journeyman-tier levels, at which point, his classes would rank up as well.

He was pleased with the pace of his progress, but that wasn't what that morning's training session was all about.

No.

This morning's training session was all about experimentation and creativity.

What was at his disposal and how far could he push the abilities he had.

He had loads of ideas he wanted to play with, but to start he would test the limits of his Blood Teleport ability.

How much could he teleport at once? How intense a distance?

These were crucial questions he needed to know.

He walked over to a nearby tree. Staring at the bark, he materialized a vial of blood in his grip and drenched half of the vial onto the tree.

Sam then whipped the tree across the swamp, smashing it against another tree.

Let’s see what we’re working with, Sam thought.

He triggered level 2 of Blood Teleport.

Nothing happened.

As I expected, Sam thought.

He had needed to create a baseline to get started and that was exactly what he had just done. It looked as if objects that were rooted in place, wouldn’t get uprooted by the Blood Teleport ability. It meant he wouldn’t be able to teleport whole houses or mountains overtop of his enemies.

At least, for now, Sam grinned.

Sam moved onto the next test in his experiment.

He materialized his demonic rune blade and sliced the tree in front of him. A second later, the tree fell from its trunk.

Sam then tried teleporting the tree again.

The tree at his feet disappeared and fell in front of the other tree.

Sam smiled.

He continued his tests and experiments. After he moved the tree, he tried to figure out the heaviest object he could teleport. He managed to find a massive boulder and couldn’t move that. He couldn’t find too many objects that were variable between the tree and the boulder—but he came to the temporary conclusion that the tree represented the maximum weight he could teleport.

All good things to know, Sam thought.

He then moved onto the next stage of his experiments.

He materialized another vial of blood and poured it on his demonic rune blade . The red liquid dripped onto his powerful blade. He then smashed the vial and remaining blood against a new tree across the way.

Here goes nothing, Sam thought.

He triggered level 2 of Blood Teleport.

His demonic rune blade reappeared in its position at the tree, falling to the ground.

Okay, Sam thought as he walked over to pick it up, when teleporting an object it appears in roughly the same position it was teleported from.

The new ability was interesting, but in its current form, the offensive capabilities of the ability was mostly a bit of a dud attack unless in highly irregular situational moments.

So far its value was mostly in disarming an opponent and leaving them confused and open to attack.

That was the obvious way to use the ability.

But Sam thought with a little trial and error, he'd be able to come up with a more sure-fire offensive move.

With his sword back in his grip, he walked back to his starting position, this time instead of just triggering Blood Teleport, he whipped the demonic rune blade first.

The sword flew through the air and then Sam triggered Blood Teleport.

The sword vanished, and reappeared explosively.

It emerged right at the tree trunk, this time striking it as if it had flown all the way across from where Sam had thrown it.

The explosive power of vanishing and reappearing had given the sword even more power, dealing enough damage to break the tree in half.

Awesome, Sam grinned.

He was adding some new tricks to his arsenal of abilities.

And I didn't even have to hit a new tier-level.
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Toby awoke to the sounds of loud splashes outside their tent.

It was enough to set his alarm bells off in his head and he quickly triggered his mana sense to make sure they weren't being bombarded by monsters.

His mana sense only picked up one presence nearby, which Toby figured had to be Sam.

He sighed with relief and then rubbed his eyes to fully wake himself up. He took a quick stretch and then got himself ready and exited the tent.

Far from the campsite, he saw Sam throwing his swords around and practicing his spells and techniques.

Toby's eyes widened at what he was witnessing.

He never failed to be impressed by Sam's utter dedication to improving himself as a Traveler.

Even though he was probably ahead of most other Travelers in the guild at their tier level, Sam never stopped striving. Never stopped pushing himself to be the best.

And here he was experimenting with abilities, just like Toby had said he wanted to do himself the night before.

I need to follow through with my own words, Toby thought.

I need to take the powers I have and learn to improve them the way they are.

At least in the short term, it was the only path forward for more strength.

And the long term didn't really matter, if Toby couldn't keep up or lay dead before then.
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A few hours later, Sam and Toby switched gears from experimenting with their powers to fighting monsters and raising their stats.

They crouched in the water, spying on a squad of three saurial guardians.

"Follow my lead, Tobes," whispered Sam, pouring blood onto both his hands and demonic rune blade.

The black-haired Traveler then rushed forward straight into battle.

The saurial guardians swerved when they heard the sounds of Sam rushing through the water towards them.

They raised their weapons and came at them.

Sam whipped a vial of blood through the air.

The glass smashed into the saurial's face. The glass wasn't sharp enough to scratch through the toughened scales of the monster, but it did leave the monster's face dripping with red liquid.

Sam followed up with another ranged attack, this time whipping his powerful blade right at the saurial's.

It jumped out of the way to dodge the attack.

But it didn't matter.

Sam triggered level 2 of Blood Teleport.

His sword reappeared wedged between the yellow eyes of the saurial with the blooddrenched head.

Sam's new Blood Teleport ranged weapon attack technique turned his weaponry with a powerfully accurate honing system.

If you had blood on your face, there was no escaping death from Sam's blade.

Sam triggered level 2 of Blood Teleport once more, the demonic rune blade disappearing from the brain it had deeply punctured and reappeared back in Sam's grip.

He was pleased to be putting his experiments into practice.

He ran up to the next saurial and clashed weapons with the beast.

Sam then materialized another vial of blood and this time just jerked it forward, splashing the blood all over the saurial's face.

Sam then triggered level 1 of Blood Flame, sending the creature's whole head ablaze with crimson fire.

The saurial dived towards the swamp water to douse the flames, but in its panic it left itself open to have its head chopped off.

Now, Sam turned to the final saurial guardian.

He materialized another vial of blood and whipped it at the monster.

The creature reacted swiftly, whipping its tail with fearsome rapidity, smashing the vial before it ever got anywhere near its face.

So, Sam smirked. Looks like you've caught on quickly.
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Toby watched Sam in awe.

He was so impressed with how he had used his new abilities in such ingenious and clever ways.

He was curious to see how he would take out the third saurial guardian now that it had become privy to Sam’s strategy.

After smashing the blood vial with its tail, the saurial guardian had quickly let its tail wash away any excess blood lingering on it in the murky swamp water.

This final saurial guardian wasn't going to fall for any of Sam's new tricks.

At least, none of the ones he'd revealed already.

Sam materialized his arcane aegis shield.

The arcane aegis was a very rare and useful magical item. The shield floated and could be moved around at will and it reflected magical attacks.

The saurial guardian clocked it but had no idea what it did so it attacked Sam with a reckless abandon.

Sam reached out for the shield, smearing some of the blood from his hands on it.

He then triggered a succession of moves that left the saurial guardian dead in the water within seconds, not letting it even get close to hitting Sam with its weapon.

It all happened so fast it took Toby a second to realize what Sam had done.

As the saurial guardian had charged towards him, Sam triggered level 2 of Blood Teleport, sending his arcane aegis across the battlefield to where all the blood was floating in the water behind the monster.

To the monster, the shield had just disappeared. Where it had reappeared didn't matter to it because, as far as it was concerned, it didn't have any spilled blood on itself so there was no way for the shield to somehow puncture its flesh like Sam had done with his swords to its brethren.

But that was where the saurial guardian had been sorely mistaken.

Sam had followed up his level 2 Blood Teleport ability with his level 2 Blood Flame power, creating a powerful ball of flames in his palm.

He had whipped it at the saurial guardian, missing the creature on purpose, only for the ball to smash right into the reflective shield and boomerang back into the saurial guardian’s unsuspecting head.

Absolutely beyond belief, Toby thought.

The arcane aegis shield had amazing maneuverability already, but Sam clearly knew that if he used the mental control on the shield to have it float behind the saurial guardian, the monster would have picked up on Sam’s plan much more easily. By using level 2 of Blood Teleport, the arcane aegis simply disappeared from sight to some unknown location.

Brilliant, Toby thought. Well-done, Sam.

Toby was extra happy for his friend, because witnessing the battle that had just ensued had left Toby understanding what he needed to do improve his current set of abilities.

Thanks Sam, Toby thought to himself.

His friend was the real embodiment of inspiration itself.
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After another full day of training, Sam and Toby realized they'd almost cleared the entire dungeon.

There were no more saurial guardians or shadowmire bloodsuckers to slay.

"It looks like our time in this dungeon is almost over, Tobes," said Sam. "There's just one thing left for us to do: fight the dungeon boss."

It didn't matter if they had cleared the majority of the dungeon, if they left now without the dungeon boss slain, a dungeon break would still occur—and, in the event of that, it wouldn't matter that most of the monsters in the cursed swamp had been killed, the dungeon would start to spawn more monsters to prey upon the land of Westria.

Without wasting another minute, the duo headed out from their current training grounds in search of the last monster still breathing in the wretched swamp they'd been living in for the last few days.

They trudged through the shallow murky water of the swamplands, going deeper into unexplored territory.

The fog around them grew thicker as they came across a forest of trees with white peeling bark protruding out of the water like bony tusks.

A constant, eerie silence surrounded them, only ever punctuated by the soft squelch of mud underfoot and the quiet ripples they made in the water.

They travelled through the swampy woodland for almost an hour until a clearing emerged abruptly, the fog parting like a curtain, to reveal a glowing purple flame.

They had entered the dungeon boss room.

As was sometimes the case, particularly with more outdoor dungeons, the dungeon boss room wasn’t a literal room, but rather an area of space that was specifically designated for the strongest monster in the dungeon world.

In the center of the clearing, rising from the mire, was none other than the dungeon boss itself.

The creature was a monstrosity, its vast bulk hunched and grotesque. Its skin, if it could be called that, was a mottled tapestry of rot and decay, resembling flesh that had long since been surrendered to the ravages of time and the swamp’s corrosive embrace. From this diseased carapace, an unholy garden of tangled vines sprouted, covered in cruel thorns that dripped with venom.

Sam and Toby both shuddered at the creature emerging in front of them.

Sam recognized the awful horrific being instantly.

Vilethorn, the wretched.

The creature had been written about in Sam’s previous timeline.

Vilethorn’s head was slightly lowered, with eyes that gleamed like malevolent emeralds, bloodshot and pulsing with a sickly, eldritch light. The gaze they offered was not one of a simple beast but of a calculated and ancient evil. Below these menacing orbs, a cavernous maw stretched, revealing an unsettling arrangement of razor-sharp teeth, caked with layers of residue from past meals and tinged with a greenish hue.

As the creature exhaled, the very air around Vilethorn seemed to shimmer and warp, thickening with a noxious mist, emanating the putrid scent of decay. This, combined with the muck and grime that clung to every inch of its form, made it seem as though the swamp itself had come alive, embodying its malice and malevolence in this singular entity.

Sam held out the palm of his hand at his side and materialized his demonic rune blade, the devastating sword emerging out of nowhere and stabilizing within the black-haired boy's grip.

"Alright, Tobes," said Sam. "We know what to do. Cover me as I go in."

Sam eyes narrowed and he rushed towards Vilethorn, ready to take the boss monster head on.

He immediately triggered Pain Ring, a bright crimson blast shooting outward from his chest and creating a large radius amidst the shallow water of the swamp.

Sam rushed into striking distance of Vilethorn and slashed upward.

His blade skidded across the creature's mottled skin carapace, barely doing any damage.

The boss monster's skin may have looked rotten and decayed, but in reality, it was as strong and durable as steel.

Sam wasn't too worried, though. With the gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set, tearing into his flesh over and over again, he'd soon take in enough pain to send his power levels far above Vilethorn's and, once that happened, his strikes would break through the monster's flesh with ease.

It was all just a matter of time.

For Sam, most boss fights were a waiting game.

The only thing he needed to manage was not dying before the time came for him to absolutely obliterate his enemy.

Which, with Vilethorn, breathing noxious fumes down at him and with a massive jaw trying to tear his head off, wasn't going to be easy.

Sam leaped back as one of the vine pincers writhing around Vilethorn's body struck towards Sam with the same level of power and sharpness as a sword strike.

That was close, Sam thought.

He moved back into striking distance, slicing his demonic rune blade across the creature's chest.

Once again, the attack skidded across, dealing barely any damage.

Sam continued to dodge, strike, retreat — over and over again and still couldn't seem to land a hit that did any damage to the creature.

As Sam reassessed the battle, a powerful water blast flew in from behind his shoulder smashing into the creature in front of him.

The creature writhed in agony.

It looks as if Vilethorn is weak against water-based elemental attacks, Sam observed.

“C’mon Tobes,” shouted Sam. “This one’s on you, hit it with all you got!”

“Alright then,” said Toby. “It’s time to unveil my new move…”

Mana swirled all around the young boy as he materialized a diamond-like rock in one hand. He held out his other palm against the diamond contraption and pointed it in the direction of Vilethorn.

Suddenly, a sharp needle like-thread of water blasted out from Toby. The boy swerved his hands, slashing the powerful burst of water right through Vilethorn, slicing its body in half.

That was the first time Sam witnessed Toby’s new homegrown ability.

Waterjet Slice.
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Sam watched as Toby's Waterjet Slice cut through the Vilethorn with utter ease.

Sam was completely blown away by the power of his companion's new ability.

The move was as powerful as a potential journeyman-tier ability. Had Toby reached the next tier-group so soon after reaching the last? Such a feat bordered on impossible, but how else did he deal such a powerful blow?

The Vilethorn hissed and disintegrated into the swamp water until eventually it melted down into a large monster stone.

"Tobes," said Sam. "That was awesome. How did you do that?"

Toby caught his breath and wiped sweat from his brow.

"You were the one who inspired me," Toby explained. "What you did with your Blood Teleport ability and the arcane aegis completely blew me away. I knew then that the key to improving was to do something similar with everything I had at my disposal. That's how I came up with the Waterjet Slice attack. Essentially, I used Tsunami Blast, the level 2 version of my water manipulation ability and then funneled it through this diamond filter contraption, which forced the intense amount of water through the smaller set of funnels, the power of which was so built-up and intense on the other side that it created an incredibly thin and powerful knife-like slash that could cut through immensely durable material."

Sam grinned. He was super impressed.

Toby was growing as a Traveler and Sam was happy to be helping him on his journey.

Unlocking powers and abilities definitely made Travelers strong and powerful, but what separated the truly great Travelers from the merely mediocre were all the things the two of them had been practicing in the dungeon gate over the last few days.

Anyone could use their powers in the basic way they were intended, but to take them and grow them using one's own intelligence and strategy, that took a level of creativity and ingenuity only displayed by the greats.

In that moment, Sam couldn't help but realize that Toby might be one of the strongest allies he might turn to when it finally came time to face the demon king who wiped out all of Westria in his first timeline.
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A few hours later, a large group of Travelers had gathered in the front foyer of the Resfall Traveler's Guildhall.

"What if he doesn't show?" whispered Alice, crouching down behind a bookshelf beside Klara.

"He'll show," said Klara. "He always does."

"I can't take the suspense," said the queen. "And also my knees are hurting. How much longer are we going to have to hide like this?"

"I'll take your mind off things," smirked Klara. "What do you make of those?"

Across the hall, stood Edgar Redfield and Mildred Cross, hiding behind a large lamp.

Alice scrunched her nose.

"What do you mean?"

"You tell me," hissed Klara. "You know Mildred better than anyone. Unless that's not entirely true. Maybe Edgar knows her better. A lot better."

Klara raised her eyebrows lasciviously.

Alice blushed. "Klara! That's my handmaiden you're talking about."

"Well, am I wrong?"

"I know they used to work together in their early days as Travelers, but I feel like that's not what you're getting at."

"I'm just saying they have a vibe," said Klara.

"There you go again with vibes," said Alice. "I feel like Mildred doesn't really do vibes."

"That's why it's simultaneously easy to miss but incredibly plain as day," said Klara. "Look at her lips."

To any passing observer, Mildred's mouth looked stone cold neutral and apathetic; but those who had grown close to her presence over time could detect the tiniest quiver of a smile or smirk.

"She's...happy?” said Alice. “Around the guildmaster?”

“Shh!” said Curtis, looking out the window. “They’re coming back!”
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Sam pulled the handle on the guild hall's door, holding it open for his companion.

Just as the two friends stepped into the foyer of the guildhall, a loud thunderous roar welcomed them.

"SURPRISE!"

Twenty people jumped out from behind furniture and from the different hallways that led into the front entrance.

"Happy birthday, Sam!" said Klara, holding up a cake.

Sam grinned at all of his friends.

All the people he was closest to were there in the guildhall celebrating his birthday.

Even Roxy, the unicow, was there, wearing a pointy birthday hat tied around her head.

He couldn't think of a better way to return home from conquering a dungeon gate.
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The birthday party guests quickly moved from the front entrance to the dining hall, where more cake and pastries were waiting for them all.

After eating his cake and greeting everyone, Queen Alice came up to Sam, her hands coyly behind her back.

“Hey Sam,” she said, shyly. Her cheeks were blushing.

Sam suddenly felt his heart pick up a bit at the sight of the queen. The girl was incredibly beautiful, but she also had a temper, one that was regularly directed at him. Their relationship had been tempestuous to say the least—he had saved her life, but she had also kidnapped him, and they had bickered more in their short time of knowing each other than some couples who had been married for decades. Suffice to say, it was complicated.

But things between them had felt easier since they had thwarted the dwarven cataclysm. Softer, even. More affectionate somehow.

Still, Sam kept waiting for the rug to be pulled out from underneath him. For the queen to start barking at him with anger and frustration like she had when they had first met.

But, surprising him, the young woman revealed a nicely wrapped present from behind her back.

She smiled gorgeously at Sam, her bright blue eyes overwhelming him.

“I got you this gift,” she said.

Sam thanked Alice and took the box from her. He opened it slowly to see a box of a dozen luxurious chocolate balls.

Sam’s eyes widened with surprise.

How did she get these? How did she know?

“Klara told me you guys used to eat them as kids, and that they were your favorite.”

It was true. As orphans they used to steal the chocolate from a chocolatier in the market, but then the chocolatier had passed away, and they had to start stealing other kinds of delicious treats; but, at least for Sam, none of them had ever quite hit the spot like those chocolate balls.

“My pastry chef at the keep knew the chocolatier and was able to source the ingredients,” Alice explained. “Now if you ever want to have more you can just come visit the keep.”

Sam smiled.

This was the second-best birthday gift he could ever remember receiving. It was basically the first, but Sam could never forget the first time years ago when Klara had told him they were celebrating his birthday that day.
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Klara and Toby watched Sam and Alice from across the dining hall.

“Can’t you see?” whispered Klara.

“Not really,” said Toby. “She gave him a nice gift. See what?”

“The vibes!”
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As the evening wore on, Sam smiled at all of his friends who had shown up to celebrate his birthday with him.

Today officially marked his return to the past from the future. His birthday was the marker. This meant he'd been back in this new timeline for twenty-four months now. Two whole years.

It was hard to believe. Partially because this new timeline was already so different from the previous one. This really was a whole new life. One he'd never experienced in the past. It brought him such joy and hammered home that he needed to keep striving and getting stronger to stop the upcoming apocalypse by the hands of the demon king.

But the threat of the demon king was still three years away. There were more pressing tragedies and horrible events on the horizon that needed to be stopped, including the Gray Gate Catastrophe.

It was still a month away.

But Sam could delay it no more.

It was time they journeyed to Hawkestone, the city where the Gray Gate Catastrophe tragically took place.
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With the passing of Sam's birthday, the month of Septremble came to a close and so began the rainy month of Fallstime.

The weather grew damper and colder, summer becoming more and more of a distant memory with each passing day.

The Fallstime foliage had subtly crept upon them, but now the city was awash in its majestic colors and amber hues. Only a few weeks ago at the end of Summerfin, the edges of some leaves were hinting at a softening from verdant green to mellow gold. Now, the colors were much more pronounced, from splashes of bright orange and sun-kissed gold. On a clear day, they seemed ablaze, as if holding onto the very essence of the sun. The change in color was also captured in the water, as the warm golden hues reflected beautifully upon the surfaces of the city’s many canals.

Smells of cinnamon, apple cider, and pumpkin pies wafted throughout the streets, adding notes of sweet and spiciness to the brisk cool days.

The inhabitants of Resfall donned intricate cloaks and scarves woven from leaves, petals, and feathers. These garments provided not only warmth but also a connection to the nature around them.

The sound of leaves crunching underfoot was ubiquitous. There was also the soft murmur of the wind rustling through the trees and the occasional distant toll of the bells from different chapels of the Spectral Church.

Kids could be seen playing with enchanted leaves that they bought from the market. The leaves when dropped from a child's hands or from a high ledge, would transform into delicate glowing creatures that danced in the air before gently fading away.

The sights of all the residents of Resfall enjoying the change of seasons brought a smile to Sam's face, but only a brief and fleeting one.

Sam knew the countdown to the Gray Gate Catastrophe was coming up.

There was a lot of work to be done.

The first of which was having a very uncomfortable conversation.

One he had been dreading for the last few days.
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A few minutes later, Sam stood outside Guildmaster Redfield's office.

He stood, hesitating, waiting to knock.

The guildmaster and himself had grown close in this second chance at life Sam had been living through. They were far closer in this new timeline, than Sam and the older man had ever been in his first life.

Sam knew he needed the man's help now with regards to the upcoming Gray Gate Catastrophe. He had to stop it in the buildup to the even greater historical tragedy of the Elven Genocide.

Just thinking of that terrible event that was just under a year away now, Sam grimaced.

He remembered that the guildmaster had died in that event so many years ago.

Redfield was one of the strongest Travelers in Westria. To lose him before the fight against the demon king would be a devastating loss.

More than that, Sam couldn't bear the thought of now losing his friend and mentor.

I have to keep training and getting stronger, Sam thought. For all our sakes.

Sam took a deep breath and lifted his fist to knock on the door. Just as he was about to knock on the guildmaster's office door, a guttural scream echoed forth from the other side.

Sam's whole body tensed, reacting immediately. He yanked open the door to see the guildmaster shirtless and with his whole back on fire.

Sam rushed towards the window curtains and tore them from the wall and threw them onto the guildmaster's back.

"Aye," said Redfield, slumping into his chair. "Thank you, Sam."

"Um, do you have any explanation for why your back was on fire?"

"It's my chronic back pain," grumbled Redfield. "I bought this special elixir from a seller in the market, and clearly he sold me a faulty product. I knew it was too good to be true. Such is life—a series of empty promises unfulfilled."

"Uhh," said Sam, scratching the back of his head. "That got really bleak really quick."

"You're telling me," sighed Redfield.

"Okay, well, I hate to change the discussion from the utter misery that is life," said Sam, "But I do have a favor to ask you."

The guildmaster straightened in his chair and looked at Sam with more serious intent than he had a few moments prior.

Sam knew it was going to be tough to tell the guildmaster that they had to set off again from Resfall after only being back for a couple of months since their most recent excursion to the Snowpeak Mountains. Worse, it was the kind of job that didn’t require Redfield coming.

“Who do you need?”

“This particular mission is going to require two squads,” said Sam. “So I’m going to need Toby and Klara with me; and then I’m also going to need Olivia, Brock, and Curtis as well.”

Edgar sighed.

“You’re asking for all our best people,” said the guildmaster.

“I am,” said Sam.

“Now, you’ve proven to me time and time again, young man, that when you ask for something like this, you’re not just asking, you’re telling me something. Normally, it’s that you have an inkling—one that has proven to never fail you—that something catastrophically bad is about to happen. I’m guessing this is another one of those times?”

Sam considered the thousands of people who had died in the wake of the Gray Gate Catastrophe in his first timeline. He thought of the burnt-out husk of Hawkestone, a city littered with corpses and drowning in the blood of the innocent.

Sam nodded his head to the guildmaster’s question.

It was indeed one of those times.
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The following day, Sam and his chosen group of companions woke up very early in the morning.

They all met in the dining hall for a quick breakfast before setting off on their journey. Candlelight flickered on the tables, illuminating the hall, as the pitch-black sky of the early morning hours, seen from the hall's large and tall windows, did nothing to light the room.

The group was groggy and puffy-eyed from waking up far earlier than they were used to.

As Sam sipped on his coffee and munched on a pumpkin seed muffin, he sensed a particular air of animosity directed his way.

He was the one who had chosen this mission and requested the team of specific Travelers, so therefore, he was the one to blame for their grumpiness.

"Would you say you’re a morning person, Brock?" asked Toby.

The dwarf harrumphed and then answered.

"No."

"Me neither," said Toby.

Such was the short, simple, and sleepy conversations the group had before setting off on their journey to Hawkestone.

The group of them, comprising of Sam, Klara, Toby, Brock, Curtis, and Olivia strode through the darkened misty streets of autumnal Resfall.

The air was brisk and cool. Every breath they took only added to the fogginess around them.

They eventually reached the gates of the city and were let out into the countryside beyond.

As they travelled along the country roads that cut across the different farmers’ fields, the sun began to rise, creating a pale blue and soft pink hue to the slowly illuminating skyline that lingered just beyond the dewy mist.

As Resfall became a tiny silhouette in the distance, Klara sighed as she watched it disappear as they went down a steep country hill.

"You said this mission is going to take us all the way into Novriel, right?" said Klara, turning to Sam.

"That's right," nodded Sam. "It will take us a few weeks to travel to Hawkestone and then the mission will take us into the first few weeks of Novriel."

Klara let out a disappointed sigh. "That's what I thought you were going to say. It looks like we'll be missing all the Hallow's Haunting parties this year then."

"We could have our own party?" Sam suggested.

"In the woods," balked Brock. "By ourselves."

"Yeah, I pass," said Curtis.

"We'll just have to wait until next year," said Olivia. "I had a cute costume planned as well."

Both Brock’s and Curtis' eyebrows raised at that.

"You know, maybe we could have a little Hallow's Haunting party on our own in the woods?" said Brock.

"I agree," said Curtis, nodding his head vigorously. "Traditions are meant to be followed. We couldn't break an honored tradition like this one, even for one year, could we?"

Klara smirked at Brock and Curtis, knowingly. "Oh, how I wonder what could've caused this sudden change of heart?"

Both Brock and Curtis blushed sheepishly and tried to play it cool.

Sam smiled at the group.

Even if they had been grumpy when they had all first woken up, the journey was already off to a great start.
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Days passed.

The group traveled through fields, forest, swamps, and then more forest, then some valleys, and then some more forest again.

They spent nights at camp around the fire. Eating and chatting, before going to bed early so they could wake up as early as possible and continue their journey forward.

The whole time they traveled, Olivia watched Sam with a keen curiosity.

The guildmaster seemed to do whatever Sam suggested, which normally coincided with the outbreak of some catastrophic event, which made Olivia wonder: what kind of horrible danger is this boy walking us all into?

She planned to find that out before it caught her by surprise.

Walking behind Sam, she couldn't help but admire the boy and wonder more about him.

How does he do it?

She would continue to keep her eye on Sam.

Time and time again, the black-haired boy seemed to know more than he ever let on.
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A few days later, they were traveling through a particularly rocky patch of forest.

Large rocks cut through the blanket of orange and brown crumpled leaves, creating jagged steps and bumps through the woodland.

The soft rustle of a stream nearby hummed through the forest air.

Sam was lost in thoughts of how to train for the upcoming Gray Gate Catastrophe and what shortcuts they could take across the countryside to get to Hawkestone quicker when he heard a noise cut through the thrum of the distant river stream.

"What's that?" Sam said, holding his arm up to get his group of companions to stop moving and quiet down.

To call what Sam heard a noise would be to do it an injustice.

Echoing between the trees were the sounds of a melody sung by a lilting and beautifully soft voice.

The song was enchanting.

The forest felt like it had suddenly come alive in a way that it hadn’t over the last few days of their journey.

Sam triggered his mana sense and didn’t pick on any danger nearby.

Slowly and cautiously the group began to follow the music, the distant hum weaving through the spaces between the trees, drawing them closer and closer.

The melodious tune, sweet and alluring, danced on the breeze. It felt as if the very trees were humming along, their leaves rustling in time with the song.

As they reached a sunlit clearing, they were met with a sight as enchanting as the sound itself.

A young girl, no older than sixteen, stood at the edge of a meadow. Her raven-black hair cascaded down her back, shimmering in the sunlight. Her eyes were closed, lost in the magic of the song she was creating.

The group paused, mesmerized by the ethereal scene. But the moment was shattered abruptly.

The instant the girl's eyes landed on them, her melody, once sweet and gentle, transformed.

Her face contorted in surprise, her song morphing into a high-pitched, ear-piercing screech.

Startled, the group took a step back, but before they could process what had just occurred, the girl turned on her heel and disappeared into the dense forest. Her sudden departure was swiftly followed by another sound – the melancholic strumming of a lute.

Sam quickly scanned his surroundings, trying to pinpoint the direction of this new sound. But when he turned to discuss this sudden twist with his companions, his heart dropped.

Brock, Curtis, Olivia, Toby, and Klara lay scattered across the meadow's soft grass, suddenly and preposterously given the circumstances, fast asleep.

Sam’s mind raced, trying to piece together what was happening. Was it the girl's song? The lute's melody? Or something more sinister?

The weight of a sudden drowsiness pressed down on him, threatening to close his eyelids.

"No," he whispered to himself, trying to resist.

But it was no use.

As his knees buckled and he began his descent to the ground, a singular thought echoed through his consciousness: "What’s happening?"

It was the last thought Sam had before he collapsed on the ground and joined his companions in their deep slumber.
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Sam awoke to the sounds of a crackling fire.

He felt his cheek nestled into the cold hard ground of the forest floor, a crumpled leaf scratching against his nose.

The young swordsman was so in control of his own body that before he could even accidentally open his eyes as he broke out from the deep slumber he had been in, he gained control of himself and kept them shut.

He didn't want his captors knowing he had returned to consciousness.

With his eyes shut, Sam attempted to gather as much information as he could with his other senses.

The cool breeze that wafted across the air hinted that it was now nighttime.

That meant, Sam had been out cold for quite a few hours. Whatever sleep spell had been used on him was a deeply powerful one. He was not facing off against a weak enemy that was for sure.

A sleep spell of that power meant that whoever had captured them, there was at least one Traveler amongst them. Someone with the bard class, most likely.

Sam could also not hear any sound of the nearby stream, meaning his captors had moved him after they had knocked him out.

Sam then considered his companions. He triggered his mana sense and could see a cluster of entities nearby.

He counted five more entities besides himself, meaning they were all still together.

A bit further on, he picked up the energy of another Traveler. That must be the bard who put them to sleep.

Sam was pleased to see they were only dealing with one Traveler from the looks of things.

There were others beyond the enemy Traveler though.

Sam picked up the sound of a crackling fire and voices murmuring alongside it.

The lack of knowledge of what exactly was happening put Sam on edge, keeping his threat levels high, but from everything he'd gathered so far, there was nothing immediately life threatening.

If he and his companions were in grave danger, his captors would have tied their arms up, but they hadn't.

From all the information, Sam had gathered in the short time he'd been awake, he concluded it was safe to open his eyes.

As his eyelids opened, Sam first took in with relief the sight of his companions still sleeping all around him, followed by an amazed sense of wonder of the surroundings he’d woken up to.

Elaborate wagons, adorned with intricate carvings and luminescent patterns, encircled a central firepit where flames danced with a mix of gold and azure hues. The fire's light painted enchanting patterns on the ground, weaving intricate tapestries of warmth and mystery.

Mystical lanterns suspended from the trees emitted a soft, enchanting glow that bathed the encampment in a gentle, dreamlike light. The lanterns seemed to have a life of their own, pulsating with the ebb and flow of the night's energy.

Etched into the wooden walls of the caravan was a circular insignia, filled with both stars and musical notes.

Sam's eyes widened with recognition and wonder and instantly Sam knew that he and his companions weren't in any danger whatsoever.

They had been captured by the Celestial Caravaneers.

A smile grew on Sam's face.

The Celestial Caravaneers were a traveling group of entertainers. They called no country or nation their home and spread out all across the land of Westria. They were made up of humans, halflings, elves—even the occasional dwarf—and were a wandering community who lived off the land and traded their entertainments of songs and dances to whoever they came across.

Sam was pleased to see them.

Under the reign of Clarence Erdstrom in Sam's previous timeline, the Celestial Caravaneers were hunted down and murdered for writing songs about the dead Princess Alice and what the world would have looked like had she not been assassinated.

By the time the final battle had arrived and humanity had to face off against the demon king, most of the Celestial Caravaneers had been killed off. Their scalps hung up like trophies in Clarence's throne room.

Sam was overjoyed to see the sight of the Celestial Caravaneers and to know that they were still alive and well in this new timeline.

It even made him wonder what the songs they sung in his previous timeline were like. The songs they sang of a world where Princess Alice hadn’t been assassinated. Sam had never heard them in his first life; but he wondered if their songs resembled anything close to this new timeline where Sam had saved Alice from being killed.

Knowing that he was in safe company, Sam quietly and gently stood up from the ground and walked over to the nearby fire. He would let his companions wake from their slumber in their own time.

On his way to the fire, Sam was intercepted by an older man with brown hair and a full bushy beard.

The man walked over to Sam, smiling, and holding up a plate of roasted lamb and potatoes.

“Please,” said the man, gesturing the plate towards Sam.

Sam took the plate and nodded his head in thanks.

“The name is Leander Nightshade,” said the man. “I’m the Guiding Star of this troupe.”

The Guiding Star was the name for the main leader of the Celestial Caravaneers. The Guiding Star was chosen from among the most experienced and wise members of the caravan. Their role was to provide vision, resolve conflicts, and make final decisions that affected the entire caravan.

“I’m sorry for our rude greeting,” said Leander. “When my young daughter Aria screamed, our one and only Traveler with us used his bard magic to put you to sleep.”

Sam looked over to the dark-haired girl nearby.

She blushed.

Sam recalled her beautiful singing and then as soon as she noticed them watching, how her voice cracked and went so strange and then erupted into the scream of terror that had led them all to getting put to sleep under a slumber spell.

Sam smiled and returned to his discussion with Leander.

“Your daughter has a beautiful voice,” said Sam. “Unsurprising for a young girl in the Celestial Caravaneers, not to mention the daughter of the Guiding Star no less.”

Leander smiled faintly.

“Those are kind words,” said the man softly. “My daughter indeed has a beautiful voice, but she is afflicted with a grave curse. The curse of stage fright. Her lovely voice fades away into screams and screeches as soon as she’s aware of anyone witnessing her beautiful voice. It’s an awful affliction, isn’t it?”

Sam nodded his head.

He could empathize with someone who fell into fear due to the immense amount of pressure of expectation.

It was something he had to battle every day when he woke up in this new timeline. So far, he always succeeded in battling away the paralyzing power of fear, but he understood why it could prove to be a challenge to others.

As Sam sifted through his thoughts, the older man moved on to another subject entirely.

“Alas, there are other troubling concerns that occupy my mind,” said Leander. “We’ve gotten word that a terrible bandit leader and rogue Traveler is not far from us. A man by the name of Sylas Grimborn. Ever heard of him?”

Sam’s whole face went pale at the sound of that man’s name.

Sam knew of Sylas Grimborn.

The man was a psychopathic murderer who had killed hundreds, if not thousands, in Sam’s first timeline.

Sam had a very good understanding of the historical events that were on the horizon, but this was out of left field.

Sylas Grimborn shouldn’t be anywhere near here.
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Sam's whole body tensed at Leander's words.

Sylas Grimborn was nearby.

Sam tried to relax his body and calm his nerves so he didn't set Leander into a panic; but the older gentleman was quick enough to see Sam's recognition of the evil man's name.

"So you're aware of this man?" said Leander.

Sam was definitely aware of Sylas Grimborn.

The man mostly kept to the shadows for most of Sam's first timeline until he was ultimately killed in a fight between other rogue Travelers.

However, before Sylas was killed, he had caused incredible amounts of harm and destruction.

This was mainly because Sylas had a very powerful Traveler class. The class was a super-rare on the rarity scale, which was the same level of rarity as Sam's Blood Knight class. Sylas' class was known as Body Manipulator.

Most people with the Body Manipulator class didn't live for very long as their opening abilities weren't very strong and so they were quite vulnerable and weak when entering beginner blue gate dungeons. However, those who managed to survive, and get to journeyman-tier with their class, unlocked an incredibly powerful class that allowed one to manipulate their entire body, creating extra limbs or even extra organs for defense.

Sylas used his class abilities to turn his body into a breeding ground for genetic diseases, becoming a carrier of such viruses and letting them loose on the world around him.

With this ingenious way of using his class' power, Sylas had singlehandedly caused the creation and rapid spread of a vicious and deadly disease known as the Blackweb Virus that had killed thousands of lives in Sam's previous timeline.

According to the historical timeline though that wouldn't be for another twelve months or so; hence, why Sylas wasn't at the top of Sam's priority list of significant people he needed to stop. He thought he still had another year until he had to take on Sylas.

This was a lucky opportunity.

Sam now had the chance to remove the horrendously evil man from Westria far before he had achieved his most deadly deeds.

Sam planned on taking the opportunity to do so. He had no doubt.

Sam's mind was settled. He knew what he needed to do.

He handed his plate of food back to Leander.

"Thank you, but I have no time to waste," said Sam. "I have food in my inventory that I can eat on the way. I hope you'll understand. Please inform my companions when I wake up where I've gone; I might wake up one of them before I go as well so that they know you're telling the truth."

"Where are you going to go?" said Leander, startled by the boy's sudden determination.

"I have to go train," said Sam. "I might be gone for the next few days. Don't stray far from the encampment and be on guard for any bandits."

Leander took the boy's words seriously and nodded.

Sam respected the man for that. He was taking what he told him seriously, which was the markings of a true leader. A strong captain didn't let their ego get bruised when someone overstepped their authority over them, they recognized the need for teamwork and when it was time to give orders and when it was time to listen.

Sam was glad he was dealing with such a person as Leander.

He then quickly returned to his companions, gently shaking Klara awake to let her know where he was going. Once he’d done that, he began to head towards the woods.

We won't be able to take Sylas and his cronies on until I get stronger, he thought as the luminescence of the encampment's fire faded away from view as he strode deeper into the nearby forest.

The urgency to get stronger was even more apparent now than ever before.

He had to hit journeyman-tier with his Blood Knight class.

It was the only way he would be able to take on Sylas Grimborn and win.

Sam gathered his thoughts and he moved through the forest, his boots crushing and crunching on the fallen leaves.

Leander's words had indeed spurred him to action, but he wasn't behaving rashly. No, not at all. As soon as Leander had told him that Sylas Grimborn was nearby, Sam knew he needed to seize the opportunity to take him out; which led him to forming a plan.

To take Sylas out, he needed to get stronger fast; and with his knowledge of the many dungeon gate appearances across Westria — Sam knew of one that had only just formed the day before that wasn't too far from him.

Sam had been planning on searching for this gate on their journey towards Hawkestone anyway.

It would provide him with the perfect training zone for reaching journeyman-tier with his Blood Knight class.

Sam hurried through the woods and about forty-five minutes later, came across a yellow dungeon gate, glowing amidst the trees.

Here goes nothing, Sam thought.

And without another moment’s hesitation, he stepped through the dungeon gate and entered the dungeon world on the other side.

A millisecond later, cold frosty wind slapped against Sam’s cheeks.

He found himself on a pathway between two massive mountains with more in the distance.

The landscape was rugged with sharp peaks, deep crevasses, and treacherous cliffs. The entire region was shrouded in a perpetual mist, making visibility limited and creating an eerie atmosphere.

The wind howled and screeched like horrific banshees or phantoms that only existed in the worst of nightmares.

This dungeon world was going to be Sam’s training zone for the next few days.

A treacherous and dangerous place that Sam had remembered reading about in his first timeline.

The Labyrinthine Pinnacle.
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Sam took in the sublime and intense atmosphere that was the Labyrinthine Pinnacle.

As he sucked in another cold breath of the thin mountain air, he took in the lofty peaks that lay before him. Each peak was like the spire of a grand cathedral, twisted and contorted by time, their summits disappearing into a haze of ghostly mist that engulfed the entire region.

A path lay before Sam that went deep into the mountain range, forking and winding in such a way to lead the unsuspecting Traveler astray. Luckily for Sam, he knew a lot of the dangers this dungeon world had to offer. In fact, he was eager to meet those challenges head on.

Before Sam started on his training, he wanted to review his profile first. See what he would need to get done during his time here in the Labyrinthine Pinnacle.

Sam

Class: Blood Knight (Super Rare) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Pain Ring (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Mark part of the battlefield as yours. Within that circle, the more you are hurt, the more powerful your attacks. Battle awareness also now increases as you take more damage. After significant damage is taken, user acquires split-second vision to see where their opponent is going to move and do seconds before they do it.

Hurting Hook (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 3) – Shoot a hook rope that if it hits an enemy, it can pull them back closer towards you OR send you hurtling quickly towards them. Hook can be bent at will to whip and hurl enemies with. Hurting Hook can also latch itself onto inanimate objects and be used as a magical grappling hook.

Class: Death Lord (Legendary) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Blood Flame (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Morph all spilled blood in a nearby radius into a powerful magical fire. Can also create blood flame projectiles in hand from spilled blood. Can now conjure blood flame sword from spilled blood.

Blood Teleport (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 2) – Teleport to and from spilled blood on the battlefield. Objects with blood spilled on them can be teleported to and from other sources of spilled blood now as well.

Strength: 42.9

Agility: 41

Endurance: 41.3

Magic Affinity: 40.8

Skill Quests

Pain Ring (Level 4) – Destroy 10,000 monsters with the aid of split-second vision. 500/10,000

Blood Flame (Level 4) – Gain mastery with your blood flame sword. (55%)

Hurting Hook (Level 4) – Gain mastery over your new hurting hook. (5%)

Blood Teleport (Level 3) – Gain mastery over Blood Teleport (3%)

Sam scanned through his profile, his eyes narrowing on the two most critical stats for his current training goals. His strength and endurance stats. Every Traveler had to raise certain stats to the different tier thresholds to reach the next tier with their class. For Sam’s Blood Knight class, those two stats were strength and endurance.

He had to get both of those stats to 51.

Strength would be easier to accomplish though it would take more time. Endurance he’d be able to raise to 51 fairly quick, but he knew the process wasn’t going to be pleasant.

He opted to work on the harder stat first.

He shuddered just thinking about the pain he was about to voluntarily put himself through, and then he got to work.

Sam turned off the mountain pass and began walking up a steep hill towards a far-off summit in the distance.

He stepped over loose rocks and jagged boulders jutting out from the landscape, slowly moving himself higher and higher up the mountain pass.

For the first hour of his journey up the mountain, he was able to walk straight. Sure, it was steep, and he felt a slight resistance with every step, but it wasn't too difficult. Eventually, however, he arrived at such a steep portion of pure rock, that he had to move around it.

The journey up the mountain continued for hours. Sam didn't stop even as it got dark, and he reached the snowy cold part of the treacherous spire he was climbing.

As the abrasive wind and cold sharp shards of snow began to hit his face, Sam knew then that his endurance training was only just beginning.

The best human mountaineers could travel through low-altitude rough terrain at a pace of just under ten miles a day. Sam had already surpassed that by a long shot. He had traveled almost triple that amount that day as he climbed up the large mountain in the Labyrinthine Pinnacle.

He could feel the intensity of his hike all through his body.

His muscles were throbbing and strained. He felt his heart and lungs tightening in his chest. The thin air was becoming scarcer, making breathing more and more difficult.

For most human mountaineers, if they didn’t stop at the point at which Sam was at, they would surely perish.

But Sam was planning to climb throughout the entire night.

The violent snowfall and wind only got more intense the higher up Sam climbed.

The cold of the mountain was powerful enough to kill most humans.

The cold wasn’t just a sensation—it was a palpable presence, a surrounding heaviness, as if the air around Sam was threatening to end his very existence. It began as a whisper against his skin, a subtle sting, then quickly transformed into a relentless bite, as if the wind around him had the sharpened fangs of a lion.

Sam tried to stay calm in the face of the overwhelming pressure pounding against his body. He tried to stay focused on his climb.

Every inhalation felt like drawing in shards of glass, making Sam’s chest tighten and his lungs twist and heave in protest.

Most humans would have been dead by now. The same could be said for any Traveler at apprentice-tier or below. Even for a journeyman-tier Traveler this climb would have a high fatality rate.

But Sam knew of a special mana cultivation technique that had yet to be developed in this timeline that would help him survive.

As he climbed higher and higher, he focused on the core inside of himself, spinning it one way and then another, quickly creating a friction inside of himself that began to create a powerful heat throughout his body.

Within minutes, Sam’s body was recovering from the intense cold all around him.

The special mana technique was known as the Inner Hearth.

By creating friction with one’s mana core, one could create a warming sensation throughout one’s entire body.

For the rest of the night, then, Sam went ten minutes in the deadly cold, only to recover with his Inner Hearth technique. He did this on repeat for hours and hours until, just as the morning sun broke across the labyrinthine pinnacle, he reached one of the highest plateaus of the mountain he was climbing.

In the clear morning sun, Sam looked both exhausted but also incredibly powerful.

His body looked both hardened and strengthened.

The harsh night that would have killed most Travelers, Sam had survived and come out all the stronger because of it.

His endurance stat had hit 51.
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Having achieved his goal of hitting journeyman-tier with his endurance stat, Sam spent the rest of the day heading back down the mountain he'd spent the last twenty-four hours treacherously climbing.

The journey was a lot easier on the way down than it had been on the way up.

Sam knew he needed to rest and get his bearings before he began training his strength skill. His whole body was sore, from his arms to his legs. And yet, behind that soreness, Sam could feel his body had strengthened: his muscles were tighter and firmer, his skin thicker and more durable. At this new level of endurance, Sam could withstand a basic iron sword swung to his bare flesh by a normal human. Such an attack wouldn’t even scratch him now. It was this level of growth potential that made Travelers so frightening to the rest of the human population. Travelers had the potential to go from humans to something else. Some might call them superhuman, others might call them monsters.

A few hours later, he was back at the foot of the mighty Labyrinthine Pinnacle, where he quickly established a base camp.

Sam knew he needed to regroup, let his body rest, and make a plan for the next stage of his training.

Sitting in front of a fire, eating a bowl of hot beans and sausages, Sam quickly reviewed his profile.

Looking over the numbers on his stat profile, he couldn't help but smile.

Beyond just hitting 51 in his endurance stat, all his stats had grown over the course of his deadly night of training.

His agility stat had grown by 1.1, now sitting nicely at 42.1. His magic affinity had grown by 3.2, now at a solid 44. This made a lot of sense as utilizing the Inner Hearth mana cultivation technique had required a lot of intense mana usage, which would relate to such a massive gain over the course of the evening. Finally, his strength stat had grown by 1.6, which put him now at 44.5. That meant that if he wanted to hit journeyman-tier with his Blood Knight class, he now only needed to raise his strength stat by 6.5 points.

A perfectly achievable endeavour, Sam grinned. Especially with the training regimen I have planned for tomorrow.

As the fire of the bonfire flickered in front of him, Sam couldn't wait for the following day's training session.

Journeyman-tier here I come.
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The following day Sam woke up bright and early to a sunny and clear-skied day in the Labyrinthine Pinnacle.

Despite the sun, the landscape was still bitter and cool, giving the air Sam breathed in a violent edge to it.

Sam’s eyes narrowed as he took in the different rock formations and figured out the direction he needed to go in.

He knew from his research in his first timeline all the details of the Labyrinthine Pinnacle, including the coordinates of the best training areas.

About an hour later he reached a large canyon filled with slender rock platforms.

The treacherous path was known as the Steps of Equilibrium.

Far from steps in the traditional sense, the jagged rock formations laid out before Sam’s eyes were remnants of an ancient seismic upheaval. Jutting out at various heights and angles, they formed a precarious bridge across the deep chasm.

Traversing the deadly steps would be the first part of Sam’s strength training.

Each rock step was unique, which was what made the passage so dangerous. Some steps were barely the width of a foot, demanding perfect precision to land upon. Others tilted alarmingly, slick with dew, threatening to pitch the unwary Traveler into the abyss below.

Sam closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then ran and jumped onto the closest rock step nearby.

His training had begun.

The first few leaps across the perilous passage were easy enough, but Sam could begin to see how the Steps of Equilibrium was not only an arduous physical battle, but a mental and emotional one as well.

As he balanced on a narrow step, he could feel the wind funneling through the canyon, tugging at his clothes and chilling his skin.

Sam took a deep breath and returned his focus on the deadly passage in front of him.

He continued forward, leaping between the steps, holding his position, and staying balanced.

When raising one’s strength stat, most Travelers, including Sam, focused on fighting monsters; but there were other ways to raise the stat and that included more muscle-based and demanding challenges like traveling across a perilous pathway that demanded focus, precision, and balance on top of strength.

After hours of traversing the Steps of Equilibrium, Sam got close to the other side, where he faced his most daunting challenge: a vast gap between two rocks. It was too wide to simply jump across. Taking a few steps back, he sprinted forward, using the last rock as a springboard.

As Sam soared across the gap, he felt an unsettling moment of weightlessness.

His heart raced.

For an agonizing second, Sam wasn’t sure he was going to make it, then his boots landed on the next platform, and he let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

Holy goddess, Sam thought to himself.

As Sam caught his breath, he checked his profile and saw that just travelling across the deadly steps had raised his stats by 1.5 points.

Good stuff, Sam thought as he caught his breath.

He then looked out across the massive valley of rocks and the hulking monsters pacing the area.

The creatures were a tangled mess of fur that was frosty white and bluish-gray. Their bodies hung heavy with chunks of ice, glistening like diamonds in the pale sunlight of the Labyrinthine Pinnacle.

Sam materialized and re-equipped his silver dragon armor set, which he hadn’t been wearing during his traversal of the Steps of Equilibrium. He then materialized his demonic rune blade and rushed towards the monsters.

So began the second stage of his strength training.
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Days passed both inside and outside of the dungeon gate, and while Sam may have been training and fighting deadly monsters, Aria's life remained pretty much the same as it always was.

She woke up in her partition of the caravan she shared with her family and helped out with chores around the encampment, until she was shooed away to occupy herself.

It was in this state of idle boredom that Aria once again found herself playing in the nearby woods.

She was following a cute yellow baby bird as it flew from one branch to another, slowly waiting for Aria to catch up before it flew off a little bit further.

The bird chirped and whistled and soon enough Aria found herself singing and harmonizing with the cute bird that she was following.

She sang a note, and the bird would sing back, creating a cute little duet.

Aria’s chest rose and suddenly she had a skip in her step. Her entire body felt lighter, her spirits lifting with every note she sang.

Oh, how she loved to sing.

She just wished she could share her voice with others.

I mean, I am sharing it with Mister Birdie over there, Aria thought to herself.

But she knew it wasn’t the same.

Something came over her when she knew other people were watching her sing. A horrible, overwhelming feeling took over her body. A rising and crippling fear that made her whole body tighten and twist. Just thinking about when those Travelers came upon her was enough to make her ears burn with unbearable embarrassment.

She shook her head and pushed the thoughts of the fear away.

I don’t have to worry about that right now, she said to herself, letting loose another harmonizing note with the bird.

She continued deeper into the forest. She couldn’t see the eyes watching her from a distance.
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Sylas Grimborn watched the young girl as she traipsed through the woods.

His feet lay still as he crouched between bushes and leaves with his bandit followers alongside him.

The girl's sweet voice echoed through the woods and filled Sylas and his bandit crew with a lust to kill. The girl's innocent voice worked on them like the scent of prey.

"We could kill her," hissed a bandit, beside Sylas.

"Boring," said another. "Let's kidnap her."

Sylas didn't respond to his underlings straightaway.

Instead, he continued to watch the girl with a mesmerizing awe.

They had options for what they could do with the girl. So many options.

Then, like an animal picking up the mere sound of a twig snapping, Sylas' eyes darted to the side.

"Before we do anything," he said. "We have to remove that thorn. Then we can debate what to do with the little girl."

The bandits snickered.

Today was going to be a good day.

[image: ]


Aria followed the yellow bird all the way to a clearing in the woods.

There was a small pond nearby with a few wind-swept leaves floating across the surface.

The bird landed on a decrepit half-sunken log in the middle of the pond and chirped a new melody in response to Aria's singing.

Aria began to sing a new note when she felt her voice wobble, then falter.

Her voice screeched and cracked until not even a peep could exit her throat.

It was exactly what happened when she knew other people were around.

But it was just her and the bird, wasn't it?

Aria gulped.

She suddenly had a bad feeling overtake her entire body.

Something's not right.

She looked to the bird once more.

The bird blinked and tilted its head at Aria, as if to ask her, "What's wrong?"

Before Aria could say or do anything, an arrow appeared out of nowhere and exploded the bird into tiny little pieces.

Aria screamed.

She turned to run back the way she came when a group of haggard men in ragged clothes stepped out from the trees.

The men's faces were grizzled and malnourished. They carried sharp weapons and blades that gleamed in the sun.

They smiled at her with yellow crooked teeth.

She took a step back and tried to run the other way, but she found more sinister-looking men stepping out all around her.

Aria didn’t think she could get more frightened, until the man who must have been their leader emerged from the throng of deadly mercenaries.

The man looked like a figure from nightmares. He was tall and imposing. He stepped out into the clearing with an unsettling ease. With broad shoulders and well-muscled physique, the man had an intimidating stature. Long black hair fell down to his shoulders, contrasting his pale white and ghost-like skin.

That was the first indicator that this man was more than human. A nightmarish mutation that could only come about after someone unlocked a specialty class from the White Gate tutorial dungeon.

But more than his stature and sickly skin, it was his eyes that held true horror.

They were straight black, two portals into nothingness itself. They seemed to draw in the light around them, leaving nothing but a chilling emptiness in their wake.

Aria knew she needed to run, but she wasn’t sure where to go. No direction was safe.

While the situation felt incredibly dire, she also knew she had one ace up her sleeve.

Her father didn’t hire a Traveler with them for no reason. It was precisely for moments like this. Any moment now, all of these men would be unconscious from the bard’s sleep spell.

The terrifying man with jet black eyes smirked at her.

“Expecting someone?”

From behind the horrifying man, a group of bandits carried the mercenary Traveler who was hired to protect Aria and the rest of the Celestial Caravaneers. He was bloody, bruised, and worst of all, tied up.

“Sorry, little girl,” snickered the sinister man. “But no one’s coming to rescue you.”
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Meanwhile, Sam made his descent down a long mountain path.

Cold air and biting wind swirled around him as he strode down the summit road towards the dungeon boss zone.

Beneath his silver dragon armor set, his muscles had both thickened and tightened over his days of training. He'd fought every frostclaw yeti he could find and stretched every battle he could so that he could reap the most amount of statistical benefit from it.

Now, after days of heavy training, he was only one point away from hitting journeyman-tier in his strength stat, at which point, his entire Blood Knight class would rank up to the next tier as well.

I'm almost there, Sam thought. Just need to push a little bit more and I'll be ready to take on Sylas Grimborn.

He eventually reached the bottom of the mountain passageway, reaching a point where two massive cliffs stood, acting as an open doorway to a hidden area. Between the two giant cliffs glowed a purple flame, signaling that a dungeon boss lay just beyond that point.

Sam took a deep breath in. As he breathed out, he watched his breath turn into a frost-ridden fog before getting swept up by the wind.

He held out his hand and materialized his demonic rune blade. The hilt of the sword appeared neatly within his grip.

He stepped forward, crossing the purple flame threshold and entered the dungeon boss area.

The dungeon area was a large open chasm surrounded by cliff faces. There was only one way in and one way out.

Off to the side at the far end, Sam took in the sight of the slumbering dungeon boss. A huge white-furred beast—a cross between a snow lion and a gorilla and significantly larger than either—lay sleeping at the side.

Sam had read about this boss monster in his previous timeline. The creature was known as the Ascendant Yeti King.

The creature’s eyes—tightly shut asleep—opened as soon as Sam spotted the monster, revealing a terrifying and otherworldly set of ice blue eyes.

The boss monster instantly growled, baring its sharp pointed teeth, as it picked itself up off the ground and stood tall, looming far above Sam.

He had thought the Ascendant Yeti King appeared large when sleeping, but it was even more imposing when stood up.

The Ascendant Yeti King was a towering colossus of frost and might. Its enormous figure, swathed in fur as white as the untouched snow and rimmed with ancient and hardened frost, was a sight to behold.

The Yeti King's massive head was crowned with a formidable array of ice shards, a jagged circlet that glittered like a crown forged from the very heart of a glacier. From its mighty shoulders, powerful limbs extended, each ending in claws as long as swords, curved and cruel as the icy gales that swept the mountaintop.

Shaking itself awake, the very ground trembled beneath its weight, and Sam could feel the echoes of this incredible monster’s presence reverberate through his bones.

Let the boss battle begin.

Sam rushed towards the Ascendant Yeti King, ready to strike.

Before he had even barely closed the gap between him and the humongous dungeon boss monster, the creature thumped its chest and let out a huge roar.

Oh crap, Sam thought to himself.

He knew what was about to happen and it had been pretty much unavoidable.

This was one of the Ascendant Yeti King's most powerful abilities. It was known in the scholarly articles written on the monster in Sam's first timeline as "Glacial Roar", an incredible ability that allowed the boss monster to literally influence the environment around him.

And that was exactly what happened.

The clouds darkened, the wind picked up, and so did the snowfall. Soon Sam and the Ascendant Yeti King were duking it out in a full-blown blizzard.

Sam winced as the violent flurry of snow bashed into his eyes. The Ascendant Yeti King became nothing but a glimmer, a shadow, a ghost within the white curtain of snowfall.

Looks like I'm going on the defensive.

Sam triggered Pain Ring. A crimson light shot out from his chest and created a huge radius around him.

With the aid of his silver dragon armor set, he could feel the gnawing teeth of the deadly armor eating away at his flesh, slowly empowering him via his Pain Ring ability.

If the Yeti King is going to come to me, I might as well be increasing my power output, Sam thought to himself.

Staring into the pure whiteness of the deadly blizzard, Sam triggered his mana sense, immediately locking onto the boss monster.

The creature was circling Sam, waiting for an opportune time to strike.

Another mana entity appeared in Sam's mana sense, jolting Sam to leap back.

A huge deadly sharp ice shard appeared out of the curtain of snow, pummeling the ground where Sam had formerly been standing.

It was one of the Yeti King's frost projectile abilities.

Take your time, Sam thought. I only get more powerful within my Pain Ring, the longer you take to truly come fight me.

The Yeti King continued to bombard Sam with frost projectiles and, thanks to his mana sense, he was able to dodge all of the attacks outright.

After a few more minutes of this delicate dance, the Yeti King suddenly lost his patience, and rushed in with a powerful clawed punch attack.

Sam's eyes narrowed.

Suddenly, it felt like time slowed to a crawl, and Sam suddenly was witnessing both the Yeti King in present time and seeing a translucent overlay of the Yeti King in future time.

It was one of his newest ability evolutions. Level Three of Pain Ring granted Sam split-second vision after enduring a certain level of pain within the ability's radius.

Sam could instantly see the Yeti King was about to sidestep him and attack him from the side.

It was an unexpected move that would be enough to kill Sam in a second.

However, because Sam knew it was coming, it opened up a huge blind spot for the Yeti King.

Sam didn't waste the opportunity.

He ducked and moved as the Yeti King came in for the attack, slicing his demonic rune blade upward—feeling all the accumulated power from time spent in the Pain Ring blast through the creature's skin, organs, and bone.

The Ascendant Yeti King was no more.

As the boss monster collapsed into a puddle of flesh and blood, a prompt rushed across Sam's retina screen.

Congratulations! Blood Knight has reached Journeyman-Tier!

Sam grinned.

His training was now complete.
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Aria shivered with fear. Her whole body felt cold and frozen over. Time seemed to be moving agonizingly slow as she felt every twitch and beat of her heart as she looked out onto the group of bandits that had surrounded her.

The grizzled awful-looking men all stared at her with a creeping hunger in their narrow eyes. They took small cautious and predatory steps towards her.

The only one who didn’t move was the pale-skinned man with beady black eyes.

He was the one that frightened Aria the most.

“That’s right,” said the strange black-eyed man. “Don’t move. Just stay right where you are.”

Aria felt her insides squirm furiously, and yet, she remained motionless. Such was the overwhelming contradiction of the fear coursing through her.

Her paralysis reminded her exactly of her stage fright—except this time, it wasn’t just her self-worth and pride on the line—it was her life.

The bandits all took a step closer towards her.

She looked around. She couldn’t see any escape.

Maybe that was why she felt so paralyzed.

There was no escape here.

Only misery. Then death.

“That’s right,” said the horrible bandit leader. “There’s nothing to be done.”

Something broke in Aria at those words. The squirming intensity she felt inside of herself began to turn hot like a surge of magma rushing through every fiber of her body.

I don’t care if there’s no escape.

I don’t care if there’s no hope.

I’m going to fight these jerks.

Because there’s no reason not to.

Aria screamed as loud as she could before charging the bandit closest to her with a raised fist.

“Die!” she cried out as she swung her fist at the man.

Her fist barely got within half a meter towards the man’s cheek, before he lifted his boot and kicked her right in the stomach.

Her whole body hurtled backwards, slamming onto the ground below.

The bandits snickered. They were all above her now.

She kicked and screamed and fought with all of her fury but there were too many bandits now.

They pinned her to the ground and covered her mouth.

This is it, she thought.

It’s over.

Then, as one bandit loomed above her, blocking out the sun, out of nowhere she felt a sudden splash of water on her face. Like heavy raindrops.

She blinked and her vision had gone red.

It wasn’t rain or water on her face.

It was blood.

The bandit who had previously been looming over her now had a black sword right through his neck.

The bandit’s eyes bulged with disbelief as blood spurted out from the gaping hole in his throat.

Aria felt the wind shift all around her, as the figure who had stabbed the bandit in the neck, leaped through the battlefield.

The figure was moving so fast, Aria couldn’t keep up with the man’s movements. All she could see was a trail of red lines left across the individual bandits’ necks as the figure flew through the battlefield, ending the lives of her captors.

Gurgles and groans echoed across the gang of bandits. Many of them reached up to their necks in shock as blood spurted out, covering the fallen leaves on the ground.

The power of the figure attacking the bandits was truly incredible.

Who is this?

Aria was blown away by the swordsman's fearlessness.

Bodies collapsed to the ground all around her. The bandits were a chorus of corpses, all thumping to the ground in their finality.

In a matter of seconds, the clearing in the forest had been whittled down to just Aria, the terrifying rogue Traveler, and the unknown figure that had single-handedly wiped out the majority of the bandits.

The rogue Traveler stood motionless. His face didn't communicate anything. Not frustration or anger. It was a quiet and calm focus.

The total lack of emotion horrified Aria.

Finally, flickering into view, the unknown figure appeared.

It was a powerful swordsman with shaggy black hair and deep crimson red eyes. His silver armor glistened and gleamed beneath the sun. He held a deadly black sword with glowing red runes on it.

Aria's eyes widened with surprise.
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Sylas Grimborn stared at the young Traveler who had appeared in front of him.

The powerful Traveler quickly assessed the boy with mana sense.

The fool doesn't even attempt to hide his power level, Sylas thought to himself. So he's a full Traveler tier lower than me.

Sylas couldn't help but feel annoyed by this interruption. He didn't really care that much about the dead bandits who had formerly worked for him. He was just annoyed at the thought of tediously having to hire more underlings.

He decided he'd worry about that later. First, he'd end the life of this young Traveler and then the girl.

In Sylas’ estimation, the red-eyed Traveler was an absolute fool. Sure, he had ended the lives of a few non-Traveler mortals, but anyone above novice-tier could do that with ease.

The kid has no idea who he’s dealing with.

The young man didn’t know how fortified Sylas’ body was and that it would be impossible for him to even penetrate his skin.

The red-eyed kid suddenly charged at Sylas.

So it begins.

Sylas raised his fists.

Just need to grab his throat and I’ll squeeze it tight until his head is separated from the rest of his body.

The young Traveler rushed towards Sylas.

A red beam of energy shot out from him, creating a circle around them.

Sylas quickly took it in. He scanned his own body, not noticing anything different. Given that he wasn’t feeling any debuffs or sudden disadvantages in his person, Sylas quickly surmised the red radius must be buffing the young man somehow.

It doesn’t matter, he thought. Using his Body Manipulator class, Sylas had cultivated incredibly thick and sturdy skin. Swords and magical abilities wouldn’t be able to pierce or cut him at all.

The young Traveler rushed forward and stabbed Sylas.

The blade went right through the side of the man’s chest.

Sylas’ eyes widened with shock.

Pain rushed through him. It was a sensation he hadn’t felt in years.

Impossible, Sylas thought to himself.

The kid had stabbed in one of the four blindspots his fortified skin had.

How in all that was holy could that boy have hit one of the blindspots on his first try? It had to have been a lucky shot?

Except a second later, the kid stabbed Sylas again, this time in the second blind spot.

Sylas threw out a powerful punch at the young man, but the kid dodged it, maneuvering around Sylas.

Oh no, Sylas thought. He’s behind me.

Before Sylas could spin around, he felt the blade cut right through his skin and puncture inside of him.

Only one weak point left.

Sylas was overwhelmed. He didn’t know whether to start healing his body on the spot, focus on defending against the kid, or going offensively.

Before he could make a decision, the young Traveler’s black sword stabbed Sylas right in the final blindspot.

Sylas felt his vision wobble.

What is this overwhelming sensation?

His knees collapsed onto the ground.

Sylas was in complete and utter shock.

He was nearly invincible except for those four points and the kid knew exactly where to puncture them.

He fell to the ground, dying.

His final thoughts were questions of disbelief.

How?

How is this young man so magnificently powerful that he could defeat me?

Sylas didn’t stay alive long enough to receive an answer.
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Sam caught his breath as he stood over the defeated body of Sylas Grimborn.

He didn’t think the man could get any more pale, but as blood leaked out from the four holes Sam had punctured with his blade, the man got even more ghostly white than he had been before.

Sam dematerialized his demonic rune blade .

It was all thanks to Sam hitting journeyman-tier with his Blood Knight class and the new ability that he had unlocked alongside it.

At journeyman-tier, Sam’s Blood Knight class unlocked an ability known as Blood Vision.

The ability allowed Sam to see beneath people’s skin, granting him insights into their inner body and locations of organs and potential weak spots.

The ability was crucial in fighting someone like Sylas Grimborn.

He had known from his research in his previous timeline that Sylas Grimborn’s Body Manipulator class made him nearly invincible, but even when augmenting one’s own body, there would always be limits, hidden points of weakness.

Sam knew if he could unlock Blood Vision, he’d be able to defeat Sylas.

And that’s exactly what had happened.

Using Blood Vision, Sam was able to stab his blade at all of Sylas’ weak points in his constructed and manipulated inner body.

Sam shuddered as he looked down at the evil dead man.

He was glad he’d destroyed Sylas, but he didn’t feel any huge sense of satisfaction.

He still felt the pain of the thousands the man had killed in his first timeline.

All Sam thought as he stared down at the defeated rogue Traveler was two words.

Good riddance.
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A few days later, the entire encampment of the Celestial Caravaneers had been decorated in celebration of Hallow’s Haunting.

Fake cobwebs and bats hung from the different wagons and caravans.

One of the dancers in the troupe was hosting an apple bobbing contest for the little kids. Others were carving out pumpkins and giving them spooky faces. The finished pumpkins were dotted about the encampment, glowing with candles inside of them.

Everyone was dressed in costume.

Sam and his companions all had to make last-minute costumes, but it wasn’t too difficult as the Celestial Caravaneers had a whole caravan full of strange clothes and chests of weird and interesting props.

It took Sam ages to find a costume he was happy with. In the end, he found fake teeth and a cape that made him look like a vampire. Though, he was a much more pleasant-looking vampire than the horrific fiends he had fought in the dungeon world he had chased the Summer Killer into.

Once he was happy with his costume, Sam stepped out of the costumier's caravan to join the rest of his companions.

He found Olivia, standing by a bonfire.

Her black hair was tied up in a red bandana and she had large gold hoop earrings, dangling from her lobes. She wore a frilly white shirt that exposed her belly button. In her hands, she held a toy scimitar.

"Arr, hello there, matey, Sam," she said, greeting him.

Olivia couldn't hold character for very long until breaking into laughter.

"Where are the others?" asked Sam.

"Not sure," Olivia replied, looking around.

"Not sure," said a voice, echoing Olivia.

"Not sure," said a different voice, mimicking Olivia as well.

"Ah, there are my costume accessories—I mean, my fellow squad mates," said Olivia.

Brock and Curtis emerged from nearby, both dressed head to toe in big green parrot costumes.

Sam grinned when he saw the dwarf and elf.

"Hey," said Sam. "What's better—your sheep costumes from last year or these new parrot ones?"

Both Brock and Curtis grimaced.

"Shut it," they both said in unison.
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A few minutes went by and eventually Klara appeared in a blue sequined leotard with magical fairy wings behind her.

"Happy Hallow's Haunting!" she said.

"Hey," said Sam. "Where's Toby?"

At that exact moment, they heard a voice yell, "Ow!"

In the distance, was a suit of armor with its helmet closed firmly shut. The suit of armor had just walked into a tree.

"I guess that answers my question," Sam laughed.

They chatted and laughed some more, and eventually the whole troupe of Celestial Caravaneers gathered around the bonfire.

They erected a small stage in front of the fire and began to put on a show.

The dancers did an elaborate dance that included juggling fire and a flute player played a spooky and haunting melody.

As the show continued, Sam couldn’t help but notice Aria dressed in silver armor and wearing a black wig.

Sam looked at her confused. “Who is she supposed to be?”

All of his friends stared at Sam with disbelief.

“You, you dummy,” said Klara.

“I can’t even see and I could’ve told you that,” said Toby from beneath the suit of armor he was hiding in.

Eventually, the guitar player finished his song, and Aria took to the stage in front of everyone.

She looked out at the crowd and gulped.

“Hello,” she said, quietly. “Tonight I’m dressed up as the man who showed me how to be fearless.”

She smiled and then began to sing.

There were no screeches or odd change of octaves.

She sang her heart out, and for the first time ever, everyone could hear her beautiful voice in its full magnificent glory.

Everyone listened with awe and admiration.

Aria knew that this moment was all thanks to Sam, who had inspired her and showed her how to be one’s best even in the face of incredible fear.

This was the night when Aria finally started her career as a professional singer for the Celestial Caravaneers.

When looking back on this year and this particular Hallow’s Haunting, Aria’s father would tell her that even the stars that night wept at the beauty of her voice.
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For a few days after the Hallow's Haunting celebrations, Sam and his companions travelled alongside the Celestial Caravaneers, but eventually they came to a crossroads and it was clear that it was time that their paths peeled off in their own directions.

"I don't want to say goodbye," said Toby, pouting. "The woods feel safer when we're traveling in such a big group."

"May I remind you that most of these people would rely on you to protect them in the presence of danger, Tobes," said Klara, playfully elbowing him in the ribs.

Toby sighed. "It astounds me every day that someone like me with his fair share of worries and concerns got a job with the maximum amount of things to worry about."

"I have this feeling that you could be working at a candlemaker's or a blacksmith’s and you'd find something to worry about," laughed Klara.

"Ain't that the truth," smirked Sam.

The trio's discussion got cut off by Leander Nightshade, the Guiding Star of the Celestial Caravaneers, approaching to say his final goodbyes.

"I couldn't help but overhear your dismay at the separation of our two groups," said the older man. "We have an expression in the Celestial Caravaneers that might be of some comfort to you. 'We may part, but the stars will always link us'."

The group of Travelers nodded at the wise man's words.

Sam liked the expression. It didn't matter if they never saw the Celestial Caravaneers ever again, the stars would always connect them, remind them of their time together. Perhaps one's presence with someone might not be long lasting, but one could always hold onto one's memories. And so, in some ways, goodbyes were never truly goodbyes.

He felt the comfort in the older man's expression.

Leander then turned to Sam directly. He pulled out from his pocket a small enamel flute.

"If you're ever in need of the Celestial Caravaneers," he said. "Play this note, and we'll make sure to come find you. It might not be immediate, but we'll come find you and bring you whatever aid we can bring."

Without saying it, Sam knew this coveted gift was a thank-you for saving his daughter, Aria.

The groups nodded once more and they all turned off in their directions.

They had moved a few steps when a loud voice echoed behind them.

“WAIT!”

It was the voice of young Aria.

She rushed forward and hugged Sam tightly.

“Thank you for saving me, Sam,” she said, tears in her eyes. “In more ways than one.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked up at him.

“I promise I’ll grow up to be a great singer,” said Aria. “And one day I’ll write a song about you and its melody will be passed on throughout all the corners of Westria. I promise!”

Sam knew the importance and gravity of a promise.

He knew because of the promise he had made to himself when he was sent back in time.

The responsibility one placed on one’s own shoulders.

He smiled down at Aria and said, “You honor me too greatly, Aria.”

Aria shook her head. “It’s the least I can do.”

Sam smiled. “In that case, I look forward to one day hearing this song. I know it will be even more wondrous and majestic than the song you shared last night.”

And with that, Sam and his companions said goodbye to the Celestial Caravaneers, and continued on their journey to Hawkestone where the events that led to the Gray Gate Catastrophe would be soon underway.
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A week later, Sam and his companions came to the crest of a hill that overlooked a large valley below. At the end of the valley they could make out the smoky chimneys and rooftops of the industrious small city of Hawkestone.

Everyone in the group's eyes widened. Smiles formed on all of their faces as they felt the satisfaction and contentment at knowing they were about to complete their month-long journey.

"There it is," said Sam. "Hawkestone."

Hawkestone was a bustling trade city that had been economically growing over the years due to its powerful geographic location. The city was nestled by the powerful Silverwing River that connected to both north and south Volsungar. There was a deeply lush forest also nearby, a valley of arable farmland, and a range of mountains full of minable ore not too far off either.

It was because the city was at the center of so many abundant natural resources, Hawkestone was growing at a rapid pace.

Sam stared out, solemnly, at the city below.

They had arrived.

He was the only one in the group not smiling.

Staring out at the city nearby, all he could see was the wreckage and ruins from his past. The buildings on fire. The dead innocent families. Bodies strewn horrifically everywhere. A small army of Travelers had to be sent to Hawkestone to deal with the destruction that had laid waste to the whole city and so many of the innocent lives who lived there.

It all came down to the evil group of Travelers who had entered the Gray Gate and came out with more power than they ever deserved. The group was known as the Arcane Reavers. Their leader was a vile man known as Damian Blackthorne.

Sam shuddered, just thinking about the heinous leader of the Arcane Reavers.

Now that they were here, hopefully they would be able to stop the tragedy that was about to befall them, and rid Westria of one of its most murderous rogue Travelers.

Sam was glad they had arrived, but he wouldn't be content until he knew the incoming disaster had been truly averted.

The group began to head down the hill in the direction of the city, only Sam carrying the weight of the knowledge of what had once happened here in a different lifetime.
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Mayor Lydia Elmsworth stared out the window of her office in the Hawkestone town hall at the center of the city.

She was sipping on a mug of coffee, trying to sort through her thoughts and decisions. From her jacket, she pulled out a silver flask and poured a tiny bit of an extra ingredient into her mug. It helped her decision-making process.

She took another sip, satisfied with the result of her new morning cocktail.

What to do? she thought. What to do?

She stared out at the rooftops of Hawkestone, the glorious city she had called home her entire life. She was proud and honored to call this place home, but boy oh boy, was she getting frustrated with the place these days.

The miners were about to go on strike, which threatened a large ripple effect across all the industries in the city, which would then lead to an economic meltdown that would lead to the city's downfall. Making things worse, she suddenly had a political opponent enter the mayoral race against her, and was now fanning the flames of all this discontent.

The city she loved was fracturing before her very eyes. The miners hated the government, but they also hated the lumberyards and the shipping docks. All these adjacent and complementary industries were suddenly at odds with one another.

How the heck do I bring them altogether?

She was so lost in thought, she was caught off guard by the appearance of her assistant beside her. It almost made her spill her mug of spiked coffee.

"Mayor Elmsworth," said the assistant. "I have some news⁠—"

"Don't tell me," groaned Lydia. "The different workers are having an all-out gang-war in the streets."

"Fortunately, that has not happened," said the assistant. "Though, I must say, it's an unexpected development, and one that I'm sure you won't be pleased with."

"Okay, spit it out then," said Lydia, getting irritated.

Lydia had quickly realized being mayor meant that one never cleared their plate of work that had to be done, they just kept getting more and more plates of work stacked on top of each other. It was nerve-wracking and exhausting.

But for the city that she loved, she knew it was worth it.

And that's what kept her going every day.

She just wished she could inspire some of that cooperative spirit into the rest of the city's citizens.

But that was the ongoing struggle.

"A group of Travelers from Resfall have just arrived in the city and are requesting a meeting with you."

Lydia's eyes twitched.

"You got to be kidding me," she moaned.

She already had all the city's strife, now a group of magical warriors had just shown up, which only foreshadowed property damage and destruction to come.

"We have a busy day," said Lydia. "Can we push them off until tomorrow."

"I'm not sure we can," said the assistant. "They say it's important. Something about a⁠—"
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Sam and his companions walked through the cobbled streets of Hawkestone.

The air was filled with the sounds of daily life—the chatter of townspeople, the clip-clop of horse hooves, and the occasional ring of a blacksmith’s hammer. The scent of fresh bread wafted from the bakery, mingling with the earthy aroma of a nearby flower shop.

They walked through a market square, a bustling hub of activity. Children chased each other around a grand fountain, while vendors hawked their wares from colorful stalls. A musician strummed a lute, adding a melodic backdrop to the lively scene.

Despite all the hustle and bustle, Sam began to pick up on an undercurrent of general strife. An air of hostility floated throughout the streets. Passersby would sneer and shoot angry looks at one another.

Sam didn’t know what to make of it all. He was used to getting uneasy glances when walking into a new place with his blue Traveler’s cloak billowing behind him; however, he was less used to suspicious unfriendly glances being shared between the citizens themselves.

Plastered on many of the windows were posters for "Strike Action"; and from what they gathered, there appeared to be disputes from the different industries. The miners were at war with the lumberjacks and those who controlled the docks were refusing to ship any goods.

“The city seems in disarray,” said Klara.

Sam knew the potential misery that was coming to Hawkestone and that it was far worse than what he was seeing currently.

A few minutes earlier, they had paid a guard to pass on a message that they wanted to see the mayor.

Sam was hoping they could maybe evacuate the city.

It was a solid plan, but the only way it could work was if they got word with the leadership of Hawkestone.
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An hour later, Sam and his companions stepped into Mayor Lydia Elmsworth’s office.

Leaning back against the front of her desk stood a striking woman with her arms crossed. The woman had raven-black hair with a white streak running through it. Most noticeable was the way her almond-shaped, emerald eyes took in everything with a sharp, discerning gaze.

The look made Sam feel slightly uncomfortable.

These were the eyes of someone who had seen countless council meetings, bitter disputes, and navigated the politics of a volatile and important city like Hawkestone.

“So,” she began, “I hear you have something important to discuss?”

Mayor Lydia Elmsworth did not waste time on pleasantries.

The Travelers hesitated for a quick second and Lydia sighed.

“I got a lot of people breathing down my neck,” she said. “Why are Travelers from Resfall here to give me grief as well? Don’t tell me, there’s a⁠—”

A powerful tremble rumbled across the floor of the mayor’s office. The ornaments on the shelves all shook.

The mayor’s assistant rushed into the office.

“Mayor, you’re going to want to come and see this.”

Sam understood what was happening.

And so it begins.
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Mayor Lydia Elmsworth did not like the sound of the earthquake-like shudder they just experienced.

She looked at the blue-cloaked Travelers and finally connected the dots.

"How bad is the situation?"

She looked to the black-haired woman who had the most impressive orange metal badge pinned to her person. She understood the Travelers were ranked by tier groups of powers, and her pin indicated that she was the strongest of the group and so Lydia presumed she was also the leader.

Curiously, however, none of them answered and they all turned to the handsome black-haired boy with strange red eyes.

What's going on here exactly?

"It would be best to explain outside," said Sam.

The group wasted no time, hurrying out of the mayor's office, and out the front entrance of the town hall.

From there, the issue was as clear as day.

Hovering in the center of the city was a massive flaming portal in the sky.

A dungeon gate.

But it was unlike any dungeon gate Lydia had ever seen or heard of.

"A Gray Gate?" she gasped. "I didn't know they had Gray Gates."

"It's an irregular gate," Sam explained. "Don't worry, we came here specifically to deal with this."

The black-haired boy and his companions hurried off down the street.

"Hey, wait⁠—"

They were already beyond earshot.

Who is this handsome dashing man? Lydia wondered. And how the heck did he know this gate would appear?
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Sam hurried down the main street of Hawkestone with the giant Gray Gate in sight.

His heart beat and his throat burned.

It had nothing to do with the level of energy he was expending. At journeyman-tier he could run for a long time without getting tired, but even still, the sight of the Gray Gate was enough to create a physiological stress response inside of him.

He knew a moment of historical significance was about to take place. He understood the responsibility he had here. If he messed up—thousands of innocent people died, and the ripple effects could cost the entire world as well.

Even still, he tried to steady his breathing.

Remain calm. Stay focused.

They had created a plan and now they just needed to execute on that plan.

He kept reminding himself: we have the advantage.

Soon enough, the whole group of Travelers were standing right in front of the powerful gray dungeon gate.

"Just one last time," said Olivia, looking at Sam. "Are you sure about this plan?"

Sam nodded his head.

"Okay, well let's not waste any more time then," said Olivia.

With that, the group of Travelers split into two squads.

Sam turned to Olivia, Curtis, and Brock before rushing into the Gray Gate alongside Klara and Toby. "You got this."
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Meanwhile, on the other side of town, a Hawkestone city guard watched a duo of merchants move up a cobbled path.

Their whole bodies were covered in cloaks and they wore large straw hats over their heads concealing their faces.

One was incredibly large and was dragging the carriage forward in place of a horse. Beside the big man was a smaller and more slender merchant.

The guard wiped his brow, turning from them to the large dungeon gate that had just appeared over the city.

Well, thought the guard, they sure picked a bad time to show up.

The city guard decided he better warn the two merchants and hurried towards them.

“Excuse me, misters,” said the guard. “I’m sure you can probably see the Gray Gate in the distance.”

The two merchants nodded their heads, solemnly.

“You might want to go find cover,” said the guard. “There’s word that the whole city might evacuate.”

The two merchants nodded their heads again. They made a gesture that they were going to keep on moving forward.

The city guard found the two merchants very strange, but he wasn’t going to fight them on it.

Their funeral, I guess.

Just as the merchants were about to pass the guard by, a gust of wind pushed in their direction, and the straw hats the two merchants were wearing flew off their faces.

The guard’s eyes widened at the sight of the two men in front of him.

He recognized their faces straight away and immediately felt a shiver of horror run through him.

Those two weren’t merchants.

They were rogue Travelers.

He’d seen illustrations of their faces on wanted posters in the guard’s barracks.

It was Kaelan Pyreforge and Brom Grimfury.

Two out of the three members of the deadly trio known as the Arcane Reavers.

The two men shared a look with each other.

“Too bad about the wind,” grumbled Brom.

“It’s true,” said Kaelan. “If it weren’t for the wind, we wouldn’t have had to kill him.”

The city guard turned to run.

“Should I do it or you?” sighed Kaelan.

“I’ll do it.”

[image: ]


Brom let go of the carriage and hurried after the retreating guard.

He caught up with the man within seconds.

Journeyman-tier Travelers could run so fast it appeared like teleporting to mere mortals.

In front of the guard once more. Brom reached out his massive hand and wrapped his palm around the guard’s face and squeezed.
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Damian Blackthorne lay on the floor inside the carriage.

He was wrapped in bandages. His whole body throbbed with pain. He could barely move.

He looked over through the window to see Brom walking back towards the carriage, a headless corpse and a wall splattered with blood behind him.

From there, he looked up at the sky.

It was dusk, almost night.

His full power would return to him soon.

Brom returned to the carriage and picked it up once more, dragging Damian closer to their destination.

He looked out at the large gray dungeon gate ahead of them.

It’s just like the New Queen promised, he thought.

The trio of rogue Travelers moved closer towards the Gray Gate, ready to commence their mission.
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In the blink of an eye, Sam was standing in a whole new world.

Hawkestone was gone, and in its place, was utter chaos.

Screams and cries for help echoed all around them.

A message appeared in Sam's retina.

Faction undecided. Choose faction to progress scenario gate. Ten minutes to decide.

Sam had been expecting this to happen. The Gray Gate was an irregular gate similar to the Turquoise Challenge Gate. The main difference between the two irregular gates was that the Gray Gate created more of a team-based scenario that involved moving actors and demi-humans that existed within the dungeon gate to complete.

Sam quickly scanned their surroundings.

They were in the city of Eldoria. The place was full of smooth metal buildings with round domes. Green energy and runes glowed all throughout the city that was built upon foreign and alien magitech far beyond the scope of anything seen currently in Westria.

A growl suddenly echoed nearby.

"I did not like the sound of that," said Toby. "What was⁠—"

Before Toby could even finish his question, galloping down the street in front of them was a vicious bi-pedal wolf-like creature.

The monster had vicious teeth and hellishly yellow eyes full of hostility.

"Stay back," shouted Sam.

He materialized his demonic rune blade in his hand and rushed towards the werewolf coming at them head on.

Sam triggered his new Blood Vision spell.

Suddenly, his vision went red, and he could see beneath the fur and skin of the werewolf to beneath. He saw the creature's stomach and liver and heart and all the blood cells traveling through the creature.

He narrowed his eyes.

As the werewolf leaped viciously towards him, Sam sidestepped out of its way and slashed his demonic rune blade with such speed, one could hardly register its movement.

Yet, as the werewolf landed behind Sam, a huge cut appeared on its side, bursting open, draining the creature of its blood and organs, killing it near-instantly.

As soon as the life faded from the werewolf's eyes, a new prompt appeared in Sam's vision.

Faction decided.

Scenario: The Werewolf Assault on Eldoria

Stage 1: Push back the werewolf crisis on Eldoria.

Sam grinned.

It was time to get started.

If everything goes according to plan, Sam thought. This mission shouldn't be too difficult.

Toby looked around, freaked out.

There was a group of humans with glowing eyes and strange robes—Eldorians—huddled in fear nearby.

"You mean, we could have killed some of those scared people over there?" Toby asked.

"Yep," said Sam. "And then we would have been on the werewolf faction."

It didn’t matter anymore what could have been, really.

Their roles within the scenario gate had been decided.
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Brom Grimfury dragged the carriage carrying their leader, Damian Blackthorne, up the cobbled streets of Hawkestone.

They hadn’t encountered any trouble since that one city guard had spotted them.

The streets had become completely empty with the appearance of the dungeon gate, many citizens hiding in their homes.

It made Brom’s job easier.

Less obstacles blocking their mission.

They eventually turned a corner and came into view of the massive gray dungeon gate, overlooking the city.

When they got close enough, Brom parked the carriage.

Kaelan looked up at the sky above.

“We’ll wait until the boss is ready,” said Kaelan.

“Agreed,” said Brom.

Brom looked around the market square where the dungeon gate had formed. It was empty except for them.

Something seemed off.

Surely, they would have guards standing nearby to keep citizens from getting closer? Brom thought. It’s almost like they’ve chosen to keep it empty. Like they were expecting some⁠—

Brom couldn’t even finish his thought before the ground started trembling at his feet. His ears went numb, only hearing a sharp piercing sound. The shrill sound had enough power and intensity that it made his knees wobble.

He let go of the carriage, carrying Damian Blackthorne.

This was bad.

They were under attack.

Brom tried to piece together what he knew so far of their surprise enemy. The attack on his eardrums felt powerful, but it was not a traditional bard attack. Especially not if you factored in the ground trembling first. No, that felt more like his own class: warrior. It could be an apprentice-tier weapon evolution ability.

“One of them is a warrior,” Brom said quickly to his companion. “Apprentice-tier at least. I suspect higher.”

“Agreed,” said Kaelan, his eyes widening as he spoke. “Watch out!”

The ground at their feet suddenly glowed and both Brom and Kaelan leaped in opposite directions.

A huge obelisk of white light, shot out from the ground with a violent fury.

“Oh man,” spat Brom. “We’re dealing with a paladin as well. Kaelan, get read⁠—”

He turned to Kaelan to see him squirming in the confines of a cage composed of lightning.

“You got to be kidding⁠—”

Brom turned only to find a blast of lightning knock into him. The attack wasn’t that strong and Brom had sturdy endurance so he was only pushed back a mere step or two. However, the spell quickly revealed itself to not be a conventional attack spell. The lightning magic upon hitting Brom’s chest didn’t dissipate into nothing, but instead quickly transformed into a cage similar to the one binding Kaelan.

Stepping out from the shadows, were a trio of Travelers.

A black-haired human woman, a dwarf, and an elf.

Based on their attire, Brom quickly figured out who had what class. The woman with her armor and sword was clearly the paladin. The dwarf with the warhammer was a warrior. Leaving the elf with the staff to be both a wizard-class Traveler and the creator of this frustrating lightning cage he was trapped within.

“Sorry,” said the paladin. “But we have strict orders to not let you enter this gate.”
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Damian Blackthorne squirmed in the back of the carriage.

His body was too weak to move.

Something bad was happening outside.

His team had run into an unexpected obstacle.

How could this be? he wondered. The New Queen said no one else would know about this irregular gate?

He triggered his mana sense to get a better understanding of what was happening beyond the carriage.

There were three powerful mana entities. One adept-tier Traveler and two journeyman-tier Travelers.

He looked at the sky. It wasn’t quite night yet, but it was close.

If they could survive until night they would be fine. If not, their entire plan could be in ruins.
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Olivia gripped her sword and took in the two paralyzed rogue Travelers in front of her, squirming beneath the power of Curtis’ lightning cage spell ability.

Both were human and she recognized them from the illustrations and profiles of wanted rogue Travelers.

The large mountain of a man was Brom Grimfury, a formidable warrior.

The slender mage was Kaelan Pyreforge.

These two were incredibly dangerous rogue Travelers. Finishing them off here and now would be an incredible feat for the Traveler’s Guild. It would send a message to all rogue Travelers across the land that their days were numbered.

Sam had warned them ahead of time that they’d be facing off against these cretins.

The two rogue Travelers were trapped. It was time to end their lives before they caused any more damage.

She gripped her sword and rushed towards Kaelan.

Just as she slashed, however, Kaelan disappeared, leaving only a pile of ashes in his place.

What? A teleport spell!? But he’s a fire Wizard?

A cascade of fireballs suddenly rained down on Curtis and Brock.

With Curtis’ attention broken, the lightning cage binding Brom disappeared and he materialized his signature weapon: a terrifying flail with a large silver skull of a deadly monster at its tip.

The massive bone-crushing skull descended towards Olivia, who leaped backwards to avoid the blow. The skull smashed into the cobbled street, creating a crater of destruction.

Olivia retreated backwards.

Darn, she thought. The two Arcane Reavers have broken out of their trap and quickly retaken control of the battlefield. This isn’t good.

Brom then rushed to the center of the battlefield and then began to swing his flail anew. The chain sung a hymn of impending doom as the skull began to carve an arc around him—a merciless guardian orbiting its master.

Quickly the skull flail created a deadly perimeter. As the skull whirled faster, it became a blur, a spiraling harbinger of destruction bound by chain and will.

The attack forced Olivia and her companions further back.

But as Olivia retreated from the flail, she was soon overcome by a storm of fireballs raining down on her.

Olivia pulled back even further.

She tried to figure out what the enemy’s strategy was here. The whirlwind flail and fire storm was a great defensive and protective strategy, yet as an offensive attack it was easily countered. All Olivia, Brock, and Curtis had to do was step out from the perimeter of the attacks and they were safe.

If the Arcane Reavers wanted to defeat them, they would have to come at them with something different. Unless the end goal of their strategy was something different.

She quickly eyed up the carriage, Brom Grimfury had been dragging along. She knew their leader, Damian Blackthorne, was inside of there. The man’s Traveler powers only triggered at night time. She turned to the sky above.

So that’s their plan.

They’re buying time until their leader can come get them out of this jam.

That gave Olivia a few minutes to take out Damian while she still could; but there was no way for her to get close to the carriage without falling within the radius of Kaelan’s barrage of fireballs.

Alright, Olivia concluded in her head, we’ll just have to defeat all of them in a few minutes then.

She lifted her sword and triggered level 3 of her novice-tier paladin ability: Divine Inspiration.

A silver coating of divine inspiration imbued itself onto Olivia and her companions, granting them greater strength, defense, and luck.

“Let’s do this,” Olivia shouted.

Across the battlefield, blue lightning swirled around Curtis’ arms until shooting out of his palm was a series of chains composed entirely of throbbing and deadly electricity led by a powerful thunderous hook.

The lightning chain attack shot right into the center of the battlefield, knotting up the chains of Brom’s flail, thus cancelling his whirlwind attack.

Both of the Arcane Reavers were now exposed.

Olivia rushed forward towards Kaelan.

The wizard quickly created a huge fireball in his hand and whipped it right at her.

Olivia slashed her sword at the attack, quickly triggering her journeyman-tier Paladin ability: spell-cancel.

The fireball instantly disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

Olivia was in front of Kaelan within seconds, slashing her sword and cutting a thin line across his neck.

The wizard collapsed on the ground, dead.

She quickly turned to Brom who was still paralyzed by Curtis’ lightning chain hooked into his flail.

Both Brock and her came at the man from either side, delivering a mighty blow right into either side of his chest.

Brom collapsed onto the ground, blood dripping out from his mouth.

“Alright, let’s take out Damian now,” Olivia ordered, turning to the carriage.

But then multiple things happened at once.

Brom’s final breaths were filled with a sinister snicker.

The sun in the sky had set.

The formerly paralyzed man who had been lying dormant in the carriage, stepped out into the cobbled street, his eyes glistening as the moon set forth, and power surged through him.

Damian Blackthorne’s Night Stalker class had awakened.
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Sam and his companions hurried down the streets of Eldoria.

Fire and smoke could be seen in the distance towards the city wall. A cacophony of noises echoed in the direction Sam and his companions were heading: screams of terror, groans of fighting, and growls of inhumane beasts.

And, witnessing it all, like a god drunk on power and fury, was the luminous moon shining down from the night sky.

The arbiter of the werewolves.

“We have to get to the wall,” said Sam. “There we’ll be able to help the Eldorians fight off the werewolf threat and push the monsters back.”

That was their number one goal right now. That was what the scenario gate prompt had told them to do.

As they rushed towards the wall, they had to maneuver out of the way of screaming and terrified Eldorian citizens rushing inward to safety.

“Shouldn’t we help these people?” said Toby. “Don’t they need protection?”

Sam shook his head.

“If it were the instructions of the prompt, I’d say yes,” said Sam. “But it’s not. Our goal is defeating and pushing back the werewolves.”

Sam could feel Klara and Toby sharing an uneasy look with one another behind him.

“The citizens you’re seeing,” Sam explained. “They’re not any more alive than the monsters in a standard dungeon gate. They’ll all be gone—their existence nullified—when we clear the gate and it closes up.”

Sam hated to sound so heartless, but it was the truth.

These were the hard, stomach-twisting decisions one had to make as a Traveler. He had to ignore easing the terror and anguish of the individual Eldorians for the greater good. They had a scenario gate to win, a catastrophe in their own world—one that wouldn’t disappear in a few hours’ time—that needed to be averted.

Sam knew what his priorities were.

Even still, as they hurried towards the city wall, Sam couldn’t help but admire the city of Eldoria. It felt like a more advanced version of Westria—or like, a version of Westria in another world or something like this. An alternative version of history.

As they moved forward, Sam noticed an Eldorian woman with terror in her eyes, rushing towards them.

The woman had blood on her robes and tears rushing down her cheeks. The woman was clearly distraught, overwhelmed by the horror of the werewolf attack on her city and home.

Just as she was a meter away from Sam, the woman disappeared for a second, only to flicker back once more, and hurried onwards.

Sam’s stomach sank at the eerie sight.

The flickering woman reminded him of that moment with Magnus Finch in the dungeon, when the monster bat began to flicker and almost turn into a demon.

Once again, Sam had an uneasy feeling.

He was unsure what to make of it. Nothing like this had ever been recorded in his first timeline.

He needed to stay focused on the current task at hand, however.

Sam and his companions turned a corner, the city wall coming into sight.

It was utter chaos.

The street below the wall was littered with the corpses of Eldorian guards and slain werewolves, all drowning in puddles of blood.

Such were the surroundings of the ongoing battle.

Special Eldorian guards with magitech spears with glowing blue tips fought large werewolves in groups of three.

The magitech spears were able to cut through the toughened werewolf flesh in a way that normal humans without Traveler’s gifts would have failed to achieve.

A werewolf raised his clawed hands and slashed all three guards, cutting their bodies up with ease. The Eldorian guards collapsed on the street like diced beef.

Across the street, an Eldorian guard fired a flaming arrow from a magitech crossbow. The arrow zoomed through the air and knocked right into the werewolf, first puncturing its flesh, and then igniting the beast and its fur completely ablaze.

The flaming werewolf rushed towards Sam and his companions.

Sam quickly materialized his demonic rune blade . The red runes of the black sword glowed in the night.

The werewolf raised its clawed fist, but collapsed on the ground in front of them, burnt alive.

Three different sets of claws appeared at the top of the wall.

“More incoming,” said Klara.

“C’mon, let’s get up there and push them back,” said Sam.

The trio rushed towards a stairwell that led up to the top of the wall.

The three werewolves had pulled themselves up and were growling towards Sam and his companions.

Klara materialized her spear and rushed forward to take on the two incoming her way.

Toby quickly triggered his Geyser Blast ability, creating a ground swell of water shooting out from the walls, knocking the two incoming werewolves off their feet and into the air.

Klara then triggered her Starfire Spear attack, magical energy suddenly imbued in her spear as she stabbed the two helpless werewolves to death.

The remaining werewolf chose to head in the opposite direction.

But soon an obstacle was in its path.

Sam.

There was so much blood strewn across the battlefield already Sam could pretty much teleport to anywhere he wanted.

Including, right in this third werewolf’s way.

Sam sliced his demonic rune blade across the werewolf’s upper body, cutting the creature into two distinct halves.

The Eldorian guards that were still alive cheered the trio of Travelers.

The werewolf threat was being pushed back.

Sam quickly triggered level 2 of his Blood Flame spell, creating balls of fire in his hands.

He started whipping them down below towards the woods where the werewolves were streaming out from.

He knocked one out right in the head, sending its whole snout ablaze.

Toby came in with more Geyser Blasts and water balls as effective ranged magic that kept the werewolves from getting close to the wall like they once had.

Sam grinned.

The fight was going in their direction.

Sam just hoped things were going as smoothly for Olivia and her squad.
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Olivia’s eyes narrowed at the arrival of their new enemy.

Standing in front of them was one of the deadliest and most wanted rogue Travelers known throughout the guild.

Damian Blackthorne.

By day, Damian Blackthorne was a specter of frailty, a man whose presence was as forgettable as it was pitiable. Wrapped in layers of gauze and bandages, his figure was a mere wilted silhouette.

And yet now, in the cover of night, the man was reborn. Most of the bandages had unraveled now, revealing his pale skin inked with the veins of midnight blue, pulsating with the eldritch power of his Night Stalker class.

Damian’s entire frame had unfurled from the weak man he had been moments before. His spine straightened and his shoulders broadened, all as if the darkness itself was weaving flesh onto his bones.

Beneath the strands of his long black hair, his sickly yellow eyes glowed out in the night.

The rogue Traveler smirked at the three opponents standing before him.

Olivia didn’t like the man’s sense of confidence.

It was three on one.

Any sane person would bet on him losing.

Still, even with their advantages, they shouldn’t underestimate him.

She triggered her Divine Inspiration, a silver coating of extra luck, strength, and defense imbued her and her companions.

Next she triggered her apprentice-tier spell, Divine Blade.

Her sword suddenly transformed into a magical glowing blade.

Olivia and Brock then rushed towards Damian to take him on directly, while Curtis hung behind to use ranged spells.

Brock came at Damian from his right, wielding his hammer high overhead, slamming it down with a mighty Attack Burst.

Damian dodged the hammer swing and retaliated with a move of his own.

Glowing blue claws formed out from his hands and he swiped them at Brock, forcing the dwarf to jump backward to avoid the deadly slice.

Damian gleefully cackled at Brock’s retreat, taking joy in the fear he was creating.

Olivia triggered level 2 of her Divine Blade ability, stretching the glowing magical blade further like a beam of light.

Damian caught wind of it at the last second, dodging, as a piece of cloth from his clothing burnt off slightly from the attack.

“Close,” Damian grinned. “But not close enough.”

At that moment, Curtis threw out his Chain Lightning ability, going straight for Damian’s chest.

Let’s see you dodge that, Olivia grinned.

Just as the Chain Lightning was about to pierce Damian’s heart and send damaging electrical current all throughout his being, the leader of the Arcane Reavers disappeared.

“Oh, this man is bloody annoying,” Brock said, exasperated.

Olivia’s eyes narrowed. “Keep your mana sense triggered.”

She could still sense the man and she could see he was coming towards her.

She gripped her blade, ready to strike the air, when out of nowhere she caught wind of someone behind her.

Her whole body went cold.

“What—”

A blue mana claw appeared right under her neck. She could feel Damian’s breath as he stood behind her.

“Didn’t expect me here did you?”

No, she hadn’t.

She quickly figured out that Damian must have thrown an invisible mana-based projectile as a distraction, while he completely lowered his mana sense so he could get behind her unexpectedly.

It was a very clever strategy.

The man wasn’t one of the most notorious rogue Travelers for nothing, now, was he?

“Don’t move,” hissed Damian to Brock and Curtis. “Or your captain gets it.”

The problem with clever strategies, Olivia mused to herself. Is sometimes they fall short against the simplest of counter-attacks.

Summoning all her strength, Olivia forced her head backwards, headbutting Damian as hard as she could right in the face.

He stumbled backwards, losing the fatal position he had over her.

The other problem with clever strategies, Olivia continued to think as she readied her next attack, is that when they fall apart, it can be hard to come up with a contingency plan.

She triggered level 3 of her Divine Blade ability.

Suddenly, Damian was surrounded not just by the tip of the glowing blade Olivia gripped, but several floating glowing blades all around him.

“Let’s finish this!”

The multiple blades all stabbed right into Damian, cutting into his flesh.

Curtis stabbed the dying body with his Lightning Chain while Brock came at the already weakened man with a hammer blow powerful enough to obliterate Damian into nothing but dust.

Looks like we accomplished the mission Sam set out for us, Olivia thought to herself as she caught her breath. It’s all up to him and his squad now to finish⁠—

Olivia’s thoughts were cut off as the smoke from all of their explosive attacks cleared.

There was no charred or decrepit corpse on the ground in front of them.

No.

All that remained of Damian from their attack was black smoke leaking out from his empty clothes.

The garments didn’t even have any marks or cuts from the attacks they’d landed on him.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Olivia muttered.

Suddenly, laughter echoed all around them.

Olivia’s thoughts raced.

What the heck is going on?

She started to reconsider Damian’s earlier strategy to sneak up behind her. Everything she had known about the infamous rogue Traveler hadn’t mentioned invisible projectiles. Yes, he could turn invisible, but she’d never read about his magic doing that. She had just assumed in the heat of the battle that was what he had done.

But perhaps they’d fallen victim to a far more powerful and encompassing ability than she realized.

Olivia, Brock, and Curtis all turned to one another as the laughter continued to echo all around them.

It was most frightening because there was no body or mouth to connect the laughter back to.

And it echoed all around them in every direction.

It was as if the night clouds above them were laughing down upon them.

Eventually the laughter died down and Damian’s sinister voice echoed all around them.

“When it turns to night, all reality bends to my will.”
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Oliva felt her body freeze over with fear. A sense of overwhelming alarm filled every pore of her body.

Damian’s voice and laughter had echoed all throughout the area, as if they were in an environment completely of his own creation, which meant every molecule and atom of their surroundings was a potential threat.

There was no way to defend against an ability that powerful.

It was enough to make someone trapped within such circumstances go insane.

She gulped.

Is it even safe to breathe in here?

She scanned the environment.

They were in the market square of Hawkestone. The glowing gray dungeon gate was behind them. The two other Arcane Reavers – Kaelan Pyreforge and Brom Grimfury – lay dead on the ground in front of them. The moon, stars, and cloudy dark blue sky loomed over them.

Her companions Brock and Curtis were here as well, scanning the area.

They were all searching for some kind of clue, some kind of tell that separated their original environment to this new fabricated one.

“How long have we been in this fake reality, you reckon?” asked Brock.

Olivia really couldn’t tell.

The transition had been so seamless they hadn’t even noticed.

“I think it might be safest to presume that Damian altered our reality as soon as nightfall hit,” said Curtis.

Both Olivia and Brock muttered expletives.

Damian’s laughter soon echoed all around them again.

“I see you’ve realize that you’ve been defeated,” he laughed. “There’s no escape.”

Huge explosions of black smoke appeared all around Olivia and her squad and they readied themselves for a new attack.

One blast of smoke materialized into Damian Blackthorne. Then another puff of smoke did the same thing. Then another and another. Soon enough they were surrounded by multiple clones of Damian Blackthorne.

The countless glowing yellow eyes all glowed throughout the night.

Next the different clones all snickered in unison as they materialized shining blue claws of their own.

“Well, if there’s one benefit of this blasted dream realm,” said Brock, lifting up his warhammer, “we get to kill this damn rogue Traveler more than once.”

“That’s a very demented silver lining,” said Curtis, lightning crackling in his palms.

“I can think of worse ways to die than smashing Damian Blackthorne again and again,” said Brock. “Let’s do this.”

Brock rushed forward and triggered level 1 of his apprentice-tier Warrior ability.

Sonic Blast.

Swinging his hammer through the air, a huge wave of energy shot forward, knocking back a huge wave of Damian clones.

The clones fell backwards, toppling one another, some of their claws stabbing and cutting the other.

Curtis then lifted up his arms, triggering level 3 of his novice-tier elemental manipulation ability, creating a massive storm of lightning, shooting down massive tendrils of deadly lightning from the sky to the ground below.

The lightning attack was perfect because, even when it missed, it forced the clones to stumble and move to get out of the way.

And then there were times when the lightning bolts didn’t miss, erupting the Damian Blackthorne clone into a massive flame of electrical damage, charring the clone into obliteration.

Olivia guarded their rear with her Divine Blade ability, sending multiple glowing blades through the necks of Damian clones.

Multiple decapitated clone heads were soon rolling on the ground below.

With a suite of powerful area-of-effect abilities, the group of Travelers were well suited to take on an army of weak doppelgängers.

However, for every clone they defeated, Damian conjured even more.

The army of Damians wasn’t getting smaller. In fact, despite their best efforts, it was only growing.

“This isn’t good,” said Olivia. “He’s trying to tire us out. We can’t keep fighting like this forever.”

“I think I have an idea,” Curtis explained. “Damian’s making us think he’s bested us, but if this nightmare reality was so all-powerful why hasn’t he diminished the use of our abilities? Or literally turned the air into knives that can kill us? There’s clearly limits to the power, which is the running theme of the Night Stalker class. It comes with weaknesses to balance out the sheer intense power of the class. So, in theory, there must be some weakness to balance out the nightmare reality we’re in.”

“Love the scholarly banter, elf,” shouted Brock, smashing a Damian clone’s skull into the cobbled street. “But do you have any idea what that weakness might be?”

“The weakness must be environmental, as in, the nightmare realm must lock us in within a certain space. Just imagine that the nightmare reality is almost like a dome or cube that we’re standing in. If we were to run in one direction we would eventually break out of the nightmare. So we just need to run to the edges.”

More and more Damian clones appeared, filling up the streets of the reality on and on.

Olivia shuddered.

“There’s no way to get to the edges of the environment with this army of clones,” said Olivia.

Curtis grinned at that point. “What if there was a way that broke the nightmare reality without getting out of its physical radius?”

He then turned to the Gray Gate.

Interesting, Olivia thought.

What would happen if they entered the gate from inside the nightmare reality?

She had absolutely no idea.

But it was the best solution they had to the terrible situation they were in.

Olivia ran to the gate and leaped into it while Curtis and Brock followed right behind.
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In the blip of a second, Olivia was standing in the market square of Hawkestone.

The gray dungeon gate loomed behind her, glowing fiercely.

Something doesn’t feel right.

Brock and Curtis materialized right behind her a second later.

The street was empty.

Olivia felt almost more confused than she had been earlier.

The defeated bodies of Brom Grimfury and Kaelan Pyreforge were nowhere to be found. There wasn’t even a stain or puddle of blood left behind from their wounds. In fact, the street itself was pristine; none of the structural damage from all their abilities and attacks could be seen.

Then, the gray dungeon gate behind them disappeared completely.

Olivia shivered.

She wasn’t sure what was happening, but she knew it wasn’t good.
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A werewolf rushed at Sam, claws raised.

Sam dodged the deadly swipe, retaliating with a slash of his own. The sharp black edge of his demonic rune blade cut through the fur and skin of the werewolf’s throat, blood spurting out of the monstrous beast with a violent fury.

The dying werewolf’s eyes bulged as it took its final strained last gasps of life.

Sam and his companions had helped the Eldorians retake the wall and they were now out on the ground just below, fighting wave after wave of werewolf.

They didn’t seem to stop.

“I don’t understand,” said Klara, wrenching her spear free from the gut of a werewolf she’d just slain moments before. “We’ve taken back the wall, haven’t we completed the stated goal of the first stage? We’ve pushed the werewolves back have we not.”

Nearby, Toby shot out a Tsunami Blast, pummeling a werewolf right into the readied magitech spears of Eldorian solders.

“Maybe it’s more than just reclaiming territory,” said Toby. “Maybe we need to actually get the werewolves to retreat.”

Another wave of werewolves rushed out of the forest with plenty more glaring red eyes approaching from deep within the shadows of the woods.

“To do that,” said Sam, grinning. “We need to do something big.”

Sam knew just what to do.

He rushed towards the incoming werewolves, closing the physical gap between them, so that there was less room between the werewolves and the forested area from which they came.

Then, in a flash of delicate sword moves and footwork, he sliced and diced a quartet of werewolves in quick succession.

Blood flew everywhere.

But most importantly, the blood spilled onto the nearby trees.

Sam grinned—knowing this was crucial to his plans.

He then triggered Blood Flame, watching all the blood nearby erupt into lethal crimson fire.

The blood flames spiraled up the trees, lighting up the branches and then leaves.

Soon enough, the whole forest was on fire.

The nearby Eldorian soldiers looked at Sam with a mix of horror and awe, glad that the strange black-haired boy with red eyes was fighting with them, rather than against.
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Damian Blackthorne stepped out on the other side of the gray dungeon gate.

The cool breeze of the night time forest gently whisked against his cheeks. He could hear the screams of battle in the distance.

It was just as the New Queen said it would be, he thought to himself.

Emerging in the woods behind him were his fellow Arcane Reavers, Kaelan Pyreforge and Brom Grimfury.

“Glad to see we’re all here in one piece,” said Damian.

The situation had gotten far closer to defeat than any of the three of them wanted to admit out loud.

There was someone who knew they were coming. They had been set up.

Both Kaelan and Brom were on the verge of death when Damian’s Night Stalker powers had come online.

In an intense few seconds, Damian had set up his nightmare reality ability, trapping their attackers in an alternative reality of Damian’s fabrication.

As the three Travelers stood there with faded eyes in a statuesque trance, he quickly attended to his colleagues’ wounds, serving them healing potions that helped them recover quickly.

Then, once recovered, they left the frozen-in-place Travelers and stepped right into the dungeon gate they had come to conquer.

Obviously, he would have killed those pesky fighters that had come in the way of his goals, but it was one of the many trade-offs of the Nightmare Reality ability. Those trapped inside it were actually temporarily invulnerable to any other attacks. To swipe a sword through them would simply swoosh their bodies like a ghost.

It was very annoying; but, normally, it wasn’t the end of the world, as in a less time-constrained battle, he could set it up to kill his enemies as soon as the Nightmare Reality wore off.

But there had been no time for that in this particular case.

He was also annoyed that he had to use one of his best abilities this early on. He wouldn’t be able to use the ability again for over an hour or so.

He took solace in what he had accomplished though.

He could see in his mind’s eye, that the group of Travelers had stepped out of his Nightmare Reality, only for it to be too late.

The gate had closed.

The noble fighters had failed.

Now, the Arcane Reavers could continue with the mission they had come here to do.
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Sam stood beside his companions and watched as Sam’s blood fire engulfed the forest nearby.

Sam’s plan to push back the werewolves had resulted in a roaring inferno across the woodlands just outside the city of Eldoria. The air was now thick with the scent of charred pine and the sounds of destruction echoed through the air: the crackling fire, the thud of falling timber, and the distant cries of werewolves roasting alive.

Sam had turned the forest into his own personal oven, and today, he was cooking werewolves.

The raging fire had created a new wall between the Eldorians.

The werewolves had stopped coming towards them in waves.

To do so would be to ignite themselves on fire.

He could not think of more apt words than to say that Sam had truly pushed back the threat.

Suddenly, a slew of messages appeared in Sam’s retina.

Congratulations! Blood Flame has levelled up!

Congratulations! Stage 1 of “Scenario: The Werewolf Assault on Eldoria” has been successfully completed.

Please await instructions for Stage 2.

Sam grinned.

Everything was going according to plan and more.

The Scenario Gate only became incredibly difficult when there were other teams of Travelers working for different factions in the scenario gate; but, Sam had made sure to cut off their greatest threat before he was even able to get into the dungeon gate by having Olivia and her squad guard it.

Now they just had to make their way through the scenario and they were home free.

It would also give Sam a chance to practice the newest evolution of his Blood Flame ability. He looked it over quickly to see what it did, and was amazed by the description.

Can’t wait to give this a try, he thought.

Just as Sam awaited the next prompt, outlining stage 2, a new unexpected message suddenly appeared in his retina.

New Challengers Have Entered The Gate!

New Challengers Have Been Assigned The Werewolf Faction!

Sam’s eyes widened at the news.

“Sam—what’s happening?” asked Klara. “I thought you said there weren’t going to be any other challengers?”

Sam gulped.

Olivia’s squad must have failed.

He didn’t like all the implications of that fact.

It looked like his original plan hadn’t worked out the way he had hoped.

The greatest threat to the success of their current mission hadn’t been neutralized in the way Sam had been planning on.

Damian Blackthorne and the Arcane Reavers had entered the dungeon gate.

The Gray Gate Catastrophe could still come to fruition.

Tens of thousands could die.

The mission was now looking a lot more challenging.

Not that Sam wasn’t unprepared for such a scenario.

He never did anything without a contingency plan.
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The Eldorian soldiers cheered with triumph as they watched the forest that neighbored their city burn to the ground.

A grim stench of burnt wood, blood and bodies wafted through the air. Even though it was night, the sky was orange with smoke and flame.

It wasn’t a pretty sight. Most of the Eldorian soldiers if shown a depiction of the scene in front of them would have said a great catastrophe had occurred. They wouldn’t necessarily see this forest engulfed in magical fire the way the soldiers were now.

The soldiers standing on the wall saw it as a sign of hope.

Of salvation.

One soldier counted his blessings that the werewolves had stopped coming forward like a relentless horde battering against the walls.

They were gone.

For a moment—even if it was just a moment—he could breathe and collect his thoughts.

He had been there when the werewolves had first arrived earlier that evening. He’d watched the glowing red eyes and drooling maw of the horrific beast as it clawed its way over the wall and entered into Eldoria to create terror and havoc.

He had been with his wife and family. Two little girls standing at their knees.

He had been off-duty that night.

They weren’t far from home.

At the sight of the murderous creatures, he escorted his family and a few other innocent citizens back to their home and told them to hide down in their cellar.

Then he’d grabbed his magitech spear and joined his other countrymen to protect Eldoria.

Their attempts ultimately proved futile.

The werewolves were simply too powerful.

The monsters would have slaughtered all of Eldoria if it weren’t for one thing.

Them.

The guard stood on the wall, looking down to the group of three people down below.

They looked like Eldorians except their eyes were more faded and didn’t glow quite like his people.

They also had powers far beyond anything he’d ever seen.

A girl who drew upon the power of the stars with her spear.

A boy who could summon deadly amounts of water.

And then there was their leader.

A black-haired boy with ominous red-eyes.

The deadly swordsman fought with the power of blood.

His skill and abilities were absolutely breath-taking.

But the strangest thing about the odd trio was the way they currently looked.

They did not share the happy and triumphant smiles of victory like his fellow Eldorians did.

Nope.

They looked like they were all in mourning.
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Sam’s eyes stared out emptily to the massive forest fire in front of him.

Both Klara and Toby looked at him, quizzically.

“Sam, are you there?” asked Toby.

Sam gulped.

He was lost in thought. Overwhelmed by it.

He had to reassess the whole situation.

He was worried about Olivia, Curtis, and Brock. In fact, more than worried. He was grieving.

If Damian had entered here, it was quite likely that he’d killed them.

Sam’s stomach sank. His heart wrenched, just thinking about the thought that his friends had been killed.

That he’d never see Brock pick a fight with a random stranger again. Or Curtis explain the history behind some old theory and how competing views had evolved over the centuries in Westrian academic scholarship. Or who Olivia would choose romantically between the two of them, if she ever chose either one of them at all.

A nervous laugh exited his mouth, only to be followed by tears in his eyes that he quickly wiped away.

They can’t really be gone, can they?

It would be the first thing he’d colossally screwed up in this timeline. None of them died until the final battle with the demon king in his first timeline. Had he somehow accidentally engineered an earlier death for them?

“Sam?” said Klara.

Sam took in a deep breath and looked at his friend.

What do I tell them?

He decided he couldn’t hide this truth from Toby and Klara. He had to tell them, especially because it affected their current mission.

“I think Olivia, Brock, and Curtis are dead,” said Sam.

Both Klara and Toby went pale at Sam’s words.

“What do you mean?” asked Toby.

“I mean what I just said. They’re dead,” said Sam. “I had stationed them in front of the gray dungeon gate to stop Damian Blackthorne and the Arcane Reavers. They’ve now entered the gate, which leads to only one conclusion.”

“Yeah, that they failed their mission,” said Toby. “Not that they’re dead. Maybe they made a play for time to stall them once they realized they couldn’t win and then ultimately retreated?”

Toby raised a good point.

Sam didn’t know for certain that Olivia and her squad had been killed.

He just knew the extent of Damian Blackthorne’s abilities and if he had been able to overpower them, well, the outcome didn’t seem good.

“I think Toby’s right,” said Klara. “We don’t know what happened and we won’t know until we finish this mission. Whatever the outcome, we need to push forward and fight on behalf of our friends and all those we’ve sworn to protect. We can’t give up now.”

Sam was taken aback by the bravery and optimism of his two friends.

The two of them had died so long ago in his first timeline, he felt overwhelmed when he experienced new memories and moments with them. Now here they were in front of him, not just being rescued and saved by him, but propping him up, inspiring him to be better.

It was miraculous, beautiful, and filled Sam with hope.

He looked at his friends and smiled.

“You’re right,” said Sam. “The details of the second stage should be coming up any moment now. We need to prepare ourselves for the challenging battles ahead.”

The sadness in Sam’s heart had been lifted and, in its place, a small ember of rage began to burn in its place. A quiet and stoic anger for all those the Arcane Reavers had already harmed in this timeline and all those who they would harm if they were to succeed with their goals.

He couldn’t wait to rid such pieces of trash from this world.

Right then, a new prompt appeared in their retina.

Stage 2 of “Scenario: The Werewolf Assault on Eldoria” will commence in 30, 29, 28…
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Damian Blackthorne grimaced at the sight of the burning forest in front of him.

Through the flames, he could see retreating werewolves, futilely running towards them only to arrive as charred bones at his feet.

“Some faction we’ve been assigned,” spat Brom at the werewolf corpses.

Damian was also disappointed by all the dead werewolves around them, but that was outside his control. He had to give this small victory to whoever they were fighting against, whoever had been crafty enough to delay their entrance into the gate. Whoever that was—their craftiness had earned them a head start.

Thankfully that’s all they had gained from their little trick, Damian mused.

But whoever this was, Damian recognized them as a worthy opponent. Similar to how the New Queen had provided him with knowledge of the Gray Gate, so too did their opponent seem to have some kind of foreknowledge that they would be there.

Such prescient thinking should not be shrugged off.

Their opponents were definitely a threat of some kind.

Damian had already forgotten about the dead werewolves at his feet and stared at the forest fire, trying to gain as much information on his opponent as he could.

He looked at the flames.

They weren’t quite orange, more a red crimson pink.

He turned to his companion, Kaelan Pyreforge.

If anyone knew anything about fire, it was him.

“What do you make of these flames?” asked Damian.

Kaelan narrowed his eyes as he took in the burning forest.

“This is not normal fire,” said Kaelan. “We’re definitely not dealing with another Wizard-class Traveler with fire affinity, that’s for sure. This looks to me more like, blood magic.”

Damian nodded.

There were multiple classes that utilized blood magic, too many to narrow it down just by the forest in front of them; but blood magic was a rare enough type of power to narrow down the abilities of such a Traveler to someone with a super-rare class or above.

A class with such rarity aligned with everything Damian had already gathered about the mysterious person they were up against: they were dealing with a worthy opponent.

They also should presume this person had allies in here with them.

Damian sighed and looked up at the dark sky above.

He took a little solace in the fact that it was night in this dungeon world.

At least, he had that going for him. His Night Stalker class was at full power.

Then, a message appeared in his retina.

Just by their straightened shoulders, Damian could tell his companions had received the same prompt as well.

Scenario: The Werewolf Assault on Eldorian

Faction: Werewolves

Stage 2: Protect and Defend the Source of the Werewolf Curse

(3 Hours Remaining)

Damian nodded and took in the instructions.

Before he even had a chance to think about the fact that he had just arrived in this world and absolutely had no idea where the source of the werewolf curse was, he suddenly just did.

The source was just a bit south from where they were.

“What a strange dungeon gate,” said Brom, looking in the direction where Damian knew the werewolf source lay. “What’s the plan, boss?”

Damian grinned.

It was the first time he felt a sense of true satisfaction since entering this irregular gate.

“Listen closely,” said Damian, as he began to tell his companions what they were going to do next.

[image: ]


Sam and his companions read the message of the new prompt in their retinas.

Scenario: The Werewolf Assault on Eldoria

Faction: Eldorians

Stage 2: Break Through the Defenses and Discover the Source of the Werewolf Curse

(3 Hours Remaining)

Sam grinned.

He was pleased with what the prompt said. It aligned with everything he had read about the Gray Gate Catastrophe he had read about in his previous timeline.

He was thankful that it hadn’t altered here.

On more than one occasion, Sam had to deal with the consequences of his actions altering the current timeline and therefore changing what he expected to happen next.

Not the case here.

Beyond the major frustration of the Arcane Reavers actually entering the irregular dungeon gate, everything else was going to plan. Now they just had to keep going and let all the pieces come together.

They had won the first stage, now putting the werewolves on the backfoot.

He knew from his research in his previous timeline that those on the werewolf faction would know the location of the werewolf curse, while those on the opposing faction would not. It was the irregular dungeon’s way of handicapping those victorious in the first stage of the scenario gate.

He quickly scanned his profile and could see that his stats were all improving.

Perfect.

“Okay, the prompt seems simple enough,” said Klara.

“What’s the strategy here?” asked Toby, turning to Sam.

Sam looked at the prompt one last time, watching as the timer went down.

They didn’t have any time to waste.

But a few important conversations and key details needed to be discussed.

Prior to the emergence of the Gray Gate, Sam had informed Olivia about who they would be fighting and whatever details he could provide that would make that fight easier.

The group was quite well aware of the rogue Travelers already so Sam didn’t have to share that many details.

Toby and Klara, on the other hand, would be less familiar with the Arcane Reavers.

Sam walked them through the deadly trio of Travelers they were going to have to face in the coming hours.

He watched as his friends’ faces went pale with dread and fear.

“You mean,” gasped Toby. “Not only do we have to fight three of the deadliest Travelers we’ve ever faced off against, we have to do that and find the bloody source of the werewolf curse all in under three hours.”

“You’re mostly correct,” grinned Sam. “The only place where you’re wrong, Tobes, is that I know exactly the location of the source of the werewolf curse.”

As Sam took in Toby’s dumbfounded face, he was reminded about how much he could enjoy being from the future.
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Damian Blackthorne hurried south from the raging forest fire.

His two companions sprinted right behind him.

They moved together as a unit. A team.

The Arcane Reavers knew how to fight, work, and travel together as a squad. They had originally met in a Traveler’s guild in southern Volsungar where they were training to become Travelers.

They were the only three people in their group of students who had survived the tutorial dungeon.

It was because the three them had slaughtered their fellow classmates.

With no one to counter their story about what happened in the White Gate, the trio were able to stay under the radar for at least a little while; but, eventually, the guild caught on.

These three Travelers were not working with regards to the betterment of their society and country.

They were working purely for the destruction of others and for the benefit of themselves.

All tell-tale signs of Travelers who will eventually go rogue.

Inside the Gray Gate, the group eventually arrived at a river.

The river rushed along, protecting a patch of woodland on the other side that was protected from the raging forest fire behind them.

Just nearby was a small bridge that allowed them to cross.

Once on the other side, Brom cut the bridge down so that it collapsed into the water.

From there, they hurried forward towards their destination.

Eventually, they arrived in front of a large stone cave.

The shadowy black entrance was both beckoning for them to explore further while also intimidating them with its mysterious foreboding presence of the unknown that lurked inside.

Damian stared at the cave’s jagged mouth covered in moss and ivy.

He grinned.

This should be easy.

There was only one entrance.

No one would be able to get past them.
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“This feels wrong,” said Toby, shooting out a massive tsunami blast to hose down the burning forest around them.

“I’m surprised you’re the one on the side of pyromania,” said Klara.

“I’m not,” said Toby. “It just feels wrong to be dousing down the forest fire that led to our victory in stage 1. Aren’t we concerned more werewolves will start attacking once the flames are gone?”

Sam shook his head.

“Nope,” he said. “Most of the werewolf army is gone now. It really comes down to Damian Blackthorne and the Arcane Reavers fighting on behalf of the werewolf faction. If we defeat them, we pretty much have this scenario gate in the bag.”

As Toby hosed more of the formerly fiery forest down to its scorched remains, he sighed and said, “No more werewolves, just astonishingly powerful rogue Travelers to face off against. Great. I know that somewhere in the kernel of what you just said there is something to be relieved about, but I’m struggling to really feel any sense of comfort.”

“No one asked you to be comfortable,” said Klara. “Just to clear the flames so we could go fight the bad guys.”

Toby frowned as the forest began to clear of flames and wondered what terrors they would face down the path he had just opened up for all of them.

Shortly thereafter, they were rushing through the woods in the direction of Damian Blackthorne and his squad of rogue Travelers.

As they moved closer to their destination, Sam walked them through the battle plan.

“Are you sure about this?” asked Toby, nervously.

“I feel similar to Tobes,” said Klara. “This plan feels slightly unhinged.”

“Trust me,” Sam said.

He knew it would work.
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Damian smiled as he watched the timer in his retina tick ever downward.

Every second brought them closer to victory.

The three of them were spread out in front of the cave’s entrance.

The cave was surrounded by a small clearing which was encircled by a large forest of trees.

The smoke from the forest fire began to clear, revealing the stars and moonlight of the night sky above.

Damian’s Night Stalker class increased his natural senses.

He sniffed the air, picking up the smallest hints of water vapor carrying the smell of singed leaves and charred wood.

Looks like they quickly doused out the forest fire, Damian mused.

“It’s safe to say they have a water manipulator in their ranks,” said the leader of the Arcane Reavers to his companions. “It’s possible this world’s inhabitants have incredible technology, but to wash away a forest fire of that magnitude that quickly could only be explained with the use of water magic.”

“Makes sense to me,” said Brom.

“A little concerning,” said Kaelan. “Given that water is my elemental affinity’s natural weakness.”

“I’m sure you’ll manage,” said Damian. “I’ve seen you survive in situations far worse than being up against a water-based spellcaster.”

Damian was not worried in the slightest. Their plan was foolproof. It demanded that their enemies fight them head on. In such a battle, Damian was confident he could win.

He did wish his Nightmare Reality ability was usable, but it still had fifteen minutes or so until it recharged.

Kaelan grinned. “What can I say? I am pretty amazi⁠—”

A twig snapped in the woods.

The damp air suddenly smelled a lot less damp and a lot more smoky.

“They can’t be serious,” said Brom. “They’re using the exact same strategy again?”

The trio watched as the trees around them began to go on fire.

“Except this time,” grinned Damian to Kaelan Pyreforge. “They’re up against a foe who can manipulate fire themselves.”

Two Travelers rushed out of the fiery woods.

One was a hazel-haired girl with freckles, wielding a spear.

The other was a slightly portly brown-haired boy wielding an impressive-looking magical staff.

They rushed directly at them.

Damian quickly assessed the situation.

The freckled girl must be the one wielding blood magic.

She’s the more powerful of the two.

The group rushed to meet their new enemies head on, when a message appeared in Damian’s retina.

Scenario: The Werewolf Assault on Eldoria

Faction: Werewolves

Stage 2 Failed.

Stage 3 has commenced.

Stage 3: Defeat Intruders before they destroy the source of the curse.

Damian’s eyes widened.

What the⁠—
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Sam sprinted down through the darkness of the cave with a huge grin on his face.

Explosions and the screams of battle echoed behind him as he hurried further towards the source of the werewolf curse.

Just as I expected, Sam thought to himself.

Damian Blackthorne and the Arcane Reavers were not unintelligent rogue Travelers, but they did hold their powerful skills, abilities, and journeyman-tier status in high regard. Considering how versatile and destructive Damian’s Night Stalker class was, their strategy wasn’t that foolish.

They were just foolish to expect their opponents to take them head on.

But then that was exactly why Sam had Toby use his water magic to clear the flames in the forest. He knew Damian would catch a whiff of the damp air and put everything together. Sam knew this would cause Damian to perceive his enemies as having reason to be overconfident, which in his mind would lower the threat of an indirect strategy versus a direct one.

Using the second forest fire and Klara and Toby’s full frontal assault as a distraction, Sam was able to slip right past the Arcane Reavers and head straight towards the real goal of their mission.

The source of the werewolf curse.

The only downside to the plan was that it left Klara and Toby in a three-on-two fight; but Sam figured it wouldn’t stay that way for long. Plus, if he could destroy the werewolf curse, it would end the scenario anyway. So, really, Klara and Toby just needed to survive more than anything else.

As Sam descended through the darkness, he could see the hint of a luminescent light in the distance.

When he reached the bottom of the tunnel, he found himself at the center of an ancient ruin with an altar in the middle of the room.

At the altar glowed a magnificently blue light.
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Damian scowled at the message in his prompt.

He furiously looked over his shoulder and he could faintly make out a figure rushing down into the depth of the cave below.

That must be the blood magic user then, he thought to himself.

He quickly surmised that it was the blood magic user who had been outsmarting and besting them consistently throughout this challenge. He could be wrong, but based on his own personal experience, it was normally cunning and crafty individuals who unlocked super-rare classes and above from the White Gate.

Not only was he the smartest and most powerful of their three opponents, the blood magic user was also the biggest threat to the success of their mission.

If he ended up destroying the source of the werewolf curse, they failed the scenario gate, and the mission.

It was all done then.

He felt a pain in the back of his neck just thinking that thought.

No, he thought quickly. I can’t let the New Queen down.

“You two handle the spear-girl and the water-boy,” shouted Damian as he hurried off after the blood magic user.

I want to be the one who kills the intruder.
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Klara gripped her spear tightly, rushing towards the burly warrior in front of her.

The warrior was an ogre of a man and was spinning a massive flail above his head.

The flail was extra terrifying as it was the skull of some monstrous beast the man must have defeated in the past.

“You fool!” shouted a voice to her side.

In her peripheral vision, she saw a huge blast of fire come flying towards her.

Her eyes widened at the sheer magnificent sight of the blast coming her way, only for it splash out of existence from a huge gushing force of water.

“Thanks Tobes,” shouted Klara as she moved closer to her target.

The warrior threw the chains of his flail where Klara was heading, the monster skull smashing into the ground leaving a small crater in its wake.

Klara managed to sidestep the attack once more, putting her right in vicinity with the man.

She put herself into position and then triggered her apprentice-tier ability: Starfire Spear.

A huge burst of light and energy came as she stabbed the man right in the ribs.

She felt the tip of her spear lightly puncture the man’s flesh.

It wasn’t a critical hit or anything.

She could sense that the man was a good tier level above her.

But with the help of her special abilities and extra-powerful spear, she was in a position where if she landed enough attacks, she could defeat this guy.

It wasn’t necessarily an impossible battle.

Just a near-impossible one.

The warrior groaned with annoyed agony and quickly wrenched the monster skull from the ground to swing towards Klara yet again.

Klara retreated, staying focused on learning the man’s movements and patterns.

This was going to be a long fight of attrition. She was going to have to get in good hits again and again, all while keeping herself protected as the man had the capability to end her life with one hit. Therefore, the faster she could read her opponent’s moves, the faster she could get to dealing consistent hits and damage on him.

She looked to Toby who was still intercepting the fire wizard’s attacks.

Keep it up, Tobes.

So long as they kept working together, they could potentially win this thing. They were stronger together.

The warrior spun the skull at the end of his flail’s chain above his head once more.

He’s leaving himself open again!

Klara rushed in to get another hit.

This time on the other side of his ribs.

She wrenched her spear from the man’s flesh and prepared to dodge another attack, just like last time.

Except the man wasn’t going for the person directly attacking him this time around.

Uh oh.

Klara looked to Toby as the monstrous skull flew in his direction.

The skull smashed right into the dirt between them.

Suddenly, the ground began to shake and crack creating a huge crevice between the warriors and the wizards.

The man with the flail grinned at Klara.

“Looks like you’re going to have to fight me one on one, little girl,” he snickered.

Klara gripped her spear and spat on the ground nearby.

“Do your worst,” she said.
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Toby’s eye twitched as he took in the huge shards of cracked earth that lay between him and Klara.

The battle had just gone in a direction Toby had been hoping to avoid.

He could hear the grunts and groans of both Klara and the other man, duking it out from beyond the rock shards.

He could hear, but he couldn’t see.

He felt an anger and frustration boil up inside of him.

That guy better not mess with Klara.

Toby knew that if he wanted to protect Klara, he was going to have to focus on defeating the fire mage as quickly as possible.

He was sure that was everyone’s strategy here. Defeat one’s opponent and then overpower the remaining enemy.

There was also the fact that, as Sam had explained the plan to him, it was just a matter of waiting Sam out to destroy the werewolf curse.

For a very quick second, Toby had wondered if Klara and him should just retreat, but he had then realized, if they were to do that, the two rogue Travelers would go join up with Damian Blackthorne and put Sam in a hugely difficult spot.

As much as Toby would have preferred to run away, it was clear that he would have to fight this guy.

He would have to believe that Klara could handle the warrior she was facing, just as she would have to do the same for him.

There was no time to waste.

Toby quickly conjured a ball of hostile water in his palm and whipped it at the fire mage across from him.

The fire mage ran from the attack, materializing a huge ball of magma in his hands and whipping it right back at Toby.

Toby moved quickly to get out of the radius of the attack and retaliated with another water blast of his own.

He felt relieved in the fact that he had an elemental affinity—water—that his opponent was weak to—fire.

But Toby also knew that the advantage would only get him so far.

Sam had told him that Kaelan Pyreforge was journeyman-tier, making him a full tier stronger than Toby. A difference in tier-levels like that pretty much negated any advantage Toby had over the guy, basically flipping the table on who had the better odds of winning in a fight.

As they moved back and forth, trading low-level spells, Toby knew he had to step it up.

Foreseeing where Kaelan was heading, Toby joined his hands together, quickly materializing the special diamond stone, and unleashed Waterjet Slice.

The fire mage snickered as the devastating yet razor-thin attack came his way.

He created a wall of fire, using it as a shield to block Toby’s powerful water slice move.

Toby’s eyes bulged with shock.

That was a clear display of the power of someone a whole tier level above you. That even against the fire element’s weakness, it was so strong it could just simply withstand a water attack of an apprentice-tier Wizard.

Toby grimaced at his enemy’s raw power that was making a mockery of his most recent attack.

The only way Toby could even hope to do some damage on this guy was by a surprise attack. Any attack Kaelan saw coming, he would be able to overpower.

Toby thanked the goddess that he hadn’t revealed all of his abilities just yet.

“Just give up,” said Kaelan. “Can’t you see how futile this battle is for you.”

Toby ignored the man’s taunts and went back to trading low-level elemental blasts with the man.

He paid attention to the man’s movements, and had deduced the way the man was fighting.

He was not rushing to defeat Toby.

Kaelan enjoyed watching his opponent struggle.

He was toying with him like a cat torturing a trapped mouse.

Toby did not like the implications of this attitude. It meant that both him and his accomplice had absolutely no fear that the other’s opponent had any chance of defeating them.

For Toby’s opponent to be so confident was deeply uninspiring to the young man’s hopes of leaving this battle alive; and, then Toby had a light bulb moment.

This man’s arrogance will be my greatest shot at defeating him.

Toby quickly conjured two huge globules of hostile water in either palm and whipped them one by one at his opponent.

He gave his throws a curve so that each water blast would come at Kaelan from either side like a pincer movement.

The hostile aquatic orbs flew across the battlefield. Kaelan jumped and dodged, retaliating with fiery elemental blasts of his own.

But where Kaelan had tried to move was suddenly blockaded by the gushing force of Toby’s Tsunami Blast.

Kaelan doubled backwards, but by this point, he’d already fallen into Toby’s trap.

Gotcha.

The soil darkened right in the spot where Kaelan had moved to, only to then completely split open with a resounding crack. From the fissure, a tumultuous spire of water surged upward with unbridled ferocity.

Toby’s Geyser Blast completely enveloped Kaelan with so much force and power it ripped through the man’s clothes, skin, and flesh, leaving nothing but dust.

The young wizard wiped sweat off his brow.

It had been tough but he had outsmarted the evil rogue Traveler.

Now he could turn towards getting back to Klara and assisting her with her fight.

Toby went over to the ridges of the rock wall Brom Grimfury had made to separate them. He quickly scanned the area, trying to deduce which would be best way to climb over.

But then a strange crackling sound happened behind him.

A staccato of snapping sounds and odd bursts.

Toby turned around to investigate the odd noise.

His body suddenly tensed.

From the cracked earth where Toby’s Geyser Blast had finished off Kaelan Pyreforge, an odd phenomenon was happening in its place there.

Orange and red ashes flew and swirled from the ground with more and more emerging. The countless grains of ash spun and trembled with a strange newfound purpose.

The ashes began to coalesce, each speck drawn to another as if by some bizarre ancient call. A silhouette emerged within the maelstrom of orange, black, and grey. At first it was just undefined and hazy, gradually sharpening with the convergence of a million tiny fragments. It was like watching an artist’s sketch fill in with rapid, precise strokes, except the medium here was the ash itself.

Toby watched on with horror.

No, he thought. This can’t be possible.

As the whirlwind of ashes tightened, the form of a body became more distinct. Limbs materialized from the chaos, fingers stretching forth as if grasping for existence itself. The granules swirled and spun, binding together to recreate the intricate details of his being, from the folds of his robes to the stern set of his jaw.

It was undeniable now.

With a sudden rush of force that expelled the remaining ash outward, Kaelan Pyreforge stood whole once more. His eyes flickered open, glowing with the embers of the magic that had just wrought his return from annihilation.

This man, Toby thought trembling, is an utter monster.

The newly reincarnated Kaelan Pyreforge snickered and looked at Toby with a newfound hunger and bloodlust.

Toby suddenly knew that this man was no longer going to underestimate him—which meant he had just lost his one advantage in this fight.
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Klara’s heart burned. She continued to circle the warrior, always staying agile and on her toes.

The warrior was spinning his massive flail overhead.

“You won’t be able to run forever,” said Brom Grimfury.

Klara knew that was true. She would eventually tire out and get fatigued. However, her mobility was also her greatest asset. Defensively it allowed her to avoid the whirling ball of destruction that Brom was swinging around; and, offensively, being able to move when your opponent remained mostly stationary to wield his flail was an advantage she definitely had to exploit.

Brom yelled furiously as he threw out his flail once more in the direction that Klara was heading.

She abruptly cut off her run. She jumped backwards just as the giant monster skull turned wrecking ball landed where she had been. She was so close to the attack, she felt the whiff of it against her skin.

She had no time to bask in the horror of her almost-death, she needed to take advantage of the moment straight away.

One of the greatest weaknesses of any flail user was not just the lack of mobility, but a very exploitable recovery time.

With the flail’s head firmly lodged in the ground, Klara rushed forward.

She didn’t have to move much to get in striking distance with her spear.

She gripped the handles of her spear and thrusted it forward with all her might, triggering Attack Burst.

The energy of the blow made a huge dent in Brom’s stomach. A significant red gash opened up just beside his navel.

The warrior groaned as he violently ripped his flail head back to him.

By the time he was able to strike with his flail once more, Klara had already retreated back to the outer zone of his flail’s attack radius.

Brom’s eyes narrowed as he was getting more and more noticeably angry.

He continued to swing his flail overheard, letting the momentum and power of his next strike build and build.

Klara continued to run circles around Brom, making it more difficult for him to strike at her. She kept close attention on the warrior: from his stance to the way he gripped his flail. All the while, the swooshing and whistle of the swinging monster skull echoed through the air, as did the clinking and clattering sound of the flail’s chains.

The longer Brom went without striking, the more the incessant sounds of the spinning flail began to unnerve Klara more and more.

It felt like the buzz of a fly in one’s ears, except in this case, the irritating sound could spell sudden death.

Klara’s eyes stayed focused on Brom’s hands; when they moved Klara could predict exactly where the strike was going to go.

Another overhead strike was coming and it looked like it would land close to where she was currently running towards.

She quickly halted and switched to running in the other direction only for her to come face to face with the incoming monster skull.

Wha—

She jumped. The monster skull grazed her shoulder. Pain shot out from the location of the indirect hit and suddenly surged all throughout her body.

She quickly got her bearings. Her composure was off, but she couldn’t let that stop her from staying mobile in the face of Brom’s flail threat.

How did his flail change direction like that?

Klara surmised that Brom had feinted with his grip, her reaction tipping her hand, and setting herself up for the trick shot.

Thank goodness it was only an indirect hit, she thought to herself.

The pain in her shoulder throbbed.

Still bloody hurts though.

Klara kept her eye on Brom, not that her eyes had helped her much in the last few minutes, but still she’d be more on the lookout for feints and other fake-outs.

As she moved around her enemy, he began to blur along with everything else in her environment.

Huh?

The pain in her shoulder throbbed with more intensity than it had moments before.

She was suddenly assaulted with more than a physical pain, but an intense feeling of dread. Her nostrils filled with the stench of blood, despite there not being that much blood around her. Fear overtook her body like a contagious disease, spreading from her shoulder down to her toes.

Something’s not right.

Across from her, Brom was grinning.

He must have done something.

Klara felt like she’d been poisoned, even though she knew she hadn’t been.

She quickly put together that the overwhelming sensations had something to do with the indirect hit Brom had landed on her shoulder.

A sense of terror and overwhelming agony filled her, creeping throughout her whole body like a cold draft sifting through a house.

That was when Klara realized something.

These aren’t my feelings.

The clarity helped dispel the assault of emotions and sensations invading her.

She looked to the monster skull swinging through the air.

Are these…?

The feelings she was experiencing must have been a special ability of Brom’s monster skull flail.

She was experiencing the final excruciating moments before an agonizing death.

The death of the monster whose skull had hit her.

The intensity of the feelings was holding Klara back.

Brom was nothing but a blur.

She sensed the incoming rush of another flail attack.

She managed to jump out of its way, but in her current state, it was only a matter of time before Brom landed a direct hit.

Then it would be all over.

Klara knew she needed to break out of this strange spell the skull hit had infected her with.

Focus on your own feelings, Klara thought.

Push back the fake ones and own your own.

The dread and agony suddenly disappeared replaced by a fiery anger.

“LEAVE MY THOUGHTS ALONE!” she bellowed, pushing back the false sensations even more.

She gripped her weapon and triggered Starfire Spear and whipped the spear right in Brom’s direction.

The man’s eyes bulged.

He hadn’t been expecting her to attack, let alone go with such a risky maneuver.

It was too late though. Brom couldn’t escape the glowing spear rocketing right towards him.

A second later it went right through his throat and out the other side.
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Toby looked on with horror at Kaelan Pyreforge as he shook off the last bits of ash lingering on his fully reincarnated person.

The fire wizard gave Toby a sinister grin.

“Surprised to see me?”

Toby was more than surprised. He was horrified. His whole body felt an intense, paralyzing fear that felt like it had seized every muscle, joint, and bone inside of him. His heart pounded against his chest. His palms slicked with sweat. The dread of seeing Kaelan reincarnate filled him with such an all-consuming sense of doom it felt like a heavy cloak of darkness had enveloped him.

How am I supposed to beat this guy?

He had obliterated Kaelan down to dust. He had won the battle.

But this guy could come back to life via ashes.

That basically made his opponent invincible.

Toby tried to push back against the fear overtaking his body.

Think, Toby, think.

It was incredible that Kaelan was able to revive himself with ashes like a phoenix, but surely, there was a long recharge time on such a powerful move. So, if Toby could quickly come up with a new strategy and defeat him again, maybe he had a chance of surviving.

But that would be harder now that Kaelan had dropped his arrogant stance and was treating Toby as a serious opponent.

The only other strategy was one of delay.

Delay the battle until Sam could destroy the curse and win the scenario gate for them.

That might be the best strategy.

At least, it was something to do until he came up with a plan to defeat Kaelan a second time.

Across the battlefield, Kaelan merely grinned at Toby’s horror.

The fire mage lifted his arms and conjured two fireballs in either palm, two bright orbs of flame.

At the sight of his opponent readying a new attack, Toby snapped out of his paralyzing fear and readied himself for the incoming onslaught.

He materialized two spheres of swirling deadly water in either palm of his own.

Kaelan did not throw a single fireball, though.

Instead, he moved his arms in a strange formation, until the two fireballs formed into a massive weapon of some kind.

I see what he’s doing, Toby realized.

Kaelan was initiating his journeyman-tier Wizard class spell, which was a unique elemental weapon evolution. He was most familiar with Curtis’ lightning chain hook, but had seen swords and axes as well as others over his time as a Traveler so far.

The conjured flames shifted and waved as the magical inferno melded into the silhouette of a weapon.

Specifically, a crossbow.

Toby shivered.

I do not like the look of that.

Kaelan pulled a trigger, launching a massive arrow towards Toby.

“Ahhh,” Toby cried, running away from the attack.

The fire arrow was massive. It was the size of a tree. Ten times the size of Kaelan’s fireballs.

How the heck am I supposed to avoid getting hit with something as massive as those arrows!?

Toby quickly retreated, but Kaelan just kept lobbing flame arrow after flame arrow.

He eventually ran so far that he was back in the woods, surrounded by trees.

Having just witnessed the success of lighting a whole forest on fire to destroy an enemy, Toby felt far from safe.

His heart pounded in his chest. His throat burned.

He realized that the biding time strategy just wasn’t good enough.

Time to go back on the offensive.

Toby rushed back the way he came, strafing to dodge the giant flame arrows Kaelan was sending his way.

He conjured two water balls in his hands and whipped them in the direction of his enemy.

Toby quickly surmised that the flame crossbow was deadly powerful, however, it came with a pretty big weakness.

It had a lack of good mobility and Toby knew exactly how to use that to his advantage.

He threw a waterball that forced Kaelan to move slightly, right into the location of another Geyser Blast.

Right before Kaelan was obliterated, the man merely smirked.

“Fool, you and I both know that won’t work!”

The geyser blast removed Kaelan from existence, much like it had done the first time Toby had succeeded with this attack.

Toby grinned.

He had managed to use a similar strategy to destroy Kaelan.

The only question now was: would he stay destroyed?

I hope this next strategy worked.

Toby materialized his wizard’s staff in his right hand.

The staff was incredibly powerful. It had been a gift from Athena, the mermaid queen. The staff was known as Atlas’ Scepter of the Tides. It was a super-rare adept-tier item with incredible stats. The staff made all water elemental spells 50% more potent and 50% more damaging.

The reason why he hadn’t materialized it to help in his battle with Kaelan earlier was that most of the staff’s benefits came in the form of damage dealing. He had to land hits to get the maximum benefit from the scepter. The battle so far had been less about damage dealing and more about controlling the battlefield and for that Toby needed an extra hand to hurl as many water balls as he could.

But now he was gearing up to finish this, he needed to call on as much power as possible.

In the distance, he could see the ash where Kaelan had begun to swirl around just like it had done previously.

Toby then triggered Geyser Blast again and again and again.

He didn’t stop casting the spell until he had created multiple Geyser Blasts all around the area where Kaelan was utilizing his ashen reincarnation ability.

Then, he began manipulating the water of each of the geysers he had created.

He twisted and wrenched his hands, doing something he had never tried before.

Evaporation.

He rapidly caused the evaporation of the four geysers.

Then standing in the middle of the battlefield was half of a body formed of ash, completely frozen.

Toby grinned.

His plan had worked.

He had effectively spell-cancelled Kaelan’s reincarnation ability. The ability didn’t just pause and wait to start up again. Nope. It was finished. Kaelan was never coming back.

By rapidly evaporating the geysers, he had sucked out all the heat in the environment, creating a devastatingly impressive cooling effect.

It was more than cool.

It was ice cold.
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Brom Grimfury lay on the ground in a puddle of deep red blood, a spear skewered through his neck.

Klara’s whole body heaved as she breathed in and out.

It’s over.

A wave of exhaustion rippled through her, along with a great sense of relief. Her thoughts, her feelings, her memories—they were all hers. She was no longer being oppressed by the other haunting feelings of the monster skull.

She had used most of her remaining energy to break through the psychological assault on her brain and to make that final hail-mary attack on her opponent.

Her legs shook as she walked over to Brom’s corpse.

She bent down and wrenched her spear free.

The beautiful weapon—currently covered in blood—was known as Sariel’s Spear of the Sea.

It had been a gift from the mermaid queen after helping save a group of kidnapped mermaids from an evil dwarven death cult.

It was a super-rare item with an adept-tier level of power.

It gave her a boost to her strength stats, but it was crucially the spear’s one other bonus that had saved her in this fight with Brom.

The spear had a fifty percent likelihood of dealing extra critical damage.

It was that extra critical damage that had punctured Brom’s neck, flesh, spine and more.

With her spear in her grip once more, she turned to the large ridges in the ground that Brom had created to separate the battlefield.

I need to go help Toby.

She took a step forward and felt her whole body shake.

Every muscle in her body trembled.

She fell to the ground, knees digging into the dirt.

Her vision wobbled. She could barely keep herself up.

Everything was suddenly getting very heavy.
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Toby stared at the frozen half-corpse of Kaelan Pyreforge.

The bottom half of the fire wizard was eternally paused in mid-reincarnation, standing like an odd statue in the center of the battlefield. Flecks of grey ash and frost speckled the half-formed body of a man who would never return to this world.

Toby couldn’t even rejoice in any feeling of rest as he knew that Klara could still be fighting against her opponent, and it was crucial for him to come with aid as soon as possible.

He turned to the massive shards of earth Brom Grimfury had created with his devastating flail attack.

He rushed towards them and began climbing.

As he clambered over the rocks, he felt disconcerted by the lack of noise coming from the other side.

Why is it silent? he wondered.

His heart began to quicken as worries filled his head.

Had Brom Grimfury killed Klara? Was he now waiting for any future opponent to climb over the rocks where he’d instantly hit them with a sneak attack?

Toby stopped climbing and triggered his mana sense.

His whole body froze.

His mana sense was only picking up on one mana entity across the divide.

Toby gulped and climbed over the rocks.

He moved slowly and quietly as he didn’t want to expose himself in case Brom was waiting.

As he pulled up to the top of one rock shard, he was able to see onto the other side of the battle.

A massive body lay still on the ground, drowning in a puddle of blood.

Brom.

Toby instantly felt a flutter of relief.

Thank goodness, he thought. Well done, Klara.

His fears returned just as quickly as he couldn’t spot Klara straightaway.

With no nearby enemies to fear anymore, Toby quickened his climbing pace and found himself on the other side of the battlefield, searching for Klara.

She was just beyond Brom’s corpse, lying on her back.

She had been concealed by the rogue Traveler’s massive corpse.

The girl was bruised and shaking.

His heart panged at the sight of his friend.

“Klara!” Toby cried, rushing over to her.

He fell to his knees and held her.

Her eyes opened narrowly.

Toby sighed.

She’s alive!

Klara smiled up at him.

In that moment, he was so incredibly thankful. He was grateful that Klara was still alive, that he had someone like her in his life. Someone so kind, thoughtful, beautiful and strong.

A few moments ago, for the briefest of seconds, he had to imagine what life would be like without her. He had felt hollow and empty just imagining such a scenario.

Tears formed in his eyes as he looked down at Klara.

“Tobes,” Klara finally said, softly. “I definitely thought you were a goner.”

Klara’s joke only made Toby cry harder.

He felt his own body wobble.

He used his last remaining strength to conjure nearby another Geyser Blast.

Then as the healing water rained down upon both him and Klara, their wounds disappeared, and their strength returned to them.

They had to go help Sam.

They rushed forward to find just inside the cavern a huge blockade of stone.

Damian Blackthorne must have torn at the cavern walls to make sure no one could disturb his confrontation with Sam.

There was no way through.

It was all up to Sam now.
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Sam stood in the depths of the underground cave.

Beyond the strange sepulchral altar at the center of the large cavernous chamber were jagged walls that looked like they could be climbed up. In the highest corner of the cavern was a small opening that revealed the night sky far above them. Moonlight shone down through the cave like a spotlight.

Sam took a step towards the ancient altar and the glowing blue crystal at the center of it.

That’s the source of the werewolf curse, he thought.

He knew it for a fact. It had come up in his research from his previous timeline. Destroying the crystal would end the scenario gate, making Sam’s faction victorious.

He materialized his demonic rune blade—the deadly and terrifying sword appearing within his grip.

Sam moved towards the glowing crystal.

There was no time to waste.

He had given Toby and Klara as much pointers as he could with fighting the Arcane Reavers, but there was still a huge power difference between his friends and their enemies. It would be better to finish the scenario gate and ensure everybody’s safety.

Sam got within a meter of the stone when he felt a brush of wind nearby and suddenly two glowing blue claws appeared out of the darkness, attacking him.

He quickly shifted his feet and leaped away from the attack.

Sam gripped his sword and took in his newly arrived opponent.

Damian Blackthorne.

It looked like the final showdown was about to begin.
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Damian Blackthorne’s eyes narrowed as he took in the black-haired boy in front of him.

The boy wore powerful and rare silver armor and had strange crimson eyes.

So this is the person that has caused me so much trouble today, Damian mused with venom.

This must be the mastermind who had been thwarting him at every turn. He couldn’t believe it. His enemy this whole time was nothing but a kid—a bloody teenager.

Damian’s mana sense told him the boy was a whole tier-level lower than him in terms of power.

It would explain the exclusive reliance on subterfuge and trickery as his main form of strategy. At a whole tier-level beneath him, the boy couldn’t rely on any strongarm tactics. Yet, what Damian’s read on the boy’s tier-level didn’t explain, was the absolute lack of fear in the young man’s eyes.

After being outsmarted by the kid multiple times, Damian wasn’t going to be arrogant.

If the kid wasn’t afraid of him that told him something. He couldn’t be sure on the specifics, but it told him that the young man had more tricks up his sleeve, that was for sure.

If that wasn’t the case, why wouldn’t the kid attempt to hide his tier-level by tempering his mana output?

Just another reason that Damian needed to keep his guard up.

This kid was suspicious.

Damian quickly formed a short-term plan.

He would need to be careful. Observe the black-haired boy’s moves.

He figured the young man would most likely wait for him to strike first, given the power imbalance.

Which led to a new question for Damian.

An utterly delicious question that he’d savour contemplating.

How do I want to end this young man?
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Roughly three seconds had passed since Damian had made his surprise attack on Sam and revealed himself.

In those three seconds, Sam could see Damian sizing him up, tinkering with a plan and strategy in the back of his mind.

He was trying to size Sam up.

Caught off guard, Sam only had one strategic option left to employ himself.

It was simple: he needed to be just as surprising as his enemy.

And so, with reckless abandon, Sam charged forth at Damian Blackthorne, powerful leader of the Arcane Reavers.

Given that Sam had not made any effort to conceal the fact that he was a whole tier level less powerful than Damian Blackthorne, that would lead his enemy to think that he might act cautiously given the power imbalance.

In that case, Sam thought, let’s surprise him with aggression then.

Sam rushed forward, gripping his demonic rune blade.

He triggered Pain Ring, a crimson red light shooting out from his chest and creating a circle on the battlefield.

Immediately, the gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set, digging in and out of his flesh, began to make his power levels rise by the second.

Let the ticking clock of destruction begin, Sam thought to himself.

He slashed his blade at Damian and the man quickly jumped backwards.

The man came swinging back at him with his two glowing blue claws.

Sam held out his sword to block.

His rune blade and Damian’s claws clanged as they clashed against each other.

Sam materialized a vial of blood and whipped it on the ground beside him and triggered Blood Flame level 2.

Blood on the ground flew up to his palms and formed a swirling ball of molten blood flame.

Damian was now in a bind.

Release the clashing claws and blades or take the molten blood flame ball to the face.

What’s it going to be, Damian? Sam thought.

Just as Sam shot the blood flame ball in Damian’s direction, the evil rogue Traveler did a double back-flip away, only to then completely vanish and disappear.
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Damian quietly stepped into the shadows of the cave, his invisibility power still masking him from his enemy.

He gritted his teeth and narrowed his eyes on the irritating black-haired boy.

Damian quickly went over what he’d been able to gather from the boy.

The kid clearly has a rare blood-magic class. He’s able to take blood and turn it into flames.

He also did the exact opposite of what Damian had been expecting him to do, which frustratingly reminded him of something he was already well aware of: the kid was smart.

Damian watched as the kid moved in a circle defensively, keeping himself agile because he had no idea where Damian might attack him next.

The whole time, though, the young man stayed inside the confines of that red circle he had summoned.

What does that red circle do? What kind of Traveler class is this?

The red circle must be boosting his power or giving him some kind of advantage. Otherwise, he wouldn’t stay in it.

Or the red circle did something disadvantageous to his enemies; not that Damian had picked up on anything during their brief melee within the radius of the crimson circle.

Well then, I guess I know where I won’t be going.

Damian quickly came up with a new plan of attack.
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Sam stayed agile in the middle of the cave.

He was prepared for Damian to come from any direction.

What’s your next move going to be, Damian? Sam wondered as he readied himself for his enemy’s next attack.

Sam didn’t like being so exposed, but there were a couple of things working in his favor.

His power levels were increasing by the second from within his Pain Ring and soon enough both his battle awareness and split-second vision—the level two and three evolutions of the ability—would come online soon enough. Then it wouldn’t matter if Damian was a tier-level of power above him, the man would still be outclassed by the amount of power and abilities Sam would be bringing to the table.

Out of the darkness of the cavern came a hurtling blue dagger.

Sam quickly moved out of its way, only for another one to come in the opposite direction.

Then another and another.

Sam kept dodging the projectiles, but he didn’t like that he couldn’t detect or sense which part of the room they were coming from.

A creeping realization began to dawn on Sam.

Damian wasn’t going to come fight him from within his Pain Ring.

Sam smirked.

So the man has pieced together the nature of my central ability.

Finally, he thought.

I haven’t fought such a worthy opponent in a long time.
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Damian circled the cave, cloaked beneath his invisibility spell.

He moved with a subtle speed and grace. His toes bounced off rocks with as much ease as a rabbit hopping across smooth grass.

The leader of the Arcane Reavers was well practiced in his abilities, knowing their weaknesses and strengths.

Invisibility was powerful, but it came with a very simple drawback: the sound of his body. Years of training, however, had allowed him to perfect the art of quiet movement, allowing him to be both undetectable to the ears as well as the eyes.

He also made sure to temper his mana so there was no way the boy could tell where he would attack from next.

Damian narrowed his eyes from within the dark shadows of the cave. He generated a glowing blue mana knife in his hand and arched back his hand like he was throwing a dart and threw it right in the direction of the young man’s head.

It flew towards the back of the boy’s skull.

He wouldn’t even see it coming.

Yet, as soon as the knife left Damian’s hand, the boy quickly swerved his feet, narrowly dodging the knife attack.

How is he doing that?

The kid’s skills were truly remarkable.

Damian’s mana knives were designed so that they flickered in and out of existence at a rapid speed, making them undetectable via mana sense. That meant the kid’s ability to sense the knife flying through the air was due to an incredibly tuned ear that could only be developed through years and years of training. Years that this kid simply did not have on him.

How is it even possible that this kid is such a talented fighter?

The battle continued in this way for another minute or so until Damian decided they’d reached a stalemate.

Time to change up my strategy.

But then it looked as if the kid had beat him to the punch.

The kid lifted up his blade far above his own head.

Damian’s eyes widened.

He’s not even focusing on me, he’s focusing on destroying the source of the werewolf curse!
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Sam swung his demonic rune blade down upon the glowing blue crystal.

His sword sliced downward in a glorious and triumphant arc only for a shrill clang to echo throughout the entire cavern.

His sword bounced back towards him like he’d attacked an invisible energy barrier of some kind.

A message appeared in his retina.

Source of Werewolf Curse Cannot Be Destroyed If More Than One Faction Is Within a Ten-Meter Vicinity

Sam’s eye twitched with annoyance.

This was new information to him. In his previous timeline, Damian Blackthorne had won the scenario gate fighting on the side of the werewolf faction. There was less

information on this version of stage three of the scenario gate. Stage three in Sam’s past had been for Damian to succeed in murdering the Eldorian king and taking the throne.

The scenario gate worked in such a way that the stages evolved in branching paths based on who won each stage. Sam had already changed so much of his previous timeline by winning the first two stages of the scenario gate that he was now in completely uncharted territory.

None of that truly mattered right now, however. What did matter was what the dungeon world was telling him: to win the scenario gate he had to defeat Damian Blackthorne.

There was no other way.

Sam was slightly irritated by this turn of events. Destroying the crystal had been a good strategy. If Damian wanted to fight from the shadows in the coy way that he currently was doing, then attacking the crystal would either lead Sam to an easy victory or force Damian out of the shadows.

Sam wasn’t too frustrated, though.

Destroying the crystal while Damian hid from afar was more of a spontaneous on-the-fly plan.

His overarching plan was still moving forward with great effect.

He looked up to the opening high up in the cavern.

The sky was slowly turning orange.

Sam smirked.

My plan is almost complete.
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Damian kept moving around the shadows, throwing out mana projectiles at his opponent.

The boy continued to dodge them with the skill and grace that he had been exhibiting for the entire battle.

Why won’t you just die, you runt, Damian thought to himself with frustration.

Damian had almost dived straight at the boy when he had attacked the crystal, but then a message appeared in his retina that had given him great relief.

Looks like your craftiness can only get you so far, he thought to himself viciously.

Damian was prepared to go on a full-frontal assault. He still had a whole bunch of skills and abilities he hadn’t yet used on the boy.

And yet, Damian felt hesitant to use those abilities. Mainly because, they still had a timer on the clock. Thirty minutes left. If the kid didn’t defeat him in that time, Damian’s faction ended up winning.

There was just one tiny problem for Damian with waiting out the clock.

It was right at that moment that Damian suddenly felt his knees buckle.

Damian froze on the spot.

He was well aware of the sensation going through his body right now. Power was draining from him by the second.

Daytime was approaching.

Such an insolent little fool, Damian thought as he collapsed on the ground. The crafty little runt has been playing a waiting game all along.
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The projectile attacks had stopped.

Sam looked up to the top of the cave where the night sky could be seen slowly giving way to early morning.

Soon enough it would be safe for him to find Damian’s weakened body and finish him off. Then he’d be in the clear to destroy the glowing crystal and finish the scenario gate victoriously.

But then something strange happened.

Instead of getting lighter and brighter, the orange sky began to darken, going purple then blue then black.

What!?

Stars reappeared in the sky and moonlight shone back down upon the cavern.

A large laugh echoed in front of him.

Sam shivered.

This was a new ability that Sam had never heard of Damian possessing. As far as Sam knew, the rogue Traveler couldn’t rewind time.

And yet, it appeared as if his enemy just did.
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Sam shuddered at the sight of the moon’s luminescent gaze shining down through the open crevice in the cavern’s ceiling.

Footsteps echoed through the cave, followed by a pair of yellow eyes glowing out from the shadows. Soon stepping out from the cover of darkness was Damian Blackthorne.

The man chuckled to himself as he took in Sam’s confused face.

“You fool. You think I don’t have a contingency plan for my greatest weakness.”

Sam did not like the man’s growing confidence. For the last few minutes, the rogue Traveler had stuck to the shadows and had been dead silent. Now suddenly he was standing right in front of him without the tiniest air of caution. It made Sam uneasy. He preferred to be the one with tricks up his sleeve. Not the other way around.

He wasn’t sure if this was an evolution of one of Damian’s abilities, or that he’d managed to conceal reaching an even higher tier-level. Or perhaps it was a magical item. He was well aware of Damian’s Nightmare Reality ability—but that ability stopped functioning as soon as daytime arrived and Sam had been keeping track of the time since they had entered the dungeon gate. It was genuinely morning in Eldoria now.

Whatever the ability was, Damian Blackthorne had managed to keep it secret in Sam’s first timeline.

“Looks like your cowardly strategy isn’t going to work,” hissed Damian. “What are you going to do now, fool?”
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Damian felt an overwhelming joy just looking at the confused face of his opponent in front of him.

The boy’s whole forehead was quizzically creased. His eyes filled with perplexing bewilderment.

Finally, Damian thought. I’ve finally put this squirmy little runt in his place.

The whole mission had gone awry due to this kid’s annoying craftiness that it felt so deeply satisfying to have gotten the upper hand over him.

In some ways, the kid should be honored. Damian had held onto this rare magic scroll for years in case there ever came a point where he truly needed it. Where he found himself in a do or die scenario.

The magic scroll unleashed a powerful area of effect ability called, “Endless Night.”

It was the perfect item for someone like him with the Night Stalker class.

His greatest weakness was the loss of powers come daytime; this magic scroll, at least for a one-time usage, allowed him to stay powerful for a little while longer.

It was his trump card and he’d finally played it.
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Sam’s eyes narrowed on his enemy.

The rogue Traveler offered him a sinister grin.

“Tick, tock,” laughed Damian.

In one move, Damian had completely altered the state of the battle. Before Damian had unleashed his artificial night-time ability, it was beneficial for Sam to be letting time pass. Now that Damian would stay in his Night Stalker class for the foreseeable future, however, he was now under a lot more time pressure to destroy the source of the werewolf curse before the scenario gate’s timer ran out.

He wasn’t sure what his best move now was.

His waiting strategy was bust.

He now needed to figure out how to take Damian on while he was still at full-power.

It also looked as if he wasn’t going to be able to rely on Pain Ring. Or at least not as consciously as he had hoped.

Sam suddenly knew what he had to do.

Gripping his demonic rune blade , Sam took a step forward, exiting the confines of the Pain Ring, and rushed towards Damian.
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Damian’s eyes widened with glee as the kid rushed out of his little power buff circle or whatever it was and rushed towards him.

Damian materialized his Night Stalker’s sharp mana claws in either hand and met the young man head on.

The boy’s sword immediately clashed with his thick energy claws.

The rogue Traveler quickly assessed the power level of the kid. It was the same as it had been before, which meant that whatever advantages he had been gaining inside that red circle of his, did not carry over to outside of it.

Just as I had expected.

The young man pulled back his sword with the glowing red runes, only to slash downward towards Damian’s skull with a vicious fury.

As the sword came flying towards his forehead, Damian quickly triggered his invisibility and slipped away from his opponent back with the cover of darkness.

The young man then materialized glass vials of blood that he began to smash all over the cave. Echoes of glass shattering on the floor filled the room.

What the heck is the kid doing?

Soon almost the entirety of the cavern had a puddle or rivulet of dark red blood covering it.

The sickly sight of blood everywhere had Damian on edge. Seeing blood everywhere when fighting someone who could use blood magic was the equivalent of fighting a wind mage and seeing a tornado.

It spelled trouble.

At that very moment, the black-haired kid unleashed the ability that Damian had been keeping a lookout for since the beginning of the fight.

Blood Flame.

From the scarlet-stained ground, crimson fire rose with a terrifying wrath. An intense scent of metallic bitterness and charred embers filled Damian’s nostrils as the blood flame crackled and popped nearby. Tendrils and waves of intensely destructive heat erupted all around him, including the very place Damian was standing.

This was the ability the kid must have used to set the entire forest on fire and wipe out the majority of the werewolves.

Okay, Damian mused. So it looks like the flames can appear anywhere there is spilled blood on the ground.

He needed to get somewhere in the cave where there wasn’t any blood.

He rushed forward to the one clear spot he could make out.

It was only once Damian was standing in the middle of the clear spot did he recognize the boundaries of the red circle he was standing in.

His eyes widened.

Uh oh.

“Gotcha,” hissed a terrible voice from above him.
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Sam descended upon Damian Blackthorne, holding his demonic rune blade high above his head. He slashed downward. The glowing red runes of the black sword blurred in the air as the blade rushed towards its enemy’s forehead.

This is it, Sam thought. My plan is working perfectly.

By filling the cavern with the level 1 version of his Blood Flame ability, he simultaneously distracted Damian from his Pain Ring while also pushing him right towards it. Sam had purposely made it the only safe ground in the whole cavern. He had effectively forced Damian to enter his Pain Ring, and now, Sam was about to unleash all the built-up strength and power he had gained inside the Pain Ring upon his enemy.

It had been whole minutes since it had begun and given all the buffs from his powerful sword and other items, his power level was on the same tier as Damian’s, meaning his sword should cut through the man just like it would normally.

And that’s what it did.

The demonic rune blade hit Damian’s forehead, rapidly creating a split gash of flesh, peeling open the man’s head, brain, and eventually entire body in half.

Damian Blackthorne’s faded eyes stared out at Sam in horror as the two sides of him collapsed onto the ground on either side of him.

Blood and entrails spilled out on the ground below in a pathetic puddle of squishy flesh.

Sam did not even waste a second to revel in the victory and destruction of his opponent.

He still had the scenario gate mission to complete.

If he didn’t destroy the crystal in time, his triumph against Damian would be all for nothing.

He quickly turned towards the glowing crystal at the center of the room.

He attacked it with all of his might.

Time to finish this.

As soon as the sword hit the crystal, a familiar clanging sound echoed all throughout the room.

Huh?

A message prompt soon followed Sam’s attack.

Source of Werewolf Curse Cannot Be Destroyed If More Than One Faction Is Within a Ten-Meter Vicinity

Sam did not understand.

Damian Blackthorne was dead.

He turned around to investigate the body only to find that it wasn’t there.

All that remained of it was wispy black smoke.

That can’t be right, Sam thought, just as he heard a laugh echo all around him, and it suddenly became abundantly clear what was happening.

Sam was trapped inside Damian’s Nightmare Reality ability.

He gritted his teeth in frustration.

Damian must have set up the Nightmare Reality as soon as he had prolonged his ability to stay in his Night Stalker class once morning hit.

Sam didn’t waste a second, rushing back towards the cave’s entrance.

Damian’s Nightmare Reality ability was one of the Night Stalker class’ abilities that Sam had been aware of due to his knowledge from his previous timeline. He knew about the power, including its weakness.

The ability functioned both as a psychological assault as well as an environmental one. It was the latter characteristic that explained its blind spot.

If you stepped out of range of the fabricated reality, its effect on your brain disappeared, cancelling the ability from continuing forward as well.

So, Sam rushed out from beyond the artificial reality, until he felt a blip and suddenly Sam was standing right in the center of the cave before he had started running.

Sam had broken through.

Now time to go take on Damian in actual reality.

[image: ]


Damian crouched in his hiding spot.

He had climbed and perched himself up on a rock towards the open crevice in the cave.

This position should buy me a bit more time, Damian thought.

That was all he cared about now. Whittling time away. Even if he loved the idea of slaying the black-haired boy to bits, the kid was too talented a fighter. Damian would happily complete his mission by a technicality if he had to now.

That was why he had set up the Nightmare Reality and why he had perched himself high above. It was all a means of killing time. The Nightmare Reality would function as a distraction. His current position would also protect him from the boy’s deadly blood magic flames when he finally broke through. From what Damian had observed, the blood flames could only appear where there was spilled blood and there was none high up where he was.

Suddenly, the black-haired boy who stood in an invulnerable daze in the center of the room, looked up at him with a knowing stare.

So he broke through, Damian thought to himself.

“It’s over,” Damian taunted. “Just face it.”

The boy walked towards him, just shaking his head.

“You’re right,” said the black-haired boy. “It is over. Just not for who you think it is.”

The boy then dematerialized his sword and clenched his fists.

He then let out a huge roar as he triggered an ability Damian had up until that point not witnessed yet.

In fact, no one had witnessed this ability of Sam’s before, not even Sam.

As Sam let out a huge scream, blood flames began to swirl around him. His eyes glowed red with ember.

The whole ground of the cave began to shake.

What’s happening?

Then a huge light suddenly glowed above the leader of the Arcane Reavers.

A huge molten ball of blood flame came crashing down into the wall of rocks beside him.

The small meteor of flame smashed into the cave wall, creating an explosion of rock and flames that shook the very core of the cave itself.

Damian would have sighed with relief if it was just the one ball of flame, but things were quickly going from bad to worse.

There were multiple balls of blood flame hurtling down from high above. It was an absolute barrage of incandescent anger falling from above. A meteor shower of molten smoldering spheres of crimson fire.

It was the newest evolution of Sam’s Blood Flame ability, otherwise known as the Blood Flame Storm.

It rained down on Damian Blackthorne, obliterating the man, once and for all.
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Meteors of destruction continued to crash down all around Sam.

Finally, he unclenched his fists and found the new ability to begin waning in its assault.

“It’s over, Damian,” said Sam with triumphant satisfaction.

He looked on with amazement as a few more balls of fire rained down above him. It was the result of the newly evolved Death Lord ability. This was level 4 of the novice-tier ability, Blood Flame. He could now unleash Blood Flame Storm: hurling meteors of blood flame from the sky above.

This was a whole new level of power and Sam was extremely excited with it. It added unprecedented versatility and range to his main area-of-effect power. Before the ability’s evolution, Blood Flame could only erupt from spilled blood on the ground, but now he could rain down damage from the heavens. This meant that the Blood Flame Storm could deal damage and hit areas far beyond simply where there was spilled blood. It only needed to be within the vicinity.

Phenomenal, Sam thought to himself.

He watched as Damian’s body twitched in its last seconds of life.

But then something strange happened.

Sam’s eyes widened and he hurried over to the dying man.

It couldn’t be, he thought. But that would mean⁠—
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Meanwhile, outside of where the gray dungeon gate had first appeared, the mayor of Hawkestone, Lydia Elmsworth, stood in front of three Travelers.

A dwarf, an elf, and a human woman.

Lydia narrowed her eyes in frustration at the three Travelers in front of her. Then looked at where the gray dungeon gate had been before it had disappeared.

“I thought you were here to alleviate my problems,” she sighed. “How come the dungeon gate disappeared?”

The three Travelers looked to each other.

The captain, Olivia Reeves, spoke for the group.

“We’re not sure, ma’am.”

Lydia’s eye twitched.

These three were meant to be magical super-beings who could travel into dungeon gates and slay monsters. If they had no idea what was going on, how were the rest of them supposed to cope?

“That’s helpful,” said Lydia. “Could you elaborate a bit more. Do we need to prepare for an attack?”

The elf spoke up, “Well, Ms. Mayor, if our allies inside succeed, then we have nothing to worry about.”

“And if they don’t?”

“If they don’t succeed, there’s two possible outcomes,” said Curtis. “A group of deadly rogue Travelers exit the dungeon with rare and powerful weaponry that they then use to wreak destruction on Hawkestone. The other possibility, in the event that all the Travelers in the dungeon gate don’t make it out alive, is that there’s a dungeon break and a group of powerful demi-humans exit and murder everyone in sight.”

Lydia suddenly wanted to punch the elf.

“Shut up, elf,” said the dwarf. “Can’t you see you’re freaking the mayor out. Don’t worry, ma’am. If a horde of genocidal demi-humans exit the dungeon gate, you can rely on the three of us to squash them.”

“You three?” balked the mayor. “The three people who were allegedly meant to stop the rogue Travelers from entering in the first place. You three are gonna help?”

“That’s right, ma’am,” said Brock, not noticing the mayor’s frustration with him. “I’ll happily squash a group of murderous monsters for you. My absolute pleasure. That is—erm, I mean—if they come out. They still might not!”

“Exactly!” all three of them said at once.

“As you can see,” said Olivia, mustering a smile. “You have nothing to worry about.”

Before Lydia could say anything else, her assistant rushed towards her.

“Mayor,” said the assistant. “There’s been reports that the Arcane Reavers hired a group of mercenary bandits to invade the city and create chaos in the streets.’

Lydia groaned inwardly.

Just what I needed.

“Okay,” she said. “Gather up the different guilds. We’re all going to need to work together if we’re going to take on this threat.”

Lydia quickly started assigning tasks to the different industries and smaller communities within the city and what they would be needed to do to help defend themselves.

She looked at the three Travelers.

“C’mon,” said the mayor. “We’ve got work to do.”
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Sam stepped toward Damian.

The man’s skin had begun to fill with strange black veins, appearing just beneath his pale skin.

Sam shuddered.

He recognized those veins. He didn’t like the meaning behind them.

Damian snickered as life began to fade away from him.

“You fool,” said Damian. “You won’t be able to stop the New Queen, Lilith.”

Damian’s eyes went glassy and his jaw stretched open wide. A strange cracking sound of insectoid legs then filled the room. Odd legs squishing on dead flesh. Eventually, climbing out from the deceased mouth of Damian Blackthorne was a massive black cockroach with beady red eyes.

Sam reacted on pure instinct.

Thrusting his arm forward as he materialized his demonic rune blade, the sword skewered the black bug before it could fly away.

He quickly sighed with relief once he knew the bug was dead.

The bug could have infected him and, all his plans would have gone out the window.

That was a mind roach.

It was the exact reason he kept the fact that he was from the future a secret to even those closest to him. If that bug had taken over his body, all of his knowledge of the future would have become information his captor could have used for their own benefit.

His relief was short-lived, however.

The presence of the bug, the fact that Damian even spoke of Lilith, was all very bad news.

Horrifying, actually.

Damian Blackthorne had been under Lilith’s control all along.

That completely rewrote Sam’s understanding of history. This was a secret fact that scholars, historians, and academics had all missed in Sam’s first timeline.

That meant, Lilith had not only been the architect of the Elven Genocide, but she had originally been behind the Gray Gate Catastrophe as well.

Sam shivered.

She’s come into being much faster than I had expected her to.

There was still so much work to be done.
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Sam stepped away from Damian’s pale corpse and hurried over to the glowing crystal.

The scenario gate still hadn’t been completed.

He gripped his demonic rune blade and slashed the glowing crystal with as much strength and force that he had in him.

With relief, the attack went through.

Cracks appeared in the glowing crystal, spreading throughout the entire thing, until it exploded into a flash of light.

Congratulations! Your faction has won the scenario!

Sam’s vision went completely black.
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Sam’s eyes opened to a great white expanse.

He distinctly felt the sounds of breathing nearby.

He turned over and saw Toby and Klara lying on the ground beside him.

A huge sigh of relief automatically exited him at the sight of his friends.

Once he’d separated from them, there was no way of knowing what had happened to him. He had confidence in them to hold their own, but even then, the battles they were facing were tough. The two of them going up against members of the Arcane Reavers had never been part of the original plan. He was glad to see they were able to fight them off.

Klara’s eyes fluttered open, followed by Toby’s.

“Sam!” Klara said with excitement. “You’re alright.”

“Sorry we didn’t get down to the cave to help you, mate,” said Toby. “Damian blocked off the tunnel.”

Sam’s eyes widened with shock.

“Wait, you guys defeated Brom Grimfury and Kaelan Pyreforge?”

“Don’t act so surprised,” grumbled Klara.

“I know,” said Toby. “He acts all cool, but underneath, it’s all ruthless condescension.”

“Sorry,” said Sam, before grinning. “I’m just impressed.”

“We can tell you all about it on the journey back to Resfall,” said Klara. “In the meantime, do you mind explaining where the heck we are.”

“Yeah, I was just lying on the ground beside Klara and then—poof—I’m in this creepy white room,” said Toby. “It’s weird.”

“I’m sure before you were sent here you got a message in your retina?” asked Sam.

“Yeah, just congratulating us on winning the scenario gate,” said Klara.

“Exactly,” said Sam. “And this place is where we collect our prize. It’s kind of like the class choosing zone at the end of the White Gate.”

At that moment a strange purple portal appeared in front of them.

“We each have to step in there,” said Sam. “Choose our victory item and then we’ll be sent back to outside of the Gray Gate. We shouldn’t waste too much time as there might be a horde of bandits about to attack Hawkestone.”

Both Klara and Toby’s eyes widened at that statement.

“How the heck do you even know tha⁠—”

Sam couldn’t answer because he’d sprinted and leaped into the purple portal.
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The world on the other side of the purple portal was much like the zone before it.

An expansive white room. It was like existing on a three-dimensional blank canvas. It was incredibly strange.

The only difference to the expansive white room before it was the lack of a purple portal and the addition of a wooden treasure chest.

Here we go, Sam thought, stepping towards the chest.

He felt his heart pick up as excitement began to overtake him.

He undid the latches of the chest and opened it up.

Inside was a scroll, glowing with red light.

Sam felt his stomach sink.

Oh no.

It was a special type of item: a red illuminated item scroll.

Such an item would force Sam to make a choice between the items, but he’d be given less information than a normal illuminated item scroll.

He bent over and pulled the magic scroll out of the treasure chest. He pulled the string that held the rolled paper tight and tossed the string into the empty white expanse. He then unfurled the scroll.

Shadeslayer, The Shadow Blade (*Redacted*) (*Redacted*)

(*Ability Redacted*)

Or

Holy Blade of Light (*Redacted*) (*Redacted*)

(*Ability Redacted*)

Sam instantly felt his stomach twist into knots.

He knew it was going to be an agonizingly difficult choice as soon as he saw the red illuminated item scroll, but he didn’t realize how excruciating it was going to be until he read the scroll.

He basically only had the names of the swords to go off, but they both sounded great. The problem was he had no idea what either sword’s special abilities were, or their rarity or tier-level.

He shuddered just thinking about the worst-case scenario where he ended up picking one and it ended up being low in rarity or tier where the other one was epically rare and powerful.

Still, he figured either sword would be worthwhile. It was normal for rarer items to have longer names which both swords had.

It really came down to making an educated guess.

He considered the first option: Shadeslayer, The Shadow Blade. He imagined a black sword with tendrils of black smoke emanating around it. The ability might incorporate some kind of shadow magic. Very interesting.

He then mused over the second option: Holy Blade of Light. A paladin’s sword if he had ever heard one. It probably glowed with bright energy and offered to heal damage or allies. Also fantastic.

The choice was very difficult and challenging.

The Holy Blade of Light could have some amazing extra abilities that complemented his current Traveler abilities, however, it also had a high likelihood of having abilities that worked counter to the fundamental fighting style demanded by his current classes.

Meanwhile, Shadeslayer might not have anything that directly complemented his abilities, but it probably wouldn’t have anything that went fully against them either. It might deal great damage and have a nifty extra ability perk that would be useful.

In the end, Sam’s gut was leaning towards Shadeslayer.

He went through the red illuminated item’s scroll prompts and once he’d confirmed his decision, the item poofed into a cloud of smoke and reappearing in its place was an incredible-looking black sword with glowing purple runes and black smoky tendrils spinning around it.

With the item now chosen and in his hands, he could read over the stats and special ability.

He was very pleased.

Very pleased indeed.
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A woman screamed in terror as she ran through the streets of Hawkestone.

Her whole frame was tense and rigid with fear, her muscles visibly straining as she rushed forward away from those chasing her.

“Come back,” hissed the group of bandits chasing after her.

She tightened her eyes closed for a moment, hoping that when she opened them, she’d be waking up from a dream. Just a very bad horrible dream where her home city was overtaken by a gigantic dungeon gate and marauded by bandits all in the same day. A nightmare where she had to separate from her daughter in the hopes of leading the bandits away from her precious little girl.

Yet, when she opened her eyes, she was still in Hawkestone, running for her life.

She felt her sweat cling to her skin as she clenched her fists and swung, hoping that somehow the frantic energy of her arms would make her legs go faster. Her chest heaved as she breathed in and out in absolute panic.

She turned a corner only to find herself in a dead-end alleyway.

Her face went pale as she could hear the footsteps of those chasing her get louder and louder behind her.
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In a different part of the city, a little girl sprinted forward, tears in her eyes.

She had to keep rubbing the tears out of the way so she could see where she was going.

Broken glass littered the streets along with smoke and fire.

Mommy had told her to run as fast as she could while she distracted the scary men away. All the girl wanted was her mommy back. She didn’t understand why this was happening to her. Why any of this was happening at all.

A group of bandits with sharp swords turned the corner, appearing right in front of her.

She stopped dead in her tracks.

The little girl turned around, only to see another group of bandits coming in the opposite direction.

She was trapped.

The men snickered as they approached.

“Little girls sell well on the slave market out at sea,” they hissed.

The girl didn’t know what to do.

The bandits kept creeping closer and closer.

Just as the girl was about to scream, she noticed rivulets of water running through the cracks of the cobblestone.

That’s odd, she thought.

Then a huge gush of water filled the street from far away.

A young brown-haired boy in a wizard’s cloak emerged, riding some kind of board alongside the water.

The figure fired off spheres of hostile water magic, knocking out the bandits attacking the girl.

The figure surfed forward, almost like he was creating the very wave that he was riding on top of.

He picked up the girl just as the rushing water crashed in and obliterated the bandits.

The girl looked at the boy, mesmerized.

My hero, she thought.

“Don’t worry,” said the young wizard. “I got you.”
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A bandit smashed a window with a loose brick he found on the ground.

With the window open, he was able to poke his hands through and unlock the door on the inside.

He opened the door to find a family, cowering in fear.

They instantly ran to the back of the house, throwing down tables to get in the bandit and his fellow criminal compatriots’ way.

The bandits pushed forward, chasing the family out into the courtyard.

“I never understood why people run in situations like this,” snickered the bandit, drawing out his sword. “You came out to this courtyard, even though you knew there was no escape for you here. So why even bother?”

The group of bandits moved towards the family in a large regiment.

One of the bandit’s colleagues nudged him in the shoulder.

“Um, boss,” said the colleague.

“What?”

The colleague pointed to high up in the air.

There was a speck in the sky.

The speck began to get bigger and bigger.

Suddenly the speck was no longer a speck, but rather an amber-haired girl with a powerful spear swirling with starfire magic, heading straight towards them like a missile in the sky.

Whorls of celestial blue and silver flame spiraled around the shaft of the incoming girl’s spear, cackling with arcane energy. The spear’s tip aimed unerringly at the bandits looking up at it with awe.

The girl landed into the group of bandits, creating a powerful explosion of energy, obliterating the group in seconds.

She back flipped and landed on the ground, wearing a shiny set of new boots.

The family looked on at the Traveler with amazement.
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Mayor Lydia Elmsworth found herself surrounded by bandits.

She had stretched the city’s resources and manpower too thin and now she was paying the consequences.

She looked at the group of men viciously grinning at her with bloodlust in their eyes.

They took a step towards her when out of nowhere a line formed in one of the bandits’ necks, exploding with blood.

They looked around frantically.

They pointed at Lydia. “You witch, we’ll kill you!”

That was when a black-haired swordsman emerged behind them.

“It’s him! Kill him!”

The bandits rushed towards him.

Yet as the bandits moved forward, their limbs were hacked off, their bodies collapsing on top of one another, sliding like diced meat was the closest they were able to get to them.

But how…? wondered a bandit lying on the ground.

The boy was slicing and slashing his sword, but he was nowhere near the bandits.

It was precisely at that moment that the bandit saw the boy stab the shadow of his colleague in the chest and simultaneously watched a gaping hole form in his bandit companion meters away from where the swordsman had struck.

Impossible!

The boy was attacking their shadows.

It was the last thing the bandit realized before he saw the boy slash down at the shadow of the bandit’s very own neck.
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Within an hour of Sam and his companions return from the Gray Gate, the bandit attack on Hawkestone had quickly been tampered down and removed.

The group of Travelers reconvened in the center of the city along with the mayor to confirm that everyone was indeed alright and figure out what the recovery plan would be now that the battle was over.

By the time Olivia had reached the center of the city, she’d already heard whispers and rumors of the Travelers who had come and undoubtedly swayed the battle in their favor.

The boy who could ride waves of his own creation.

The girl who could jump up to the skies and land down with violent mayhem.

And, finally, the boy who could kill just by attacking another’s shadow.

Incredible, Olivia thought as she heard these rumors on her way to the city center.

But beyond just her amazement, she also felt an overwhelming sense of curiosity.

What happened to those three while in the Gray Gate? How have they returned with such new strengths and abilities?

The answer to her question was abundantly clear when she reunited with the three of them.

They had succeeded in their mission of completing the irregular gate and the trio had returned with magnificently rare items that augmented their power sets.

Toby had acquired an adept-tier item of mythic rarity known as the Mystic Wave Weaver, a magical surfboard that absorbed water magic to generate its own tidal wave it could ride upon. It also increased the potency of water elemental attacks.

Klara had an adept-tier item of super-rare rarity known as the Boundless Sky Boots. The boots granted her the power to jump incredible heights and also land with safety. Combined with her spear attacks, the boots augmented her power to deal insane levels of damage upon landing.

And, then finally, there was Sam’s newest sword. A black blade that glowed with purple runes and emitted black tendrils and mist all around it. The blade was known as Shadeslayer, the Shadow Blade. The sword was of mythic rarity and had a master-tier level of power.

Upon Olivia’s first witnessing the sword, she felt awe and terror at the sight of such a deadly blade.

She watched as the three young friends laughed together, now that the battle for Hawkestone was over.

They’re improving so fast, she thought to herself.

She hadn’t seen such impressive Traveler growth and progression ever in all of her years working for the guild. She looked at the black-haired boy laughing with his friends, scratching the back of his head.

It all had to do with this young man.

The emergence and purpose of the dungeon gates still remained a mystery to them all, but it was a foreboding one.

Perhaps this boy will be the one who saves them from whatever calamity these dungeon gates are sure to one day bring.

Olivia shook her head, wishing away the dark thoughts.

For the time being, things were good.

Hawkestone had been saved.

Damian Blackthorne had been stopped.

And a tragic event—one that only Sam had prior knowledge of, known as the Gray Gate Catastrophe—had been officially averted.
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A few days later, Sam woke up in his bedroom in the Gilded Griffin, a fancy inn, whose innkeeper had offered him and his companions a free place to stay after all they had done to save the city of Hawkestone.

Sam stretched and pulled himself out from the comfort of the cozy feather mattress and thick warm blankets.

Across from him, a fireplace roared, while the light of the day poked through the cracks in the velvet curtains in front of the windowsill.

I could get used to this, Sam thought to himself.

Only the wealthiest of merchants stayed at a place like this. It put their austere lodgings at the Resfall Traveler’s Guild Hall to shame.

It was too bad, then, that this would be their last morning here.

But Sam did not live his life for the pursuit of absolute leisure and there were things that needed to be attended to.

Lilith, he thought to himself.

Just thinking the words of that horrific woman and all her misdeeds she did in Sam’s first timeline made him shudder.

He had taken the exoskeleton of the bug that had crawled out from Damian Blackthorne’s throat. He had some ideas of the power behind the bug, but he would want to investigate it further.

The Elven Genocide wasn’t for another few months, and he would need to do as much work as he could to prepare for the huge battle that lay ahead.

A battle that didn’t just affect him, but everyone in all of Westria.

Sam got out of bed, opened the curtains to the sight of the chilled overcast Novriel day in Hawkestone. After that, he got dressed, packed his belongings, and headed downstairs to join the others.

Olivia and Curtis were both awake sitting on a leather couch beside a fireplace in the inn’s common room.

Olivia had her arms crossed and her eyes closed, softly meditating and letting the time pass.

Curtis was fiddling with a wizard’s staff of his, carving it and adding additional runes of some kind.

Klara and Toby stumbled down next, yawning as they did so.

They were all ready to go, but they were just missing one member of their party.

“Where’s Brock?” asked Toby.

At that exact moment, the dwarf stumbled downstairs. He was red in the face, sweaty, puffy-eyed, and looked absolutely horrible.

“Why are you all bloody looking at me that way?” he groaned.

“If I had to describe it precisely as I could, my answer to your question would have to be, we’re looking at you this way because you look like absolute crap,” said Curtis.

Brock stared angrily at his elf companion.

“Don’t pick a fight with me, elf,” said Brock. “Not today.”

“Are you alright?” asked Toby.

“Just remind me if we ever pass through this bloody city ever again to not agree to a drinking contest with the miners. I don’t know how mere mortals without a Traveler’s constitution can drink that much, but I now know, they bloody well can.”

And, on that note, the Travelers left the Gilded Griffin Inn.
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Mayor Lydia Elmsworth waited with a large group of citizens at the edge of the city to wish the Travelers who had saved their home well on their journey.

One woman had baked them all her special sorcery swirl cinnamon buns to snack on as they travelled. The baked goods were done in thanks of saving both her and her daughter against the evil bandit horde.

The citizens all cheered and waved the Travelers goodbye as they set forth back to their home of Resfall.

The mayor smiled at the sight of it all.

The people of Hawkestone were grateful. The Travelers hadn’t just saved them, but had changed and altered them forever.

The citizens were now working together and becoming more prosperous, which could mostly be credited to the group of Travelers.

The party of Travelers’ camaraderie and fighting spirit showed the citizens how they too could work together.

The mayor had used her leadership to help get the whole small city to that mindset.

And, for realizing she had it within her power to do that, she had the Travelers’ fearless leader, the black-haired boy known as Sam, to thank for that.
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A few weeks later, Sam and his companions arrived at the western gate of Resfall on a bitterly cold morning in Wintersmid.

It was early in the morning still, the sky a dark gray. White dots of snow fell down all around them.

“I’m looking forward to getting back to the guild hall,” Toby shivered. “I just want to drink hot cocoa and hang out by the fireplace in the common room.”

“Agreed,” said Klara. “Just add some marshmallows to the hot chocolate and we’re good to go.”

“Or some hype juice, if you know what I mean,” laughed Brock.

“Or plan your next mission,” grumbled Olivia. “Or have you forgotten that you’re Travelers.”

Everyone was slightly grumpy, just with the long and cold weeks of traveling back to Resfall. Everyone was impatient to be home.

The miserable weather wasn’t helping either.

The black iron gates rolled open and the Travelers with their blue cloaks billowing behind them stepped back into the capital city they called their home.

They were instantly bombarded with a city full of Hearthmas cheer. Garlands of ivy and pinecones were strung across the rooftops of all the houses, gold and silver baubles flickering with light. The smell of gingerbread and hot cocoa wafted through the air.

It was still early, but the city was already awake and getting ready for the day.

As they strolled through the festive streets of the city on their way back to the guildhall, they passed by different shops offering special Hearthmas sales and gift ideas. One store caught Sam’s eye. He saw the words, The Beak Boutique, painted onto a glass window, with words written underneath: Resfall’s First Bird Watching Specialty Shop.

Beyond the glass window was a chalkboard sign listing dates of upcoming bird watching workshops. Most of the workshops had the words “sold out” written beside them. Inside the shop, Sam could see binoculars, camouflage clothing, and other specialty gear and manuals all for sale.

He smiled knowingly to himself, amazed at all the ways big and small this new timeline had evolved in its own unique way and the large part Sam played in that development.

He was then quickly presented one of the more odd and annoying developments.

“Here, sir, have a candy cane for morale!”

A little kid had emerged in front of him holding up a candy cane.

“Uh, sure,” said Sam, taking the candy cane off the kid.

“Amazing! Hope you have a good day, sir,” said the kid. “The Dangerous Fire Brigade normally loves to give peanuts to raise morale, but since the Hearthmas holidays are coming up, we wanted to hand out something a little more festive.”

Soon the entire group had candy canes, a nice little candy to enjoy on their final jaunt back home.

The guildhall was as decorated as the rest of the city, maybe even more so. Loads of glowing multi-colored mana lights were done up like vines on the entirety of the building.

On the rooftop, Guildmaster Redfield was installing the last of the lights, wearing a red Father Hearthmas hat.

“Ho ho ho,” the guildmaster said, waving down to the returning Travelers. “Welcome back!”
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Meanwhile in the royal keep of Resfall, the throne room doors were closed and locked shut. A paper sign hung from the door frame with words scrawled in black ink: “Royal Dance Classes Currently Underway. Do Not Enter.”

Anyone who may have passed by the door and sign would be perplexed for multiple reasons. For one thing, Queen Alice Grace was already renowned as an impeccable dancer. What more lessons could she need in a skill she was already so talented in? The other confusing thing was that no music could be heard through the doors of the throne room. And, finally, more disturbing than thought-provoking were the regular sounds of screaming and groans that echoed beyond the doors.

The royal staff just kept their heads down, knowing better than to ask any questions that didn’t directly concern them.

Beyond the throne room doors, Queen Alice Grace threw punch after punch at her handmaiden Mildred.

The queen’s fists covered in flames would smash right into Mildred’s palms before puttering out.

“Again!” Mildred would yell.

Queen Alice was sweating and red-faced. Her whole body heaved as she panted and threw punch after punch at her handmaiden-turned-fighting-instructor.

Mildred was impressed by Alice’s growing power.

The first time the Queen had awakened her Phoenix class powers it had been in the Battle for Resfall after the attempted assassination on her. She had gone into an unconscious mode of absolute destruction. It was powerful no doubt, but the class would be no good for her if Alice couldn’t learn to control it. It would be a dangerous liability for both herself and everyone around her.

Mildred felt extra responsible for training Alice. It went beyond merely her duties as a handmaiden and her overarching love and concern for the girl. She felt an extra obligation because she was one of the Travelers who had discovered the class stone that had imparted this incredibly unique class onto the girl.

It had been Alice’s late father, the former king, who had requested any class stones discovered get brought to him to impart upon his daughter.

The dungeon gates had brought a new era upon all of Westria. The old dynasties and rulers would not survive if they didn’t keep up with the changing times.

If Alice was going to reign over Volsungar as an adult, she was going to need to have a Traveler class to defend herself and her kingdom with.

Which was why when Mildred brought the class stone of mythic rarity to the former king, it had been deemed the best thing to give the girl her class.

She’d have an outstandingly rare class, and without having to go through the terrible trials of the White Gate.

It all felt reasonable and smart.

Little did they realize that they were imparting the girl with a class—that unlike the vast majority of classes—came with its own pre-novice-tier ability.

Phoenix Mode.

A power that could be utilized both consciously and unconsciously to devastating effect.

Alice screamed as she laid out one more punch into Mildred’s palm.

“That’s enough for today.”

Alice shook her head. “I want to keep going.”

“These things take time,” said Mildred.

“We’ve been training for weeks and barely any of my stats have been raised. I need to get to novice-tier, at least.”

Mildred sighed. The girl didn’t understand that her pre-novice-tier ability made her so wildly different from the vast amount of Travelers. Her pre-novice tier ability had the power to be stronger than even some Travelers’ master-tier abilities.

With Alice, it was important to go slowly.

“I want to go into a dungeon gate,” said Alice. “Even a low-level one.”

Mildred shook her head.

“Absolutely not. You’re the queen of this nation,” said Mildred, “Just think if something happened to you in there.”

Before Alice could protest further, they received word that the group of Travelers who had left for Hawkestone had returned.

A small grin formed on her face as she came up with a new idea.
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The first day back in Resfall flew by.

The group was debriefed by Redfield all that had been going on in the city while they had been away. It had mostly been fine with the few odd incidents here and there.

“It’s always quite boring when you leave,” sighed Redfield. “I’m glad to have you back.”

The guildmaster’s eyebrows furrowed as he considered what he’d just said. “Though perhaps you all are a huge liability. Better for the city and country to have you all away. You might be cursed.”

After their brief meeting, the group all then went their separate ways to unpack and readjust to life in Resfall. Since they had arrived quite early in the day, there was still a lot of time to settle in and do some errands and chores.

Klara and Toby had unpacked quickly and went off on a date to explore the different Hearthmas markets around the city.

Olivia and Brock had rushed off to a nearby pub, leaving just Sam and Curtis to quietly attend to their own affairs back in the guild hall.

It had actually worked out perfectly for Sam, because he had been meaning to talk to Curtis.

Sam knocked on the journeyman-tier Traveler’s door soon after he had unpacked and got settled himself.

The elf opened the door to his room, revealing what one expected a Wizard-class Traveler’s room to look like: an alchemy set, multiple staves, piles of books and scrolls, and a bed and wardrobe shoved into the corner almost as if the general activities of life—like sleeping or getting dressed—were nothing but a mere afterthought for someone concerned with the more arcane matters of the universe.

“Oh hello, Sam,” said Curtis. “Are you not frolicking with your friends for the Hearthmas activities? One can only enjoy such seasonal delights for 3.84% of the year. That’s a fact worth considering if you pass over delicious gingerbread cookies or mulled wine.”

Sam’s eyes twitched.

Curtis had a very unique and odd way of thinking about the world sometimes.

“I have too many errands to attend to,” said Sam. “Perhaps I’ll have some hot cocoa later on.”

Curtis nodded and tapped his fingers against the door to his room.

“I too have errands,” said Curtis.

The subtext of his statement being: hurry up and explain why you’ve interrupted said errands.

“There was something I wanted to discuss with you,” said Sam. “It’s a mixture of science and magic and I think you might get a kick out of it. May I step in?”

Curtis raised his eyebrows and stepped aside to let Sam in.

Sam had successfully intrigued the elf.

With the door to Curtis’ room closed, Sam walked over to the elf’s desk and materialized the strange exoskeleton of the bug that had crawled out from Damian Blackthorne’s mouth.

“What in all of Westria is that?” said Curtis.

“Would you believe me if I told you that it came out of Damian Blackthorne’s mouth when he died?”

Curtis went seriously quiet, before sitting down at his desk and materializing a special magnifying glass to observe the exoskeleton.

“Wow,” said Curtis, looking at it closer. “I have never seen such an insect in all my life.”

He jumped out from his desk and rushed over to the bookshelf and began pulling out books on different magical beasts, before sitting back down.

“So fascinating,” said Curtis, examining the bug once more. “I’m no expert in magical entomology but I have dabbled in a few amateur research projects in the past. Mainly attempting to find ways to battle mosquitoes in the summer time—a lifetime’s work if you ask me—but this is a very meaty and exciting project.”

Sam was amazed.

He hadn’t even asked Curtis for a favor and the elf was already excited to examine the exoskeleton of the bug.

“So I brought this to you,” said Sam. “Because it’s of utmost importance to figure out the extent of this bug’s capabilities and anything else we can glean from it. This is serious, Curtis.”

He debated how much he should reveal to the elf.

That his entire race could be wiped out by the owner of this insect would be too huge a thing to tell him right now.

“In a few months’ time, we might have to face off against the owner of this bug,” said Sam. “We need to gather as much information as we can if we’re going to take them on.”

“I understand,” said Curtis. “Leave it with me.”

“Thank you,” said Sam.

Just as he had opened the elf’s door and was about to step out, the elf called out to him.

“Sam,” Curtis said, looking up from his desk and smiling at the boy. “This is one of the best Hearthmas presents anyone has ever given me. Thanks again.”

A magical cockroach is the best present you’ve ever gotten? Sam thought in disbelief.

The elf really was an odd duck, that was for sure.
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With Curtis researching the exoskeleton of the bug Lilith used to control Damian Blackthorne, Sam figured he could rest easy for the remainder of the day.

He was on his way to find Toby and Klara at one of the Hearthmas markets when just as he was passing by an alleyway, a pair of hands clasped his mouth and dragged him into the shadows.

He immediately materialized his demonic rune blade and slashed upwards only to jerkily stop himself at the sight of two gorgeous blue eyes.

Hidden beneath the hood of a drab cloak was none other than Queen Alice Grace.

Sam’s stomach lurched.

I almost chopped off Alice’s head.

“What the heck are you doing?” hissed Sam. “I almost killed you.”

This wasn’t the first time Alice had snuck up on him in the streets. In fact, one of their first interactions was after she and Mildred had kidnapped him and brought him to some sewer lair.

Without Mildred around, it looked as if the queen was only capable of dragging him into a shadowy alley.

“I need you to help me,” said the queen. “You need to escort me into a dungeon gate.”

Things were never easy with this girl.
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“You can’t be serious?”

Queen Alice Grace’s big blue eyes did not flutter or blink. The beautiful girl was deadly serious.

Sam tried to think through all the variables of such a request. Taking the queen into the dungeon gate was a huge security risk for the entire nation. Even a low-level standard dungeon gate like a blue gate would still be a risk for her.

He shook his head. “Wait,” Sam said. “Why do you want to go into the dungeon gate anyway?”

“To train my class,” said Alice.

The fact that Alice had a Traveler class was not a secret unknown to Sam. He’d witnessed the girl unleash a powerful flurry of punches and kicks earlier that year at the Lovespell Ball when they were attacked by evil dwarven cultists.

Sam rubbed his forehead as he imagined the amount of chastising he would receive from both Mildred Cross and Edgar Redfield if he indeed did what he was considering doing.

But he could see the determination in Alice’s face.

If he didn’t help her, she’d get help from elsewhere or go on her own.

If the queen was going to enter a dungeon gate, it would be better if he was there to protect her.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” said Sam. “But fine.”

Alice’s whole face lit up with joy as she beamed a smile with enough beauty and warmth it could have melted the snowflakes around them.

“You’ll really do it!?” She gave Sam a tight squeeze of a hug.

She then let go and blushed.

“How soon can we go?” said Alice. “Ideally, today would be great, seeing as I’ve already snuck out of the palace and everything.”

Sam smirked.

Again, this girl never made things easy.
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If it had been any other day, the queen’s request might have been more difficult, but fortunately, Sam was aware of a blue novice-tier dungeon gate just about to form only a few miles outside the city gates.

He had been slightly worried about getting past the guards at the gate but they let them through without question.

It really showed how much one was judged on their appearance.

A Traveler with a blue cloak and a citizen beneath a drab hood were just left to their own devices.

Fair enough, Sam thought.

About an hour later, after trudging through the cold woods, they arrived at a clearing where a blue dungeon gate glowed out in front of them.

He turned to Alice. “You ready?”

The girl gulped at the sight of the dungeon gate in front of her.

“They look so much more frightening up close,” said the queen.

Sam nodded.

While he had gotten fairly used to dungeon gates, the memory of his first one from his original timeline was etched into his memory. Being forced into a White Gate with a group of vicious and violent prisoners had been a nightmare. He remembered waiting in line, watching the glowing white portal consume more and more people like the jaws of a monster devouring them all.

He shuddered.

“I promise you it will be fine,” said Sam. “I should note, a dungeon world is a dangerous place. You need to be careful in there and try to avoid tripping or any other clumsy actions.”

Alice went red in the face and crossed her arms.

“I am not clumsy,” she said, suddenly spinning on her feet, “I’ll have you know⁠—”

Then, in a freak accident of physics, somehow the queen sprained her ankle or spun too fast on the ground, but the girl found herself teetering and swaying backwards until she was falling backwards into the blue dungeon gate.

“Ahhhhh! Help meeeee!”

It was the last thing the queen said before disappearing into the portal.

I could just leave her there, Sam chuckled to himself as he stepped into the dungeon gate, but I better not.
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For the first thirty minutes in the dungeon, they hardly moved out from the starting zone.

Alice was too in awe of the dungeon world surroundings to move beyond where they had begun.

“It just feels so real,” said Alice. “I’d always heard about what it was like to be inside a dungeon gate—but part of me thought—there must be some distinguishing feature between our world and the insides of a dungeon, but there really isn’t.”

It was neat to see Alice look at the cavern walls of the basic blue dungeon gate with such amazement. It reminded him of the truly incredible nature of being a Traveler and being able to interact so closely with the dungeon gate system.

He did feel a shudder of an odd feeling as he considered Alice’s comment about the nature of reality inside the dungeon world. It made him think of the flickering boss monster when he had taken on The Summer Killer that had turned into a demon momentarily, or the flickering Eldorians during the Gray Gate Catastrophe. In Sam’s previous timeline, there had been much research and scholarly articles written on the subject of the dungeon gates that he thought he had a firm understanding. He still did, but more and more things were beginning to happen that were making him realize that Westria’s collective knowledge of the dungeon gates only amounted to a speck of dust in a much larger cosmos.

Sam felt safe to muse and contemplate his thoughts as they weren’t in grave danger. They were in a novice-tier gate so it was extremely rare for monsters to attack them straightaway and, even if they did, the sheer power difference between the low-level goblins that existed in this dungeon gate and Sam meant he could obliterate them in seconds.

“Okay, I think I’m done touching the walls of this cavern to prove to myself I’m not in a dream,” said Alice. “Shall we start training?”

Sam pushed away his larger concerns about the nature of reality and turned back to the present situation.

Escorting the queen through her first dungeon gate.
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Mildred Cross sipped on a cup of tea in her bed chamber.

The room had the decadent royal style that could be found all across the palace. Floral wallpaper, exotic rugs, old paintings in frames that were valued more than anything Mildred owned, and silk sheets that glistened through the light that came through the large glass windows.

It wasn’t a room that Mildred would have designed had she been given the choice. She would have preferred a more austere, minimalist style. Blank walls. A bed. Maybe a chair to read in, but even that was a bit of a luxury. She was happy to sit and read on the floor.

Less clutter meant less distractions. Less distractions meant less opportunities for nefarious tampering.

Mildred Cross was of the opinion that mess was a security risk.

The reason Mildred was in this opulent room was because she was Queen Alice Grace’s chief handmaiden/security personnel and, for that reason, her bedchambers were right beside the queen’s, sharing a door between one another for emergencies.

Mildred couldn’t quite put her finger on what tipped her off as she sipped on her cup of tea but in a sudden moment, she knew something wasn’t right.

It may have been the silence through the walls. Normally, she could hear Alice humming and singing to herself or moaning from clumsily knocking her elbows against a cupboard again.

Or it was just a feeling in her gut.

The handmaiden stood up and knocked on the emergency door that separated their bedrooms.

“Your highness?”

No answer.

Mildred knocked again.

No answer a second time.

Mildred rushed into the room to find the room completely tidy and empty.

The handmaiden wracked her brain. She knew the Queen’s schedule off by heart—and the girl did not have anything planned in that moment.

She must have gone out.

But why wouldn’t she tell me that she was going out?

Mildred sighed.

She was starting to piece together a strong theory about where the Queen had gone off too, and she did not like it. She did not like it one bit.
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Guildmaster Edgar Redfield was going over some papers in his office when he heard commotion just beyond his door.

“You can’t just go in there,” yelled a voice. “You don’t have an appointment.”

Suddenly, bursting through the door was none other than Mildred Cross, completely red in the face.

Edgar’s back straightened in his chair.

He recognized Mildred’s face that he had seen many times before when the two of them had been on friendlier terms.

She was angry.

She was more than angry. She was pissed.

She had to be mad because she had barged in on him. She could be a deadly silent killer when she needed to be. She regularly visited him via the window of his office. So for her to storm into his office meant something really bad was happening.

“I don’t know why you’re here, Mildred,” said Edgar, calmly. “But I can assure you, I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Oh, yes you have,” hissed Mildred. “You trained that demonic little black-haired kid with red eyes and showered him with praise. Well, guess what, Edgar? He’s just kidnapped the queen⁠—”

Edgar’s eyes bulged.

“Wait, wha⁠—”
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For over an hour, Sam and Alice trained inside the blue dungeon gate.

Sam observed Alice take on her first goblin.

She fought with aplomb, dodging the goblin’s easily telegraphed dagger attack and blasting right through its head with a fiery phoenix punch.

He was surprised, but Alice was impressing him.

She had strong fighting skills and stances, which must have been the work of training done by Mildred Cross. Then her conscious control of her phoenix-mode ability was strikingly powerful as well.

After observing the Queen fight against the low-level goblins, he knew she could fare for herself fairly easily inside the novice-tier dungeon, so he took the time to absorb monster stones he’d collected over his last few missions and add them to his mana core and work on raising his magic affinity stats.

Alongside that, he also took the opportunity to think about new ways he could use his abilities. Tricks that he hadn’t considered before.

One thing he’d been thinking about was how powerful the new level of Blood Flame was and how much damage it had done to Damian Blackthorne.

I wonder if it had anything to do with the fact that I had been standing inside my Pain Ring.

Sam relished the theory, hoping it to be true.

The potential implications were making him more and more excited.

He had never explored this potential skill pathway in his first timeline because in that timeline he had only the Blood Knight class which didn’t offer him any ranged abilities. But now with the varying levels of the Blood Flame ability that he had gotten thanks to his legendary-rarity second class, Death Lord, he was starting to wonder: if I trigger a ranged spell from inside my Pain Ring, do I still get the power output boost, even if the spell lands outside of the Pain Ring?

Just going through the motions of the thought experiment was making Sam very excited to test it.

There was just one temporary problem. He was too powerful to test out the ability in such a low-level dungeon; his attacks would instant kill most of the monsters inside of here, so there was no way to measure whether his ranged attacks were getting the boost or not.

If the theory worked, it would help out with his new shadow blade. The ability to attack people’s shadows was extraordinary, though, it came with limitations. The power of attacks to a shadow were less than an attack to an enemy’s actual flesh. Of course, when targeting low-powered individuals like bandits as Sam had done when rescuing Hawkestone, the limitation didn’t really matter because at journeyman-tier with his Blood Knight class, he was just so much stronger than the average human being that he could slice right through them with absolute ease.

But, if Sam hoped to deal serious damage to a powerful enemy’s shadow, the ranged capabilities of Pain Ring would be an amazing ace up his sleeve.

Sam was cut off from his thoughts by an intense scream.

He looked up to see a dying goblin collapse on the ground.

The queen panted as smoke swirled around her formerly fiery fists and puddles of blood and monster stones lay all around her.
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Queen Alice threw out a fiery fist into a lone goblin’s stomach.

Her punch burned right through the creature’s green skin. The monster’s flesh turned orange, and then grey as it rapidly roasted, allowing the queen’s fist to barrel through the entire monster’s body and out of the other side.

Queen Alice’s arm became skewered with a dying goblin.

Both the goblin and Alice were uncomfortable with this set-up.

The goblin squirmed while the queen shook her arm trying to get the goblin off of her. She eventually managed to kick its body free from her arm.

A second later, the goblin wobbled backwards and collapsed to its death on the ground. Within moments, there were no remains but for a blue monster stone rolling on the floor.

As Alice walked over to the stone and picked it up to dematerialize inside of her inventory, she heard a clap echo nearby.

Emerging from the shadows was her current training coach/slave driver.

“Well done,” said Sam. “You’re a natural in here.”

“It didn’t feel that natural having a goblin impaled to my arm,” said Alice. “But I appreciate the words of encouragement, nevertheless.”

After training with Mildred, Alice hadn’t thought there could be a stricter trainer, but Sam was beginning to prove her wrong. The young man was making them scour the entire dungeon world’s cavernous network, taking on every single goblin they could find.

She had always begrudgingly respected Sam’s prowess as a Traveler, but she was really coming to admire him the more time she spent in the dungeon world with him. The way in which the monsters cleared away from him—sensing his overwhelming levels of power—was awe-inspiring.

She was glad such a formidable Traveler fought under the banner of her kingdom.

Sam made her want to become a stronger Traveler as well.
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A few hours later, Sam decided that he and the queen should rest.

They had cleared most of the dungeon by now. There were a few more lesser goblins left to finish off and then they would have to take on the dungeon boss.

Sam decided he’d walk Alice through monster stone absorption and see where her magic affinity stat landed. From what Alice had told him, she had already reached 11 stat points in both agility and endurance—and had yet to hit novice-tier with her class. Sam suspected with such a specialty class like Phoenix, it was most likely going to want her to hit stat points 11 in all of the stats, which meant she still had to raise her strength and magic affinity stat points if she wanted to hit the next tier.

After absorbing the last of her monster stones, Sam asked, “So? Where’s your stats now?”

“Just hit 11 in magic affinity and still no tier upgrade,” Alice sighed. “So I think you’re right. I need to get to 11 in strength and then hopefully I’ll finally hit the next tier. I’m so curious to know what my novice-tier ability is going to be.”

Sam was definitely curious as well.

He’d never seen something like the Phoenix class that came with a pre-novice-tier ability. He’d never heard of such a thing, let alone a beginner ability that was as potently powerful as Phoenix Mode.

How would the novice-tier ability measure up against the extremely versatile ability Alice had already started with?

Hopefully they would have answers after a few more hours of training.

The queen had impressed him loads so far, and he was looking forward to testing her even further.

She was proving to be much more than the beautiful clumsy queen he’d come to know.

She was a fierce and determined fighter and, not for a second, had Sam been surprised by that fact.
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Sam watched from afar as Alice took on a group of four goblins all at once.

He was nearby to join in the battle in case things went awry, but he was perfectly confident in Alice.

Taking on these four goblins at once would hopefully be the push she needed to get her strength stat to where it needed to be so she could hit the next Traveler tier.

She rushed to the first goblin and sent its whole head on fire with a flaming punch. She quickly finished the second one in a similar and deadly swift fashion.

As Alice obliterated the third goblin, her face suddenly glowed with a smile.

“Sam! I did it,” she beamed. “I hit novice-tier!”

She was so excited, she momentarily gave the goblin an opening, but she was quick enough to dodge and finish the final remaining goblin a second later.

Sam hurried over to her. “Well done. So? What’s your new ability? I’m dying to know what the novice-tier ability for the Phoenix class is. Super strength maybe? Flight? Reincarnation? The possibilities for this one are endless.”

As the flames flickered around Alice, her smile began to fade away.

“It’s odd,” said Alice. “Let me read it out to you. The new ability is called: ash whisperer. ‘Communicate with the ash remains of previous phoenixes (passive)’.”

Sam nodded along as Alice read out her ability to him.

He quietly mulled it over. For a novice-tier ability to be passive was pretty disappointing in most cases; but normally, weak novice-tier abilities were normally signs of a very powerful class evolution further down the road. In hindsight, it shouldn’t be that surprising that the Phoenix class’ novice-tier ability was so abstract given the versatility, power, and range of the class’ signature pre-novice tier ability, Phoenix-Mode.

He then expressed all of this to Alice who listened, solemnly.

Sam could tell she was slightly disappointed that the ability wasn’t flashier somehow, especially after all the training and elaborate sneaking out of the city they had to do just to get to this point.

Before he could say anything comforting to her, Alice’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and the queen collapsed on the ground unconscious. Her whole body went pale like a corpse.

“Alice!”
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In the blink of an eye, Alice Grace found herself in vast all-black space. Shadowy darkness surrounded her entire vision, except for right in front of her where a strange stone altar and columns stood.

She had no idea where she was, but somehow, she intuitively knew she needed to walk to the altar.

At the center of the ancient-looking structure was a copper ornamental bowl with a pile of gray ash.

This must all be part of the Ash Whisperer ability, Alice thought to herself.

She then wondered what happened to her body outside of this strange place while this was happening.

Had her body collapsed unconscious? If so, this was just another knock against this new ability, that now clearly, had the power to endanger her. Images of the ability triggering in the middle of battle or other high-stakes situations raced through her mind and made her shudder.

Upon arriving at the altar, she kneeled down in the bowl with grey ashes.

She couldn’t explain why she knew to do that, but once again, she intuitively just knew. It was as if this was such mundane knowledge that she’d always had, she couldn’t pinpoint when she had learned it. You kneeled in front of the copper bowl of ashes in the strange all-black space, just as you turned a doorknob when you wanted to open the door.

Alice figured her current predetermined instincts were most likely memories from her unconscious moments when she had taken the form of a powerful phoenix during the Battle of Resfall. Somewhere along the line, those phoenix-mode memories had transferred over into her more conscious mind without her realizing.

In the end, it didn’t really matter in that moment why or how she knew certain things. Though, it was important to observe and save for later. Maybe she had other crucial knowledge inside of her waiting for her to intuitively realize that it was waiting there to be exploited.

She looked at the pile of grey ash.

The air began to stir around her, a silent wind whispering secrets in a language only the ashes in the bowl understood.

One of the gray ashes suddenly flared back to life—a spark of orange dancing high in the air like the first note in a divine overture. Then another joined, and another, a crescendo of tiny suns awakening from their slumber. The ashes rose, liberated from their copper cradle, orbiting around Alice in a spiralling embrace of ember and memory.

The swirling vortex of fire and ash encased Alice, yet she remained unharmed, enveloped in the warmth of their collective presence. The flames did not scorch or burn her, rather they illuminated, revealing glimpses of a far-off place, a dungeon world in a faraway realm, Travelers in gear unlike anything she’d ever seen.

Alice tried to piece together what she was seeing.

The glimpses must have been a phoenix born as a dungeon boss in a dungeon world far away. These Travelers had slain her, and these were her last visions.

As the phoenix’s final memories swirled around Alice, cryptic words reached out to her: “Trouble brews in the far-off land of Opali. You have been warned, Phoenix-child.”
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Light suddenly returned to Alice’s eyes and she gasped for breath, returning to consciousness inside the cavernous dungeon world.

Sam sighed with relief, glad to see the queen returning to life after falling unconscious for over five minutes.

“Alice,” said Sam. “Thank goodness, you’re back. Are you okay?”

The queen took a moment to catch her bearings, blinking and touching things around her.

“I think I just experienced my new ability,” said Alice. “I saw Travelers killing a phoenix in a dungeon world. The vision I saw was the last glimpses of that phoenix. The last thing that happened was a message: ‘Trouble brews in the far-off land of Opali. You have been warned, Phoenix-child.’”

Sam’s whole face went pale at Alice’s words.

“What’s wrong?” said Alice. “Did any of that mean something to you?”

Sam mulled over the question.

Beyond the Elven Genocide, Sam knew he needed to be concerned about The Last Human War. In his last life, the human kingdoms of Volsungar and Opali went to war with one another. Leading to the biggest death toll of any war ever waged in Westria in that time. Hundreds of thousands of people died in the wreckage of the Last Human War.

It meant humanity's total fighting force was near-crippled soon before the battle with the demon king came to pass.

Sam knew it was crucial to either stop the event outright if he could, or if necessary, make sure the death toll didn't lead to as high a number as it had in the past.

The good news was, one of the central actors in the Last Human War was already dead.

Clarence Erdstrom.

The man behind the successful assassination of Alice Grace and the takeover of Volsungar had been removed in this new timeline.

That man in Sam's previous life had a thorny relationship with the leaders of Opali, which led to a level of personal strife and antagonism, that led to the bloodiest wars in the history of Westria.

Sam knew, however, that there were bad actors behind the scenes who wanted the war just as much as the bloodthirsty leaders who were being manipulated.

Would those bad actors be able to pull the strings of history in their favor once again?

Sam hoped not and would do whatever he could to stop it.

But, he knew he couldn't be everywhere at once. There were things happening in Opali that he would not be able to stop while he focused on the Elven Genocide.

Still, Sam hoped that things might turn out differently. That the changes he had made in this timeline would have such a powerful ripple effect that even something as massive as The Last Human War might not come to pass.

He knew that one of the leading events that sparked much of the war began with the burning of the dockyards in Opali's capital city. It had been a successful act of war by Clarence Erdstrom to showcase his power over the mercantile city and nation. With Clarence gone, Sam knew that event wouldn't happen. Would that be enough to stop an entire war from being triggered?

He hoped so.

But if the phoenix from Alice’s ash whisperer ability was to be believed, Sam was beginning to realize he shouldn’t hold his breath.

“Hellloooo? Sam??”

Sam perked up and looked at Queen Alice.

“The words mean something serious,” Sam said, finally answering the queen’s question. “But it would be too much to go into right now. Let’s save it for another day.”

Alice sighed with resignation.

“Besides,” said Sam, lifting up his sword and pointing in a new direction. “We have other things to focus on. Like, taking on the dungeon boss.”
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Alice walked beside Sam as they went down the final tunnel of the dungeon world. The passageway that would ultimately lead to the dungeon boss.

They moved in silence.

She wasn’t sure what her companion was thinking about, but she couldn’t get her mind off her new Ash Whisperer ability and the warning from the dead phoenix and Sam’s extremely odd response to it.

It was weird. She had barely felt much emotion from the dead phoenix’s words beyond confusion and curiosity. She certainly didn’t have the potent back-straightening pale face of recognition that Sam had displayed in front of her.

What did he know that she didn’t?

The question perplexed her, because beyond just the unknown answer in itself was a murkier, more confusing question: how?

How would Sam know about something that a dead phoenix was sharing with her from across the southern seas in a different kingdom?

It just didn’t make any sense.

She glanced over to her companion. Black hair. Strange red eyes. Handsome in an annoying way.

How far did the depths of this man’s knowledge go?

After months of training with Mildred and pleading to go into a dungeon gate, she had never expected in the build-up to her first ever dungeon boss battle that she would be so preoccupied with something else.

A few moments later, they arrived at a purple flame to indicate the dungeon boss chamber was only a few steps ahead.
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Sam and Alice stepped through the purple flames and entered the boss chamber.

In the center of the room was an odd bulbous dome that was violet with blue polka dots.

“Get ready, Alice,” said Sam, gripping his new shadow blade. “The boss monster is about to sprout.”

The plan here was to observe Alice taking on a boss monster on her own and, if things got out of hand, he’d come in and make quick work of the creature.

The ground trembled and cracked around the dome until a massive mushroom monster popped out from the ground.

The creature immediately narrowed its eyes on Alice, seeing her as the weaker of the two, then stretched out its clawed hands and shot out a green spore blast right at the queen.

Alice jumped out of the way and rushed towards the boss monster.

Well done, Sam thought to himself.

He was impressed with Alice’s fearlessness. For someone who had grown up in the cushy comforts of royalty and hadn’t even experienced the terrifying trials of the White Gate, she exhibited a true warrior’s spirit, not afraid to take on a deadly creature, however monstrous it might be.

As Alice approached the gigantic terror she created swirling phoenix fire all around her fists. The mushroom monster prepared itself for the incoming attack, growing a white fungus all around its entire body.

Alice punched the creature with all of her might.

This is it, thought Sam.

The attack hardly put a dent in the mushroom monster at all.

The boss retaliated.

Alice quickly dodged and came back with another flurry of attacks.

“Um, Sam,” Alice panted. “My attacks aren’t doing any damage.”

That was odd. Given Alice’s level of power, her stats, and the fact that her class was of mythic rarity—she should be dealing some kind of damage against the mushroom boss. The white fungal shield must be extremely durable against magical attacks.

“Just keep going,” said Sam. “It can’t hold its shield forever.”

And yet, after a few more minutes of fighting, the mushroom boss proved that it could.

“Okay, executive decision,” said Sam. “We’ve accomplished a lot in our training, let me finish this.”

Sam rushed forward and slashed the mushroom monster with his powerful shadow blade.

The attack bounced off the creature.

Sam did a double take.

What the⁠—

“See!” said Alice. “The boss monster is clearly invincible!”

Sam couldn’t believe it. The boss monster in a novice-tier dungeon was able to withstand an attack from a journeyman-tier Traveler and a mythic-rarity sword with a master-tier level of power.

My oh my, Sam thought to himself.

A smile crept onto his face, however. He had received an opportunity to test his theory about his abilities after all.

“Okay, new plan,” said Sam. “Keep it distracted.”

Sam triggered Pain Ring.

A crimson circle shot out from his chest and formed a radius around him.

The dragon claws of his silver dragon armor set dug into his flesh again and again, pushing his power levels higher and higher.

Now we wait, Sam thought.

Alice continued to fight the mushroom monster, distracting it.

After ten minutes, Sam could feel himself hitting peak levels of power from within his Pain Ring.

Alice continued to barrage the mushroom boss with flaming punches over and over.

The flames illuminated the otherwise dark cavernous boss chamber.

And with that light, she created the opportunity for shadows to form.

The mushroom monarch’s shadow reached close enough to Sam’s Pain Ring. Not close enough that the shadow peeked inside the radius of Sam’s special zone, but still close enough for him to strike at the shadow while standing inside the Pain Ring.

Here we go, Sam thought.

He slashed with all of his might into the shadow of the boss monster.

A huge cracking sound echoed through the boss chamber.

The creature cried out as a huge rip burst through the white shield fungus and a huge burst of blood shot out from the monster before it collapsed in death.

Sam couldn’t help but grin.

Alice had reached novice-tier.

He had discovered a greater range to his Pain Ring ability.

There was no denying that this had been an extremely successful training mission.

It didn’t get better than this.

Well, a rare item might have been nice.

But other than that, it didn’t get better than this.
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Guildmaster Edgar Redfield could feel Mildred Cross’ anger emanate out from her. She didn’t have to speak or say anything, but he could feel it, like it was oozing out from all of her pores.

It made him uncomfortable and he didn’t like it. He was the guildmaster of the most powerful Traveler’s guild in all of Westria. People trembled and feared his anger. Things weren’t meant to go the other way around.

After Mildred’s initial outburst and tirade, he had gotten straight to work at helping her locate the queen and his talented protégé.

Edgar had worked with Sam long enough to know that any of the active dungeon gates weren’t where he would have gone. What they needed to know was, what dungeon gates had just appeared in the last few hours.

That would indicate where Sam had most likely taken the queen.

The young man had a knack for stumbling upon dungeon gates as soon as they had formed.

And that was how Edgar and Mildred had ended up standing outside a blue dungeon gate, waiting for Sam and Alice to re-emerge.

They were almost certain that the two of them had entered this dungeon gate. It lined up with the eyewitness testimony given by the guards of a young black-haired Traveler leaving the city with a hooded figure.

“We could enter the gate and chase them down,” said Edgar.

“I don’t know,” sighed Mildred. “Alice has always trusted me. This is the first time she’s shown me otherwise. I’ve been trying to protect her, but if she wants to train as a Traveler, maybe I have to let her. By waiting out here, I’m showing that I trust her and her ability to fight and fend for herself. Why else have I been training her if not to get her to that very place?”

The woman shook her head and sighed, “Or maybe that’s a dumb idea and we should rush in there and get her. She is the queen of our nation after all. I say we wait. Can you imagine what mothers and fathers go through each day worrying about their child? I don’t know if I’d have ever been cut out for such a life.”

Mildred’s words were filled with longing and sadness and they cut right through Edgar’s heart. They were words that echoed far back to years ago when he and Mildred were much closer together. An echo of a moment lost to time, yet its reverberations still haunted them both, even now.

“Me too,” said Edgar, trying to break through the tension. “I get enough headaches from the group of children I have to manage at the guild already.”

Mildred smiled. “Tell me about it. One princess—I mean, queen—is enough for me, thank you very much.”

The two of them laughed.

It was nice.

They hadn’t laughed together in quite a while.

They eventually were laughing so hard, they barely noticed when Sam and Alice stepped out from the blue dungeon gate.

“Uhh, are you guys okay?” asked Sam.

“We’re fine,” chuckled Edgar.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it.”

“You’re not mad?” asked Alice, with growing concern for the two older people in front of them.

“No,” said Mildred, wiping a tear of mirth from her eye.

“How could we be mad when it’s so close to Hearthmas?” laughed Edgar.
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Twenty minutes later, Alice and Mildred walked through the quiet wintry streets of Resfall on their way back to the royal palace.

The wind was bitter and cool, and the sounds of its stirring only emphasized the growing silence between Alice and her handmaiden.

Alice wasn’t really sure what to say Mildred. She had betrayed her trust by sneaking out to the dungeon gate without telling her. Mildred was so close to her, the woman was basically the closest thing to family she had left.

Alice was about to speak up when Mildred broke the silence first.

“How did you sneak out?”

Alice figured she’d speak honestly now that she’d accomplished her mission and had trained inside the dungeon gate.

“I just put on a crummy hood and no one seemed to care,” said Alice. “I thought my royal status could be seen beyond just my nice dresses, but I guess not.”

Mildred smirked. “And how many monsters did you defeat in the blue dungeon gate?”

Alice was caught off guard by her handmaiden’s line of questioning, but she answered truthfully all the same.

“I beat every single goblin in there,” said Alice, proudly. “Around thirty-one or thirty-two, I lost count. I would’ve beat the dungeon boss too if it weren’t for an odd fungal shield.”

Mildred smiled. “Well done, your highness.”

Alice felt guilty for how nice Mildred was being. She had expected her to be mad, emphasizing the very cross-ness that was apparent from her surname.

Then, Alice’s handmaiden said the most surprising thing she had heard all evening.

“I’m sorry, your highness,” said Mildred. “You asked to go into a dungeon gate and I refused to take you. I left you with no other choice but to break my trust. I should have believed in you more. I will speak with Edgar about notifying us about novice-tier dungeon gates for us to explore and train in. You’ve proven that you can handle it.”

Alice smiled.

After all the blood and guts that had accompanied her journey into the dungeon gate, she felt slightly less keen to be rushing back into another one; but she also knew it was the path to get stronger as well. She was glad Mildred was offering both her assistance and blessing with the progression of her training.

“Thanks, Mildred,” she said. “That might be the best Hearthmas gift you’ve ever given me.”

[image: ]


“So, you’re not mad?” Sam asked the guildmaster as they walked back to the guild.

Edgar shook his head.

Part of him even wanted to thank the boy. He had shared his first tender moment with Mildred after many years due to the insane stunt he had pulled. For that, he would give the kid a lot of leeway.

Still, the kid looked at him suspiciously, not quite believing that he was off the hook for escorting the queen into a dungeon gate.

They eventually arrived back at the guild hall, and Edgar held the door open for Sam.

As soon as they stepped into the foyer, Toby and Klara poked their heads out from the common room.

“Is Sam in trouble? What happened?”

The boy’s two peers had clearly seen all the hubbub with Mildred bursting into the guild hall in rage and Edgar’s taking on the situation personally.

Edgar clapped Sam on the back and smiled.

“Everything is fine,” said the guildmaster. “Despite Sam’s actions, I think we can all find it in our hearts to forgive him. He only kidnapped the queen of our nation, after all.”
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Just over a week later, the biggest day of the year arrived.

Hearthmas.

Every year Sam gave himself the greatest gift of all: the permission to sleep in deep into the morning.

Ironically, on the one day of the year Sam gave himself such a gift, everyone else got up before him.

Yawning, he stretched, got out of bed, and headed downstairs to the common room in his pyjamas.

“Merry Hearthmas!” everyone cheered as Sam entered the room.

The entire guild was there and everyone was dressed in their pyjamas, holding mugs of coffee and hot cocoa.

Even, Alice and Mildred were there, following the new tradition they had set out from the year before.

After they all exchanged gifts, they gathered in the dining hall for a glorious Hearthmas day feast.

The cooks in the dining hall had gone all out this year.

The meal began with a serving of frostflower salad—a delicate salad made of the titular frostflowers that only grew in the wintertime just outside of Resfall, sprinkled with pomegranate seeds and dressed with a light, elderberry vinaigrette. Despite their frosty and cool texture, frostflowers were traditionally eaten at big celebratory occasions as the frostflower plant was known to create a sense of ease and calm for a short period of time after ingesting.

“They actually imported frostflowers into the Snowpeak Mountains,” said Brock, stabbing his salad leaves aggressively with his fork and munching on them with a similar level of vicious gusto. “Dwarves paid big money for it. Anything to take the edge off spending time with one’s family over the holidays.”

Following the frostflower salad, the cooks brought out bowls of Phoenix Fire Soup. A spicy soup made with fire peppers grown in volcanic soil that could only be found in the Desert Wildlands where the orc nomad tribes roamed.

After the starters came the main course. The cooks presented a glorious roasted dragonshire turkey. A succulent roasted bird, basted with a mix of herbs and magical spices, sourced from—Sam was surprised to hear—the enchanted garden of Nimriel Silverwood. As a retired Traveler, the strange aloof half-elf woman still liked to keep ties with her former guild, and so sent rare spices and seeds for both the cooks and botanical specialists who operated inside the organization of Travelers.

Alongside the huge turkey was an equally magnificent leg of elderwood ham, honey-glazed and slow-roasted.

Then for dessert there was crystal berry pie, whipped cream, and ice cream.

“I think I’m going to die,” gasped Toby, holding his swollen gut as he leaned back in the chair. “And yet, I must eat more.”

“Agreed,” said everyone, cheering as they feasted into the late afternoon.
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Guildmaster Edgar Redfield was having the best day of his life.

He was surrounded by his fellow guild members, who were all, at least for the day, happy and healthy.

Mildred had chosen to sit beside him for the Hearthmas meal and was being kinder and less cold to him than she had been in years. Edgar thanked the frostflower salad for that.

They laughed and joked around with each other like it was old times.

As the afternoon passed and the group of Travelers broke into smaller groups to play card games and chat amongst themselves, Edgar and Mildred went outside into the courtyard to get some air.

Then, for the first time in a long time—excluding the obvious exceptions when a spectre of an emergency hung over them—he was alone with Mildred.

Snowflakes fell from the sky, drifting lazily down toward them.

“We’ll get frostbite if we stay out here too long,” said Mildred.

“Maybe,” said Edgar. “But I like being here. With you, I mean.”

Mildred looked Edgar in the eye. He took a cautious step closer to her.

She turned away and sighed.

“You know we can’t do this, right?”

“Do what?” said Edgar. “We’re not doing anything. We’re just two people talking outside on Hearthmas.”

Mildred gave the man a knowing glance.

“There’s too much history between us,” she said. “Too much that went wrong. I still think about⁠—”

She suddenly wiped a tear from her eye.

“It’s just too hard,” she said. “It brings up too many bad memories. That’s why we can’t⁠—”

“But—”

“I have to go,” said Mildred, heading back inside.

Edgar watched the woman he loved walk away from him, just like he’d done many years before, helpless to stop her.

It wasn’t quite the worst day of Edgar’s life.

But it certainly was no longer close to being one of his best.
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Curtis had always found the final hours of Hearthmas always slightly melancholy.

The joy and promise that the day began with, slowly revealed itself, and the knowledge that the following day—in all of its great normalcy—would soon be upon them began to creep in and take over one’s thoughts.

The guild’s Hearthmas celebrations were already winding down. Olivia had gone to bed. Both Mildred and the guildmaster had disappeared. The younger ones were playing some kind of magical board game that did not amuse him. His companion Brock was very much still awake and challenging him to some absurd drinking game that he definitely did not want to partake in.

With all of that in mind, Curtis decided he would call it a night.

He quietly slipped out from the dining hall and moseyed up back to his private room.

He turned on his mana lamp and sat down at his desk.

He may have called it a night in terms of Hearthmas celebrations, but he hadn’t quite called it a night in terms of actually going to bed.

No.

Curtis was too curious and excited about something to go to bed.

He opened up books he’d taken from the Resfall Royal Library on the subject of insects and other related species. He read through the chapters and examined the diagrams, all while poking and prodding at the strange exoskeleton Sam had given to him.

The elf felt like he was getting closer to discovering more about this strange bug, but every time he thought he might have an answer, it quickly proved itself wrong.

After leaning back in his chair in frustration, he rubbed his forehead and questioned whether it was worth going to sleep.

Just a few more minutes of tinkering, he thought.

It was at that moment, that an idea suddenly came to him.

What if…

Curtis poked and prodded at the exoskeleton in a whole new way.

His eyes lit up as he uncovered something new and strange about the carapace that he hadn’t noticed before.

His eyes widened as he looked down at the strange bug’s corpse and what he had just discovered.

This is huge, he thought. I have to tell Sam, immediately.


76




Sam drained the last bit of eggnog from his glass, making it his sixth full glass of eggnog he had drunk that day. A statistic that both sickened him and did nothing to stop him from pouring himself a seventh.

Hearthmas was a day for indulgence. Everybody knew that.

He was on his way back to the guild hall’s common room when Curtis intercepted him.

“Sam,” said Curtis. “I’m sorry to interrupt your—um, how many glasses of eggnog have you had?”

Sam blushed, not wanting to reveal how deep his secret love for eggnog went.

The elf shook his head and raised his hand as if to say some facts were better left unknown.

“Do you recall the specimen you left with me?”

Sam raised his eyebrows with excitement. He hadn’t been sure when he’d next hear from Curtis about the exoskeleton of the bug he’d found crawling out of Damian Blackthorne’s mouth at the end of their battle in the Gray Gate. He hadn’t expected it to be in the final hours of Hearthmas evening, but in this case, sooner would always be better than later.

“What have you found out?” Sam asked, breathlessly.

Curtis looked over his shoulder, suspiciously.

“Better to show you in person,” said the elf. “Follow me.”

With his glass of eggnog in hand, Sam followed Curtis up the guild hall to the upper levels and to the journeyman-tier wizard’s room.

The lights were already on when they stepped inside.

Sam instantly saw the bug’s exoskeleton sitting on the table, with a few metal scalpels and other scientific observation tools sitting beside it.

Curtis pulled his fingers through his long silver hairs and readjusted his glasses as he took a position standing over the dead insect.

“I’ll start from the beginning,” said the elf. “I began my examination by noting the similarities between this strange bug and terrestrial cockroaches. The two shared a similar shape, a tough exterior, and had remnants of wing casings. It didn’t take long to recognize, however, that there were extraordinary differences. The wings were far more developed, hinting at a creature that was not just capable of clumsy flight but adept aerial maneuvers. That and its general size were enough for me to easily observe that this was indeed a very special and unique bug, unlike anything I’d ever observed or read about.”

Sam could tell Curtis hadn’t gotten to the meat of his discovery, but already he was admiring the elf’s dedication to the request he had made.

“Now,” said Curtis. “You didn’t tell me much about this bug but you did mention it crawled out of Damian Blackthorne when you defeated him in the Gray Gate, yes?”

Sam nodded his head.

“Okay, so that’s where things get interesting,” said Curtis, picking up his metal utensils and flipping the exoskeleton over. “If you look here, you can see a network of fine, hair-like structures extending from the head and thorax. Based on my readings of entomology and magical creatures, it’s my theory that these structures could function like antennae, emitting a frequency that resonates with the human brain. This would go so far as to suggest that this creature here had the ability to override and mentally control its host.”

Sam was impressed. He had tried to give Curtis as little information as possible as to avoid contaminating the elf’s opinions or perspective when researching the bug. By studying the dead bug’s biology, he had been able to deduce what Sam already knew: that the bug was able to take over the mind of its host.

Sam was eager to hear more, as they were getting closer to the fringes of his own knowledge about Lilith and the bugs at her command.

“Still, I pondered to myself that this bug seems quite small to completely override a host’s mind,” said Curtis. “I wondered if there was an element missing here.”

The elf then poked at glandular structures on the interior of the bug’s exoskeleton.

“I’ve never seen anything like these,” said Curtis. “They appear that when the bug was alive these glandular structures could secrete a substance of some kind. My theory is that the substance created a mystical energy field that formed a psychic link with a stronger more powerful queen insect. The connection would help lend this bug enough power to overtake its host’s mind. The psychic link could most likely transfer memories, experiences, and even emotions.”

Sam sighed.

This was exactly what he had been hoping Curtis could confirm for him or not.

It was really bad news.

All of Damian Blackthorne’s memories would have been transferred over to Lilith via the host bug.

It meant Lilith—the greatest foe they had faced to date—already had extensive knowledge on both him and his allies’ skillset.

She’d be ready for them, preparing ways to deal with their individual strengths as well as ways to exploit their individual weaknesses.

At least, now that Curtis had done this research, Sam wouldn’t have to second guess whether Lilith knew his move-set. He knew for a fact that she did.

Curtis continued.

“This is quite the discovery, Sam. Scientists at the royal academy would go absolutely mental if they got their hands on this bug. This insect is quite unlike anything that’s ever been recorded in Westrian entomological science. It’s quite terrifying too. This bug has similarities to other parasitic insects, like wasps that lay eggs in living hosts. However, this creature’s method of mind control and memory sharing is far more advanced, hinting at either an incredible evolutionary leap or some arcane enhancement. Either way, this bug and its queen mother, are something we should be deeply concerned with. The queen is likely to be an apex predator on such a power scale, that it would make many dungeon bosses seem like household pets. This creature is only going to get more powerful the longer it lives too. If it’s a threat to us, Sam, we must destroy it as soon as we possibly can or it has the power to eradicate all life on Westria as we know it.”

Sam gulped at Curtis’ words, even though they weren’t a massive surprise to him.

He then looked down to his seventh glass of eggnog. He’d suddenly lost the stomach for it.
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Sam was about to thank Curtis for all the research he’d done on the strange cockroach that had been living inside of Damian Blackthorne, when the elf cut him off.

“I’m not done, Sam,” said Curtis.

The elf’s voice had suddenly changed.

“I found the tiniest speck of glitter dust on the bug,” said the elf. “Glitter dust only exists inside the elven homeland of the Glittering Forest. That tells me that this bug originated from there. Tell me, Sam: do the elves have something to worry about?”

Curtis stared at Sam with a serious and grave look in his eyes.

Sam wasn’t sure what to tell Curtis. He’d tried his best to not reveal too much of what he knew from his previous timeline to anyone else. Just imagine if one of Lilith’s mind control bugs had successfully entered his own mind—Westria would truly be screwed then. In that scenario, the world might even be worse off than Sam’s previous timeline.

He shuddered to consider that.

Sam waited a beat, and then nodded his head to Curtis’ question.

“Oh my goddess,” said Curtis, putting his hand on his forehead. “Tell me you have a plan.”

“I’m working on it,” said Sam. “Given the current human-elf relations, I think we need to be careful about how we give our warning to them. I wouldn’t⁠—”

“You don’t have to tell me,” said Curtis. “They wouldn’t heed a warning from me anyway. I’m⁠—”

Curtis paused.

“Let’s just say, the rest of my race and I haven’t been on good speaking terms in quite a long time.”

Sam did not have much knowledge about Curtis Ashgrove from his previous timeline. He had been a well-respected Traveler, but his actions hadn’t changed or altered history as far as Sam knew. He had arrived in Resfall on his own at the dawn of the dungeon gate era, hardly ever speaking about his past.

In fact, Curtis’ last statement might have been the most Sam had ever heard the elf utter about his past.

Sam wouldn’t pry into Curtis’ history. It might be necessary later on, but for the time being, Sam wouldn’t do anything.

He would let the elf keep his secrets.

Sam understood the importance of keeping some things private.
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After leaving Curtis’ room, Sam decided to call it a night.

Hearthmas had come and gone.

The new year’s eve celebrations were just around the corner and with them would bring another year to a close. Time was creeping up on him.

There was a lot of work to be done.

As Sam tried to fall asleep that evening, he stared up at the ceiling, mulling over the upcoming Elven Genocide.

He hated the name of the historical tragedy. He hated even thinking it, as if its fate was sealed. If Sam succeeded at his mission, no one would ever utter the phrase ‘Elven Genocide’ in the first place.

Sam looked forward to that day.

Though, he knew it was still a far cry from coming true.

Reaching out and offering help to the elves was going to be difficult. Human-elven relations weren’t as fractious as dwarven-elven relations had been known to be, but they weren’t that great either.

With the arrival of the dungeon gates, the elves had sent warnings to the different races of Westria about the dangers that lurked within. The other races of the land all ignored the elves and their warnings. As dangerous and fearsome as the dungeon gates were, they also provided a path to power, riches, and magic-wielding that the other races of Westria had never known before.

This reaction had angered the elves and turned them more and more isolationist. They didn't want to have anything to do with the human kingdoms and other races’ path of greed and destruction.

They would have to go visit the elves directly and plead their case.

They wouldn’t have to leave just yet, however.

They still had a little bit of time. Around two months or so.

Sam knew he would have to maximize his training during that time. He needed to acquire new equipment and new abilities if he hoped to take Lilith on.

His training would start in earnest starting tomorrow.
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The new year began, and Sam started training diligently every day for the following few weeks.

“Wait, you’re going to face another dungeon gate today?” balked Toby, one morning in the dining hall. “It’s Sunday, the last day of the week. The goddess says it’s a day of rest.”

Sam ignored Toby’s disbelief and sipped on his coffee quietly.

“I agree with, Tobes,” said Klara. “It’s important to take a break.”

Sam downed the remainder of his coffee and said, “I’m afraid, I can’t.”

He really couldn’t. For he knew of a journeyman-tier dungeon gate that was about to form and, within it, a rare piece of equipment that would help him get stronger and add to his arsenal of abilities in his upcoming fight against Lilith and her evil insect army.

Sure, he could let other Travelers handle it, but then he would be missing out on that rare item.

Sam didn’t like to miss golden opportunities.

“You guys are welcome to join if you’d like?” said Sam.

Both Toby and Klara shared a look. “Erm, maybe next time, sorry, Sam,” said Klara. “Besides we told Alice we’d help her set up this year’s Enchanted Snowman contest for this year’s Janar festival.”

Every year at the end of Janar, a snowman building contest was held in one of Resfall’s royal parks to celebrate the oncoming new year. It was mostly attended by little kids and their families, but this year Alice wanted to add some royal flair to the event.

“Well, good luck with that,” said Sam, “I gotta run.”

Sam hurried off and could hear Toby yelling at him, “Get back in time for the Janar festival, Sam! I have a bet with Brock and Curtis that our snowman will beat theirs!”

But Sam was already out of earshot, heading to his next mission full of determination.

Snowmen building contests were far from the top of his mind.
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Snow fell from the overcast sky as Sam made his way across Resfall towards the eastern gate.

At first, Sam could feel the bitter cold morning through his cloak and armor all the way to his bones; but as he strode through the cobblestoned alleys and passed frost-strewn windows, he spun his mana core inside of himself to create the warmth from the Inner Hearth technique.

Within moments of spinning his mana core one way and then another, Sam’s whole body felt like it was in the comfort and warmth of the guildhall’s common room, right by the fireplace. The feeling was in stark contrast to the biting wind and the gray and dour sky.

As it was only the day after Hearthmas, the streets were very quiet that morning. So quiet, even the guards were surprised to see anyone when Sam approached the gate and stepped out into the snowy landscape beyond.

For over an hour, Sam trudged through the thick blanket of snow in the forest just east of Resfall and eventually came to a clearing where the glowing flames of a green dungeon gate floated between the leafless birch trees.

Here we go, Sam thought, taking one last breath in the wintry cold morning, before stepping into the gate and entering the new dungeon world beyond.
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A blast of heat hit Sam as soon as he arrived on the other side of the journeyman-tier dungeon gate.

The air was thick and humid, filled with the sounds of unseen creatures chattering, calling, singing a symphony of danger and life across a vast lush jungle untouched by human hands.

The mystic jungle, Sam thought with awe, as he looked at the beautiful cerulean sky above him and watched a winged creature fly through the clouds far off in the distance. It was amazing to think only seconds ago he’d been standing in a bitter cold morning and now was in this lush tropical jungle.

It made him think of a year ago when Sam had helped Curtis deal with his W.B.S.—Winter Blues Syndrome—and had ended up in a world just as cold as the reality they had left. With very mild annoyance, Sam wondered why the dungeon gate couldn’t have sent them to a sunny place like this last time.

Oh well, Sam thought. Curtis got over his W.B.S. in the end, so it doesn’t matter.

The mystic jungle had been the name the Travelers who had visited this dungeon gate in his first timeline had dubbed this world. The tangle of undergrowth and ferns glowed softly beneath the shadows of the tall thick trees that stood overhead.

Without warning, the forest around Sam seemed to shift. It was subtle at first, like a trick of the light, but then the realization dawned on him – the forest itself was alive. No, not the forest, but something within it. The very air seemed to tremble as an immense shape began to materialize from the foliage.

Sam’s eyes narrowed.

He quickly materialized Shadeslayer, gripping the powerful shadow blade in his grip.

A horrifying creature revealed itself in a slow, haunting dance of changing colors. Its colossal form, previously hidden by an extraordinary camouflage that mimicked the surrounding jungle, now shimmered into view. The creature's scales were a tapestry of iridescent hues, flowing from the deep greens of the leaves to the dark browns of the tree trunks. It was as if the very essence of the jungle had taken on a formidable, living form.

And that living form was monstrous.

The creature in front of Sam was like a dragon stripped of its wings and fire.

It stretched out its neck towards Sam and opened its massive jaw, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth.

Sam slid beneath the creature, slicing its stomach with his shadow blade.

He made the most pitiable scratch against the creature’s toughened hide, as if he’d scratched the monster with a fingernail rather than a deadly blade.

Sam knew he needed more power if he was going to take out this monster, so he triggered Pain Ring.

A bright crimson light shot out from his chest and took over a radius of the battlefield.

The gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set began to empower his ability, making his power surge more and more.

The creature whipped its long neck and tried a second time to chomp Sam to bits.

Sam dodged and managed to slice the creature on its side.

The attack still wasn’t doing much—but his power level against the monster had upgraded from a fingernail to a butter knife. The tiniest specks of blood formed on its skin where his attack had landed.

The creature and Sam locked into a deadly dance of attacks, dodges, and retreats.

This monster was clearly an apex predator of the mystic jungle and wasn’t used to taking on a prey this challenging. In fact, it had no mental understanding of what it might mean to be a prey itself. Retreat was not an instinct it normally felt compelled to do.

As their battle continued, Sam kept slicing away, waiting and waiting as the specks of blood got bigger, until finally, one of his cuts managed to cut deep enough that a drop of blood fell from the creature’s side onto the ground below.

Gotcha.

Sam triggered Blood Flame as soon as the speck of blood hit the ground. A sharp swirl of blood shot upward from the spilled area, burning through the monster’s toughened skin, exposing weakened flesh.

Sam rushed forward and stabbed the monster in that exact spot with his shadow blade.

The black sword thrusted deep into the creature, slicing through guts, organs, and flesh.

Sam wrenched the sword free, dragging with it a torrent of blood and entrails.

The blood knight triggered Blood Flame once again; this time the crimson flames covered the large dragon-like creature, and burned it alive until it was nothing but a charred husk.
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The skeletal remains of the dragon-like creature took on a silver luminescent glow and slowly began to disintegrate down into a green monster stone.

Still catching his breath, Sam walked over and pocketed the stone into his inventory.

Will drain this to improve my magic affinity later, Sam thought.

He peered around the jungle to make sure there weren’t any other of those monsters coming for him. He triggered his mana sense as an extra precaution.

He looked to be safe.

For now.

A large ziggurat structure, covered in moss and vines, poked through the trees and Sam smiled.

He recalled the words written in the Traveler’s journal in his previous timeline:

‘The mystic jungle was a curious dungeon world. A large stone ziggurat immediately captured our party’s attention and was the first part of the dungeon world we had sought out to explore. We assumed it was where the dungeon boss would lie, but instead we found there an alternative, secret opportunity…’

Thirty minutes later, after trudging through the jungle, cutting down vines and overgrown shrubs, Sam stood in front of the ancient structure.

The ziggurat’s stones were massive, each one carved from the dark, weathered rock of the jungle’s depths. The stones were partially covered in thick moss and entwined with the roots of towering trees. Vines cascaded down its sides like green waterfalls, and bright, exotic flowers bloomed in the crevices, adding splashes of color to the gray stone.

Hieroglyphs and intricate carvings adorned every surface. The carvings appeared to pulse with energy, emitting a soft blue light.

Sam walked around the structure, studying it.

The air around him was heavy with the scent of damp earth and ancient stone, mixed with the faint, almost imperceptible aroma of magic.

He eventually came across what looked like a doorway into the ziggurat. It was composed of stone and had an empty large circular hole where something could be placed. Around the door were stone symbols with handles. There was a moon, stars, a sun, clouds, and clouds with rain.

Sam reached out to the moon symbol and took hold of its handle. He pulled and a heavy column began to slide out from where Sam had pulled.

He paused.

It’s exactly as the Traveler’s journal in my previous timeline had described it, Sam thought.

He pushed the moon column back into its space and looked up at the sky.

It was daytime and the sun was just being blocked by a cloud.

Sam then reached for the column with the cloud symbol and pulled it out.

It was heavy. A normal human being would not have been able to lift, let alone pull such a piece of stone out from its resting place. Whoever had built this ziggurat had been more than human, had been some other creature entirely.

Sam sighed. Such large questions could be asked at another time, in another day.

Sam heaved the stone column into the empty section of the doorway.

As he did so, the doorway began to glow.

A deep, resonant rumbling emerged from within the ziggurat, a sound so primal and powerful that it vibrated through the ground and into the soles of Sam’s feet. It felt as if the structure itself was awakening from a long slumber, its ancient stones groaning and shifting.

The massive stone door began to move. It was a slow, deliberate motion, grinding against centuries of stillness. Dust and small pebbles cascaded down as the doorway, long sealed, relinquished its hold.

As the door opened, a cool draft of air escaped from within, like the exhalation of a giant being. It carried with it the scent of age-old stone, forgotten incense, and a hint of something undefinable, something that spoke of ancient secrets and long-lost knowledge.

Light from the glowing glyphs spilled into the darkness beyond the doorway, revealing the first few steps of a stone staircase descending into the heart of the ziggurat. The light seemed to beckon him forward, inviting him to discover the mysteries that lay hidden in the depths below.

Sam stared at the shadowy entrance and thought once more about the journal from his previous timeline.

‘…in the depths of that ziggurat, we were rewarded with secret and rare riches, but the cost we paid wasn’t worth any of it…”

Sam took a step forward.

He wouldn’t make the same mistakes as those who had come here in his previous timeline before him.

Sam descended the darkened steps of the ziggurat’s interior, slowly.

The narrow staircase spiraled downward and quickly the daylight of the jungle faded away, leaving Sam only in darkness.

He paused on the stairwell. A soft breeze hummed through the otherwise still and silent crypt.

He materialized a vial of blood and triggered level 2 of Blood Flame, summoning a ball of fire to his palm. A makeshift torch to help light the way.

Sam continued downward, passing strange hieroglyphs and symbols on the wall.

The pictures depicted a race of people. First, they were building some structure. That structure then turned out to be the ziggurat. Then there was a glyph Sam didn’t really understand. There was another being, different from the stick figure drawings of the race. A being that looked a lot more powerful. It had large narrow eyes and a hulking shape. The glyphs ended soon after the appearance of that figure.

Sam eventually reached the bottom of the stairwell where there was a door to another chamber.

As soon as Sam stepped into the next room, blue torchlight appeared all around the room, lighting up the large open chamber.

A sudden rumble echoed behind him.

The doorway to the chamber he had entered was shut.

A glowing set of blue eyes emerged from the darkness beyond.

The eyes reminded Sam of the last figure he saw on the walls of the ziggurat. The figure that had ended the carvings altogether.
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The glowing set of blue eyes got larger as a towering figure stepped out from the shadows from the back of the chamber.

The blue eyes were attached to a figure, forged from gold. The creature—if that was the right word to describe this artificial golem—was a masterpiece of ancient craftsmanship.

Its body was a hulking mass of metal, each plate and joint intricately designed, fitting together with an almost impossible precision. The gold was not merely decorative; it pulsed with an inner light, veins of blue arcane energy coursing through it like the lifeblood of a dormant beast.

Sam snuffed out his ball of Blood Flame and replaced it with his black blade with glowing purple runes known as Shadeslayer.

The words from the Traveler’s journal in his previous timeline echoed in his brain as he took in the secret boss monster.

‘…inside that ziggurat was a horrific guardian that ended the lives of over half our party…’

The gold guardian’s face was a mask of solemnity, its eyes two deep, glowing orbs of the same mesmerizing blue pulsed between the joints of the creature’s gold plates. These eyes seemed to pierce through the shadows, casting an otherworldly light that filled the chamber with a ghostly aura. No emotion could be read upon the metallic visage, yet its gaze held an unnerving intelligence, a silent sentinel watching over its domain.

Sam stepped towards the giant guardian.

The guardian generated a glowing blue sword of energy in the palm of its hands.

Sam was not intimidated.

He materialized a powerful piece of equipment of his own: a glowing blue shield with the power to reflect magical attacks, the Arcane Aegis.

The blue shield floated above Sam.

With the blue shield protecting him, Sam rushed the guardian straight on.

The guardian lifted up its blue sword and slashed down at Sam and his Arcane Aegis shield.

As the guardian’s attack landed, Sam considered more of the journal from his previous timeline.

‘…only after half my party was dead, did I learn the secret to destroy the horrible creature. The only thing that could break through the creature’s gold armor was the very energy that powered it…”

The blue energy sword smashed into the Arcane Aegis, only for the entirety of the sword’s energy and power to reverberate back into the guardian.

The ziggurat guardian shook as its own power overloaded its body. The gold plates fizzled and cracked, black smoke and ash replacing the blue hue of arcane energy, until the guardian collapsed on the ground into a heap of metal.

Sam smirked.

He knew the secret weakness of the secret boss.

The guardian’s remains glowed until it turned down into a monster stone.

The chamber shook. The blue torches turned red like normal firelight. The door from which he had come opened up again along with a door on the opposite side of the room.

Sam grinned.

The treasure chamber.

This was the whole reason Sam had come here.

He stepped forward. He picked up the monster stone that was previously the ziggurat guardian and stepped towards the ancient treasure room.

The room beyond the secret boss chamber was damp, dark, and cold.

A treasure chest with cobwebs sat in the middle of it.

Sam unlatched the treasure chest and opened it up.

Sitting inside was both what he had expected and unexpected.

A single soulbound scroll.

In his previous timeline, the Travelers had a soulbound scroll for each of the party members that had survived the battle with the guardian.

Sam hadn’t been sure whether there would be multiple scrolls for him or only one.

It looked as if there would only be one.

He unfurled the scroll and took in the impossible choice of items on offer.

Endless Map (Adept Tier) (Mythic)

Maps out standard dungeon gates

Limit: Can be used three times before Endless Map destroys itself

Or

Thrower’s Gloves (Adept Tier) (Mythic)

A powerful pair of gloves that allow the user to throw monster or creature high into the air, regardless of user's strength stat.

Weight limit: Determined by Capture Being's *&SFADFA-Undefinable*-Value

Sam’s eyebrows furrowed as he took in the contents of the soulbound scroll.

He was both pleased and perplexed.

The item he had hoped to receive in the scroll was there: Thrower’s Gloves.

The ability to toss monsters into the air regardless of their normal weight or his strength, felt like an incredible boon. He also figured it would pair nicely with his Hurting Hook ability.

He was perplexed, however, because the final line in the item description had caught him off guard. First off, it hadn’t been recorded in the Traveler’s journal entry in his previous timeline, and he had written out the entire contents of the soulbound scroll he had received. Secondly, the new final line to the item description was both alarming and intriguing.

The oddness fit in with some of the other strange events he’d been witnessing inside the dungeon gate: the appearance of the flickering black demon and the flickering citizens of Eldoria in the Gray Gate. Strange occurrences that hadn’t happened in his previous timeline.

Sam couldn’t help but wonder whether his actions in this new timeline were creating a ripple effect and disruptions in how the dungeon gate system was meant to work.

Then there was the garbled line around the weight limit of the item’s ability.

Weight limit: Determined by Capture Being's *&SFADFA-Undefinable*-Value

Sam had once read about something like this in his previous timeline, but it had been extremely rare, and most people had chalked it up to mostly rumor and hearsay. Yet, it was such an odd sight. It was as if the system itself was struggling to translate what must have been some kind of hidden value.

Odd, Sam thought.

Yet, the strangeness made Sam want the item more.

Before Sam made his selection, though, he always did his due diligence to consider the other item on offer—and, boy, was it a good one.

Endless Map offered the ability to outline the entire landscape of a dungeon world. The amount of secrets and rare treasure such an item would allow him to unearth was unimaginable.

Sam drooled at all the loot.

There was just one downside. The item could only be used three times.

The use limit plus the fact that he already had quite a large backlog of information from his previous timeline’s research about dungeon gates that the item didn’t seem entirely necessary.

If the Endless Map could be used more than three times, he would have had a much harder decision on his hands.

But, the situation as it was, he was going to stick with the item he’d specifically entered this dungeon to get.

Sam made his choice.

He was eager to try out his new equipment and maybe—just maybe—get to the bottom of whatever the heck “*&SFADFA-Undefinable*-Value” stood for.
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The daylight of the jungle was almost blinding when Sam stepped outside after his sojourn into the depths of the ancient ziggurat.

The light was so intense Sam’s eyes winced and he covered them until they slowly adjusted back to normal.

The clouds over the sun had long since faded away, leaving a bright clear day across the monster-infested jungle.

Before moving on, Sam looked down at his new equipment upon his hands.

The Thrower’s Gloves mimicked the design of the types of armored gauntlets he was used to wearing, and yet they seemed to be made of a sturdy and flexible material that had the strength and resilience of steel but lacked the cumbersome weight.

The main body of the gloves was a rich, deep blue, reminiscent of a twilight sky. Intricate etchings of ancient runes and symbols were showcased across the enchanted metal.

Sam clenched his fingers in and out.

He couldn’t wait to try out this new equipment.

His plan was to head towards the dungeon boss and try out his new gloves along the way.

About twenty minutes later, he got his first opportunity to use his new equipment.

One of the stealth dragons that he’d fought earlier once again emerged out of the ground, rushing right for him.

Sam dodged the monster’s attack, sliding beneath it and then clutching the creature with the thrower’s gloves and then whipping the monster high in the air.

Sam’s eyes widened with awe and glee as he watched the creature fly high into the air—much higher than he would have been able to throw it had he tried without the gloves. In fact, Sam doubted he would have been able to throw the giant beast off the ground without the special power of the gloves.

He didn’t waste any time, stretching his arm upward and triggering the new level of Hurting Hook. A sizzling orange whip shot out from his palm and latched into the dinosaur, sending Sam hurtling high in the air.

The monster just floated there defenseless—having no aerial attacks or abilities to speak of.

As his Hurting Hook caught him up with his airborne enemy, Sam used the momentum to materialize his Shadeslayer and slash right at the creature.

The creature had high defensive stats just like the other he had fought, but due to the airborne and shocked nature his sword attacks did a little bit more damage than he had initially done at first in his opening battle with this type of creature.

Still, it wasn’t an impressive amount of damage.

He quickly grabbed hold of the massive monster and flipped it over, sending it hurtling towards the ground with his black blade tipped right against its throat.

The two crashed into the ground, creating a massive explosion of dirt and debris.

As the dust settled, Sam looked down at his powerful blade wedged right through the throat of the creature. The fall had been enough momentum to give his blade the extra power needed to destroy the monster quickly.

Sam grinned.

He was liking his new equipment.

Liking it a lot.

He also noted that the strange dragon-like creature clearly had a low “Undefinable-Value” whatever the system meant.

He wasn’t really sure what that meant yet, but he figured it would become clearer, the more monsters he tested the gloves against. Once he encountered a monster that didn’t let him throw them very easily, he might be able to compare the differences against the dragon-like monster to better determine whatever the heck the “undefinable-value” really was.

Sam eventually came across a group of three jungle shamans that shot hostile spells at him. He rushed towards them and when he threw them in the air, they didn’t budge.

That’s odd, Sam thought.

They clearly weighed less than the dragon-like creature and yet according to the thrower’s gloves, they were actually heavier than the dragon-like creature in the “undefinable”-value.

Sam eventually gave up on trying to toss the shamans into the air and simply finished them off with his regular rotation of skills.

He mused on the fight as he continued forward in the direction of the dungeon boss.

He considered the differences between the dragon-like creature and the jungle shamans. The jungle shamans fought with magic and the dragon-like creature mostly attacked physically. Sam began to wonder whether the “undefinable-value” had something to do with one’s capacity to do magic. That made a certain sense to him as a working theory, though there was the one inconsistency with that framework, which was the dragon-like creature did have magical abilities, mainly, its stealth camouflage power. Though, perhaps, that wasn’t actually magic, but rather just a perk of the creature’s overall physiology.

Sam didn’t manage to gather any new information by the time he arrived at the dungeon boss chamber.

He figured he might talk about it with Toby or Curtis when he got back to Resfall, but until then, he was happy to just finish off the dungeon boss and get home.

He’d gotten what he’d come here for. It was now time to leave.

With his shadow blade already materialized, Sam stepped through a narrow passageway, passing through a purple flame that marked the dungeon boss zone, and into a large jungle clearing.

A colossal creature woke up from its slumber as soon as Sam entered.

The behemoth looked to be of the same family or species of primordial dragon-like beings as the camouflage monster he’d fought multiple times within the mystic jungle dungeon world.

But this creature looked much more powerful.

The creature was much sturdier than the quick snappy beings he’d fought earlier. This monster had a broad, armored body, supported by stout, pillar-like legs. Its tail, massive and muscular, ended in a cluster of crystalline spikes, shimmering with arcane energy. The creature’s back was lined with towering, rune-carved plates, each glowing faintly with an otherworldly light. Its head was crowned with a halo of glowing horns, and its eyes burned with a fearsome malevolence.

The most alarming part of the creature was its cavernous maw filled with rows of razor-sharp, crystalline teeth that looked capable of ripping Sam into nothing but shreds within seconds.

Sam knew a lot about this boss monster from the Traveler’s journal from his previous timeline.

The Traveler had named this formidable foe, the Thorneback Spellmaw.

The creature signaled it was going to make a powerful magic attack when its armored plates glowed brightly.

This might be the perfect test subject for my Thrower’s Gloves, thought Sam.

The creature looked incredibly heavy so he shouldn’t be able to throw it up normally, and it definitely had magic-based attacks that went beyond its physiology like the creature he’d fought earlier.

Sam got to work straight away, rushing towards the Thorneback Spellmaw.

He slid beneath its legs and clutched its stomach with his thrower’s gloves and pushed upward.

Nothing happened.

The creature exceeded the powerful item’s mysterious unknown-value-based weight limit.

That’s disappointing, Sam thought to himself.

The giant creature had lifted up one of its legs to stomp on Sam in retaliation for attacking its underside.

Sam quickly retreated and triggered Pain Ring.

Looks like I’ll just have to fight this thing in my classic style, Sam smirked.

The Thorneback Spellmaw roared furiously as it rushed towards Sam.

The Blood Knight baited the monster into his Pain Ring and dodged the attack and sliced his shadow blade between the creature’s armored plates, doing a tiny but not significant amount of damage.

Sam knew to be patient though.

The gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set would still bring his power levels up to a point that even this armor-plated monster wouldn’t be able to withstand.

The Thorneback Spellmaw’s armored plates began to glow a deep azure blue.

Here we go, Sam thought, instantly recognizing that the creature was about to unleash a powerful magical attack.

The creature cried out and a huge blast of blue magical energy shot out in a huge radius that Sam narrowly avoided.

Fumes of smoke and burnt mana rose out from the boss monster’s armored plates.

I wonder, Sam thought, suddenly having an idea.

He sprinted towards the boss monster once more, quickly sliding between its legs and getting himself in position on the creature’s backside.

He grabbed hold of the monster stomach and pushed upward.

Sam’s eyes widened with glee as the boss monster went hurtling into the air.

Gotcha.

Sam instantly triggered Hurting Hook, sending himself high into the air after the rocketing monster.

Both Sam and the Thorneback Spellmaw burst out through the canopy of jungle trees until it was just the open air, the blue sky, and them.

Sam used the momentum of his hook to unleash a deadly slice into the boss monster’s stomach.

He slashed again and again with a fury, pummeling the creature in the direction of his Pain Ring down below.

He knew he was back in the right position when his seventh slash ripped open the creature’s stomach, draining it of blood and flesh onto the treetops below.

The monster’s eyes were fading as the two of them began their descent. Sam clutched onto the creature’s body as it was going to be his landing pad for when they reached the ground.

As they torpedoed downward, Sam couldn’t help but smile.

He’d discovered a bit more about the system and his new piece of rare equipment.

Technically, Sam still had no idea what the mysterious “undefinable-value” referred to, but he was getting closer, and more importantly: he loved his new thrower’s gloves.


82




Sam instantly missed the hot jungle air when he stepped back outside into the bitter winter of greater Resfall.

The sky was dark and cloudy, though a few stars still poked through, lighting the barren forest of leafless trees.

Time has passed since I entered, Sam observed, looking up at the night sky and beginning to trudge forward back to the city he called his home.

The glow of the green dungeon gate lit up the forest and eventually faded away from view as Sam got further away from it.

The dungeon gate would close in a couple of hours now that the dungeon boss was dead.

Another deadly and devastating dungeon break had been averted.

As Sam walked back to Resfall, his thoughts were mostly focused on his new thrower’s gloves and the strange undefinable-value that determined the weight limit of those he tossed into the air.

He still didn’t know for certain what the undefinable value was, however, he was getting closer. He knew it had something to do with one’s ability to do magic. A non-magic-wielding entity gets tossed no problem; but if the creature or monster can unleash magical attacks that was where things got confusing.

As much as he tried, Sam was never able to throw the jungle shamans.

However, he did manage to throw the colossal Thorneback Spellmaw, but only on the second try.

Which had to mean, whatever the undefinable-value was, it wasn’t a static attribute like one’s physical weight; it had the possibility to change over the course of a battle and had some connection with one’s usage of magical abilities.

Could the undefinable-value be some kind of mana-weight or mana-capacity? Sam wondered.

He hadn’t ever really read anything that had discussed mana as having a weight or definable metric, though it was a part of most beings with the power to wield magic and abilities.

Something still wasn’t adding up completely to Sam, however, as mana-weight didn’t seem that complicated a metric to translate in the system.

But maybe that was because mana was ethereal—one didn’t contemplate the weight of air either.

Sam could sense that it had some meaning beyond his current comprehension of the dungeon gate system—and he probably had the greatest knowledge on the system currently in Westria at the moment; which made this new information about the system seem all the more intriguing and disconcerting.

He figured he would bring it up with Curtis the next time he saw him. He was one of the smartest Wizard-class Travelers in the guild, so he might have a good idea about what the undefinable-value truly was.

A few hours later, Sam arrived back in Resfall, and found the Traveler’s Guild near empty.

A lone clerk perked up at the sight of him.

“Oh, Sam,” said the assistant. “The others said to tell you they were at the Enchanted Snowman Building competition!”

Oh yeah, Sam smiled to himself, how could I forget?

He eventually found himself at the royal Resfall park to find it crammed with people.

Families, kids, and citizens were gathered around, ready to make snowmen for the annual competition. The reason the event was known as the Enchanted Snowman was that the winning snowman would get doused in special alchemical water that would temporarily bring the snowman to life.

The first person he saw through the crowd was Curtis, whose tall elven stature, pointy ears, and silver hair made him stand out from the majority of the human population that lived in Resfall.

Once he approached the elf, he could see the rest of the guild, all gearing up to start making prize-winning snowmen.

“Has the competition started?”

“Not yet, no,” said Curtis. “May I ask where you’ve been?”

“I just got back from training,” said Sam. “I actually had a question for you. Does mana have a weight to it?”

Curtis’ eyes widened with shock at Sam’s question. “How do you⁠—”

The elf paused and recomposed himself. He made an odd face, looking at Sam with a new curiosity. There was also a seriousness in the way he now stared at the young man. “What makes you say that?”

“I acquired this new it⁠—”

A hand suddenly grabbed hold of Sam’s arm. “Stop speaking with the enemy. We have a snowman to make.”

It was Toby, dragging him to a spot he and Klara had set up.

A few minutes later, Queen Alice Grace from an erected podium nearby, announced the start of the annual Enchanted Snowman building competition.

“Alright, time to win,” said Toby with an intense fury.

They started gathering puffs of snow together and rolling it into a big ball.

Multiple teams all across the park did the same.

Klara, Toby, and Sam—all rosy-cheeked—laughed and giggled at the absurdity of trying to build a snowman in a hurry.

He couldn’t believe how much fun they were having.

It actually was more significant than it might have first seemed. It was just a silly snowman building competition after all; but Sam remembered the venom with which the three of them used to make fun of the contest and those who partook in it when they were orphans. Sam and his friends had been penniless and near-starving, they couldn’t afford the luxuries of spending an evening creating silly people out of snow. In fact, such an event proved a prime time to steal food from people’s cupboards while they were away.

For the three of them to be here now, attempting to make a snowman for the competition, just highlighted how far they had come, how much all three of their lives had changed since Sam’s return to the past.

It filled Sam’s heart with joy.

He poured that love into their snowman.

Unfortunately, however, love was not enough.

“He looks a bit…” Klara said, awkwardly. “Not right in the head?”

“Yeah,” said Toby. “I don’t know how it happened, but he looks a bit drunk.”

The three of them looked around to see what other people had come up with and, fortunately for them, the competition wasn’t as stiff as they may have feared.

The most impressive was undoubtedly the majestic bird sculpture a group of bird-watching enthusiasts had carved out of the snow.

Meanwhile, the Dangerous Fire Brigade had created a giant odd lump in the snow that was supposed to be a life-sized morale-boosting peanut.

Across the park, Lord Odo Bumblefumble and Earl Fitzy Foppleplop were arguing with the queen’s referees due to the fact that both men had ordered their servants to sabotage the other’s snowman.

“You know,” said Toby. “Maybe our drunk snowman can win?”

“That bird is pretty nice though,” said Klara.

“True, but is it a snowman?”

“So long as we beat Brock and Curtis,” said Toby.

They looked over to their fellow Traveler colleagues to see that they had only made a third of a snowman: just one perfectly spherical ball to start with and had been arguing over it ever since.

“The balls don’t need to be perfectly spherical—it’s a bloody snowman, elf,” said Brock in exasperation.

“The structural integrity of our project must be considered at all costs,” Curtis replied with equal frustration as Brock’s.

In the end, Alice awarded the young brother and sister who had made a traditional snowman with buttons for eyes and a carrot for nose as the winner.

Everyone cheered and congratulated the young kids.

They all then gathered around as one of the royal alchemists poured the animating liquid onto the snowman.

As the liquid poured over the snow sculpture, it began to sparkle like a cascade of starlight, flowing over the snowman’s form. The snow glistened and shimmered, as if infused with the very essence of life. Slowly, a magical transformation unfolded. The snowman’s button eyes flickered with a newfound glow, and its pebble mouth curved into the hint of a smile. The one inanimate figure stirred, stretching its snowy arms with a crackling sound, like the gentle breaking of ice.

Everyone cheered and clapped in amazement.

The majesty and awe-inspiring moment only lasted for a few seconds before things then got weird.

The snowman’s face turned angry and he started hissing at the crowd.

He waddled forward.

People screamed, children cried.

Sam turned to Toby and Klara. “Should we kill those children’s snowman?”

“Isn’t that kind of evil?” asked Toby.

“The ethics on this one seem hard,” Klara agreed.

At that point, a flicker of strange purple magic appeared in the air.

Instantly, Sam was on guard and materialized his shadow blade.

The purple magic took on the shape of a wolf’s jaw as it blasted through the enchanted snowman, destroying it and thus returning it back down to the mere puffs of snow that had been used to create it.

The crowd was alarmed and many people were moving quickly away to leave the park.

Others were staring at Sam and the other Travelers in the crowd.

The figure that had destroyed the snowman emerged in the center of the chaos.

A silver-haired elf woman with striking blue eyes stood among the dead snowman’s remains with two elven soldiers protecting her at her side.

The woman paid no attention to the terrified citizens and stared directly at Curtis.

“It’s good to see you, Banished One,” the woman said to Curtis.


83




The crowd gathered in the royal park of Resfall whispered and murmured amongst themselves with avid curiosity at the appearance of the powerful silver-haired elf woman.

Those not looking on with intense interest were quickly heading to the park’s exit, wanting to get away from any danger: be it a dangerous elf wielder of some kind of shadow magic or another vicious and marauding killer snowman.

Those who stayed turned to the elf Traveler, Curtis.

“I hoped this day would never come,” he sighed. “But, let me introduce everyone to, Thalia Ashgrove, my little sister.”

Murmurs and whispers spread all throughout the crowd.

“Did you know Curtis had a sister?” said Klara in a hushed tone.

Sam shook his head.

Whatever life Curtis Ashgrove had lived prior to becoming a Wizard-class Traveler who worked for the Traveler’s Guild of Resfall was unknown to Sam. Such knowledge had never reached the feathers, quills, and pens of the historians and scholars Sam had read on the history of Westria in his previous lifetime.

Leaning over on the other side of him was Toby, whispering, “Is it just me or is Curtis’ sister really h⁠—”

“What are you two whispering about?” hissed Klara.

Toby went completely red in the face.

“Nothing,” said Toby, frantically. “I was just asking Sam what kind of magic he thought the woman had used?”

Sam was impressed by Toby’s quick thinking. More than that, his friend’s question was an interesting one.

Most of the races of Westria referred to the dungeon gate system and the powers Travelers unlocked as new magic.

Old magic, however, was more often than not used to describe the powers wielded by those of the elven race.

Even in Sam’s previous timeline, the ancient magic of the elves was shrouded in mystery. A mystery that was forever left unanswered after the deaths of the hundreds of thousands of elves in the Elven Genocide.

They all went quiet as Curtis stepped towards his sister.
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Curtis’ eyes locked with Thalia’s.

His sister had the same faded light blue eyes as his own. He hadn’t gazed upon those eyes in almost seven years, not since he had been⁠—

He didn’t even want to think about it.

“Thalia,” Curtis said, taking another step towards his sister.

“Do not refer to me by my first name, Banished One,” said Thalia with a sharp venom. “You can refer to me by my formal title, Eledhion Ardona.”

Curtis felt a stabbing pain in his chest at his sister’s words. His family always knew how to hurt him best, didn’t they? Poke him right at his weakest, sorest wounds.

He wondered what she was doing here. His mind went straight to the glitter dust he had found on the strange bug Sam had given him to investigate.

It was also very odd that Thalia had shown up tonight of all nights. Just after Sam had spoken to him of—how had the boy referred to it as—“mana weight”. It was like hearing a baby try to grasp at the concepts of the universe—the boy wasn’t understanding fully, but he was closer than any non-elf he’d heard speak on the subject.

“Okay,” sighed Curtis. “Eledhion Ardona, what brings you here?”

“I wish to speak with your queen,” said Thalia.

“Oh, do you?” said a voice filled with a furious temper that Curtis instantly recognized.

Queen Alice Grace strode toward the elf woman with a flaming fist in her hand.

The crowd of onlookers gasped at the queen’s display of power, impressed with her growing command of her mythically rare Traveler class.

Curtis did not like where this was going.

If Queen Alice attacked his sister that would cause huge political ramifications across human-elf relations.

The queen spoke loudly so everyone could hear.

“You seek counsel with me yet arrive in the dead of night without telling someone, and reveal yourself with the use of hostile old magic. I am sorry, but I do not seek counsel with someone who conducts themselves in such a manner. You may find help here in Resfall, but certainly not from me.”

With that, the queen turned around and marched off, her handmaiden hurrying right behind her.

That was bad, Curtis thought. But a lot less bad than what I was expecting.
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Following the queen’s declaration that she would not be meeting with Thalia Ashgrove, Guildmaster Redfield quickly invited the elven envoy back to the Traveler’s Guild Hall so that they could discuss their reasons for their unexpected visit.

Guildmaster Redfield demanded that Sam and Curtis join him for the meeting with the elves.

As the guildmaster closed the door to the meeting room, Thalia looked to Curtis and said, snidely, “Is this a joke, Banished One? We lay down our pride before you and your human friends and you take us to your headquarters for new magic. Have you forgotten the elves’ feelings on such manners?”

“At least they didn’t bring that dwarf with us into the meeting room,” said one of Thalia’s guards.

“The smallest kindness,” said Thalia, shaking her head in dismay.

“I thought dwarves and elves had resolved their tensions?” Sam asked.

The dwarves had erected a statue of Curtis in their mountain kingdom for helping save them from the dwarven cataclysm.

“For the dwarves maybe,” said Thalia, impatience lacing her words. “Another annoying disgrace brought upon the elves of the Glittering Forest by the Banished One. You know a group of dwarven merchants actually reached out to us to see if we wanted to import dwarven marshmallows and ale?”

“I mean, the marshmallows are cool,” said Sam. “You can get ones that taste like apple pie.”

“Absurd experiments made by a group of drunks who like living in a cold damp mountain cave,” said Thalia.

Curtis sighed at Thalia’s blatant hostility. He was glad Brock was not in the room with them right now.

“Are we going to start this meeting or have you just come here to remind me of all the Banished One’s disgraces?” said Thalia.

The guildmaster crossed his arms.

“I’d prefer if we didn’t refer to one of the most talented men in my guild as the Banished One,” said Edgar. “You talk and act as if you’ve been disrespected, yet the only person I see being rude here is you.”

Thalia’s eyes narrowed. “The Banished One has no other name.”

Edgar got red in the face. “Yes, he does, and you know he does. What is this cryptic elven ridiculousness!?”

Curtis placed a hand on the guildmaster’s shoulders. “It’s okay, Edgar. Let them call me what they will.”

Edgar took a deep breath.

“If you say so, Curtis,” said Edgar. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

The guildmaster then turned to Thalia.

“The meeting will begin shortly,” said Edgar. “I’m just waiting on two more people to join us.”

At that moment, a hidden door emerged between the walls at the back of the room.

“Here they are,” grinned Edgar.

The hidden door swung open and in stepped Mildred Cross, followed by Queen Alice Grace.

Ah, Curtis thought. So, it was all for show.

“Apologies for the theatrics,” said Alice, grinning. “I hope you can understand. You said you needed our assistance?”

Thalia nodded.

“I hope you recognize the fact that the elves are a proud people and we don’t take asking for help lightly,” said Thalia. “But, there’s a growing problem in the Glittering Forest. New species of bugs keep showing up on a daily basis. Dangerous bugs. We were hoping we could exchange rare elven goods and materials for information and whatever items or technologies you use to fight such infestations yourselves. We wouldn’t even be against using special dwarven magitechnology if you were able to procure it for us.”

Curtis listened to his sister’s words closely.

So this does have to do with that bug Sam had me investigate, Curtis thought to himself.

At that point, Sam spoke up, “I think your best bet is to let us come back with you to deal with the growing bug infestation. This problem is going to rapidly get out of hand, trust me.”

Thalia blinked. “And who are you exactly?”

Curtis wished his sister had a better bedside manner.

“Another one of the respected Travelers under my command,” said Edgar. “One who I’ve learned time and time again deserves being listened to in times of great struggle.”

Thalia crossed her arms.

“If any humans—or dwarves—come anywhere near the Glittering Forest, they will have an arrow through their neck as soon as they are spotted. We did not come here seeking the assistance of your soldiers wielding abomina—new magic—we came here for supplies and technology.”

The meeting room erupted with yells and shouts, mainly between the guildmaster and Thalia Ashgrove, but mutters and murmurs abounded, and the room descended into chaos.

Finally, breaking through the disorderly discussion, Sam shouted out, “Aelindor nae tharion edhel.”

All of the elves looked at the young man in shock.

Curtis couldn’t believe the words that had just come out of the young swordsman’s mouth.

It was like hearing a baby utter a curse word.

Except this was way worse.
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The elves stared at Sam with complete and utter shock.

The entire room had gone silent since Sam had spoken elvish out loud.

He had deemed his actions as the best move he could make in that moment.

Lilith’s power was clearly growing inside the Glittering Forest and the elves were going to need their help sooner rather than later. He knew that this was the only path forward if he truly wanted to help the elves and Westria as a whole.

His elvish wasn’t perfect, but he had studied it in his previous timeline, and the phrase he had used had come up in enough recorded stories of the ancient and wise race that he could speak that one sentence with the authority of a truly fluent speaker.

Though, he hadn’t expected the reaction of the elves to be so intense.

Curtis was looking at him like he’d just killed an innocent child in front of them all.

And to be fair to his colleague, it was very abnormal for a human to be able to speak elvish. It wasn’t taught in schools, and it was an incredibly difficult language to learn if one didn’t learn to speak it as a child. So, for Sam to be able to speak elvish and utter a phrase of such potent meaning would be shocking to anyone familiar with the language of the elves.

Thalia and her guards looked at him with a mixture of surprise, bemusement, and a bitter sense of having been insulted by the words he had uttered.

“Do you really understand the words you speak?” said Thalia, staring across the meeting room at Sam.

Sam nodded.

Curtis shook his head.

“He definitely doesn’t,” said the elf. He grabbed Sam by the arm. “Sam—I don’t think you understand what you’ve just enacted? This is not a joke.”

“Don’t treat him like a child, Banished One,” said Thalia. “If the boy is smart enough to teach himself our mother tongue, he’s competent enough to take responsibility for the words he’s uttered.”

“Do you mind catching those of us who can’t speak elvish up, please?” said Edgar.

Thalia smirked.

“Of course,” said the beautiful silver-haired elf woman. “Your talented and respected Traveler has just challenged me to a duel.”
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Alice clenched her fists so hard, sparks of ash flew up from her fists.

Luckily, no one noticed, they were all staring at Sam.

As was she.

Annoyance and anger—an echo of feelings she had felt the first time she had met the black-haired boy—were swelling up inside of her.

What the heck is he thinking!? Challenging this elf woman to a duel? Does he not think I wouldn’t mind taking a crack at her myself? But that’s not the correct diplomatic procedure, is it? Sam’s actions are absolutely ludicrous. Also, when did he manage to learn bloody elvish!?

“I’m sorry,” said Mildred, finally speaking up herself, looking between Thalia and then Sam. “What does a duel achieve here, given the circumstances?”

Thalia smiled at Sam. “Should I explain, or would you like to?”

Sam nodded. “The elvish word tharion edhel doesn’t just mean a normal duel to the death. It means a ‘duel of noble purpose’. A challenge, one might say. A bet.”

“That is right, child,” hissed Thalia, gleefully. “In a tharion edhel, we don’t fight to take one another’s lives, necessarily, but to settle a dispute and come to a new agreement. It’s a contract written in blood.”

Alice was beginning to piece together what Sam’s plan was here; however, it still seemed like a risky one. At least, it wasn’t as purely idiotic as she’d originally thought it might be.

“So, you called this tharion edhel,” said Thalia, looking to Sam. “What terms do you propose?”

“Simple,” said Sam. “We fight. If I win, you let us come and help you with the bugs in the Glittering Forest. If you win, we give you the supplies you want free of charge.”

“It sounds like they win no matter what,” grumbled Edgar.

“Agreed,” said Mildred.

“Trust me,” said Thalia. “Accepting help from soldiers wielding whatever mutated new magic you use will be seen as a loss by my entire people. I don’t even want to imagine the sense of shame.”

“Why does everything you say sound like an insult?” said Edgar.

“The elven race has lived on this world for far longer than any mere human,” said Thalia. “If my words sound insulting, it’s because wisdom usually does to the unknowing.”

“Even your answer is rude,” sighed Alice, baffled by the elf woman’s words.

“Your terms seem fine to me,” said Thalia, returning back to the duel. “When shall we fight? Now? Tomo⁠—”

“Three weeks from now,” said Curtis, interjecting.

The elf Traveler turned to Sam.

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” said Curtis. “But you’re way over your head taking on my sister. If you want even a miniscule chance of taking her on, you’re going to need time to train.”

Sam looked at Curtis, almost as if he knew already what the elf man was saying to him was true. He then nodded without saying any more.

It was one of the things that Alice found both infuriating and alluring about Sam. The way he seemed to always have some card hidden up his sleeve at all times.

What the heck does he know that we don’t? Alice grumbled to herself.

Thalia’s eyes narrowed at her brother.

“You’re wasting all of our time, Banished One,” she said. “The outcome is the same whether we duel now or in three weeks. Why waste all of our time?”

“Three weeks is the condition to the tharion edhel,” said Sam. “I’m the one who made the challenge and I want that in my terms.”

Thalia sighed with annoyance.

“Fine,” she said. “So be it. Let us meet in three weeks’ time. We’ll be staying in the forest to the east of the city. Visit us there if you wish to end this little challenge sooner rather than later. The realization and formal admission that you no longer wish to waste my time will be enough for me to respectfully spare your honor.”

With that, Thalia and her two elven soldiers walked out of the Traveler’s Guild Hall and into the night.

“Well, isn’t she charming,” said Alice.
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Thalia strode through the night.

Her boots sank into the fresh, powdery snow with each step. The forest around her was a silent, slumbering world of white. The towering pines and spruces stood heavy with snow, their normally vibrant green needles frosted to a soft, muted gray by the moonlight.

Behind her, she could hear the synchronized footsteps of her guards, a rhythmic crunching that contrasted the otherwise silent world of the forest at night in the dead of winter.

Thalia bristled just thinking about that black-haired kid with the strange red eyes.

What a fool, she sighed.

She didn’t care what kind of new magic the young man might wield, it would be no match against the abilities she had cultivated on her Path.

The most annoying part of all of this was having to wait three weeks.

Thalia and her guards trudged through the snowy ground of the forest until eventually the elf woman stopped, grabbed a piece of snow almost like a piece of fabric, and pulled it back to reveal what was a piece of magical camouflage that welcomed them to a warm indoor encampment with a crackling fireplace.

The trio stepped into their hidden indoor campsite and sat down at the couches in front of the fire.

“Are you not worried?” asked one of her guards, Faelan.

“Three weeks is a long time,” said the other, Lorian. “Even if we got supplies it would mean we wouldn’t get back to the Glittering Forest for another two months or so. What if the infestation problem worsens during that time?”

“There is nothing else to be done,” sighed Thalia. “If the situation worsens, my father should be able to handle it on his own.”

“And what about the kid?” asked Faelan. “What if he proves to be your match?”

The two guards looked at Thalia with a serious expression.

The concerned looks only lasted a second before they all cracked a smile.

“Fighting that kid will be—what’s the human expression again?—a piece of cake.”
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Back at the Traveler’s Guildhall, Sam was staring at four very annoyed and frustrated faces.

Thalia and her guards had been gone for a while and everyone had yet to say anything.

It was one of those excruciating silences when disappointment, anger, and frustration was oozing out of the people nearby that the feelings of discontent were almost palpable.

“Since when can you speak elvish?” Edgar finally asked, breaking the silence. “I tried once long ago and couldn’t make heads or tails of the language.”

“I’ve always known a little,” said Sam. “Picked it up in books.”

The four faces all narrowed their eyes at him with suspiciousness. People didn’t just pick up elvish. More discontent oozed out into the room.

Sam would just let the others in the room chalk his fluency in elvish up to being another peculiar part of his identity.

“I don’t think you understand the implications of what you’ve just done, Sam,” said Curtis, rubbing his forehead in an agitated panic. “My sister is the Eledhion Ardona that’s the heir to the high ruler of the Glittering Forest. She is immensely powerful in the ways of old magic. Even if you trained your hardest over the next three weeks, you have a very low likelihood of winning.”

Sam suddenly perked up at Curtis’ words.

He couldn’t believe he had missed it before.

“Wait a minute,” said Sam. “If your sister is the heir to the high ruler, wouldn’t that make you⁠—”

“That is not the topic of our current conversation,” said Curtis, immediately cutting Sam off. “Nor is it any of your business.”

Curtis’ words were laced with venom and anger and Sam knew he immediately had to back off. He didn’t know the elf’s background very well, but clearly there was some kind of hurt and undealt with pain in the man’s previous life before becoming a Traveler.

One didn’t just get the nickname Banished One, did they?

“As I was saying,” said Curtis.

The elf then went on to explain the differences between new magic and old magic. Sam vaguely knew quite a bit of it already. Mainly that elves were able to cultivate mana and abilities without having to enter the dungeon gates. Rather than classes with assigned abilities, the elves trained in certain styles known as Paths. It was because of these Paths that until the advent of the new dungeon gate era, elves were one of the most powerful and feared races in all of Westria.

“On top of that,” Curtis continued. “If you were to win, you’d then be upsetting the second most politically powerful person in the Glittering Forest, creating a disastrous political situation for all of us. Also there’s⁠—”

Queen Alice slammed her hands on the table.

The girl’s eye twitched and Sam feared her annoyance most of all.

“Not to mention,” said Alice, seething, “three weeks from now lands squarely on the evening of the Lovespell Day’s Ball, which raises the likelihood of it being ruined for another year.”

The last two years in a row the Lovespell’s Day Ball had been hijacked by assassination attempts and explosions. The first time, Clarence Erdstrom had orchestrated assassins to try and kill Alice that Sam and the crew had then thwarted. Then last year they had been attacked by the dwarven death cult, the Emissaries of the Fallen, leading to a blood-soaked skirmish in the royal ballroom.

The ball was beginning to get a reputation for being cursed.

“I don’t want my reign to go down in history as the one that ruined love,” cried Alice. “My ancestors will be rolling in their graves over this.”

“You heard Curtis and the queen,” said Guildmaster Redfield. “Human-elf relations—not to mention, love—are on the line here. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“Yes,” added Mildred. “This would be a great time to tell us you have a plan.”

“I do,” said Sam.

“And?” said Alice. “What is it?”

“I’m going to train for the next three weeks and then I’m going to beat Thalia Ashgrove in a duel,” said Sam.

“It doesn’t work that way,” said Curtis with exasperation. “Three weeks isn’t enough time to beat Thalia. She’s been training on her Path for years.”

“I understand that,” said Sam. “That’s why for the next three weeks I’m going to be training my magic affinity and working towards breaking through the Second Threshold.”

The three adults in the room were all stunned at that statement.

That sure shut them up, Sam thought.
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Edgar narrowed his eyes at the boy.

The kid stood there with a blank expression on his face, daring everyone else to question the words he’d just uttered.

The young man in front of him was far from a kid. He stood straight with pride and, even just looking at the boy, it was apparent that he was a strong and powerful force. The kid was eighteen years old now and had been under Edgar’s purview for over two years. Edgar had watched Sam’s growth as a Traveler with respect, admiration, and awe. The young man was one of the most talented Travelers he had ever witnessed. Yet, despite all of that, Edgar still couldn’t help but see the young man as the brave but scared little orphan boy who had arrived outside the guild hall on that snowy winter’s night two years ago.

Now that same boy wanted to face the Second Tribulation and break through the Second Threshold.

He’s not ready, Edgar thought to himself.

The guildmaster shuddered just thinking about the trials of the Second Tribulation and his own experiences going through it.

Most Travelers didn’t make it past the First Tribulation, and even fewer made it past the Second. There were far more novice-tier and apprentice-tier Travelers than there were people ranked above that.

The Second Tribulation was even more deadly than the First Tribulation and was significantly more complicated and involved.

A memory of a hulking shadowy figure with glowing pink eyes pierced Edgar’s mind—reminding him of the horrific battle he had to face when he had pursued pushing through the Second Threshold.

The trial was always slightly unique and tailored to the individual, though the one underlying constant between all versions of the Second Tribulation was that it was a truly miserable and awful affair that Edgar would never wish upon anyone.

And yet, he also knew it was one of the mountains one had to climb in the path to power.

The silence in the meeting room was finally broken by Mildred.

“Edgar, you can’t allow him to do this,” said Mildred. “You and I both know what’s involved. The boy will surely die⁠—”

“I will allow it,” said Edgar. “Sam has never proven himself wrong when standing up for a challenge that seemed beyond his means. I will not be the one to stop him here. Sam—I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Finally, Sam’s cold expression changed.

The boy smirked as if he somehow could already fathom the pain that awaited him on his journey to the Second Threshold.

Unbeknownst to Edgar or the others, Sam was indeed fully aware of the trial that awaited him.
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Following Edgar’s decision to allow Sam to pursue the Second Tribulation, the meeting quickly came to a close.

For almost everyone in the room except Sam, the meeting had concluded unsatisfactorily.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” said Alice as she sternly marched off with Mildred behind her.

“I could say the same to you,” said Mildred to Edgar.

Curtis just sighed and shook his head.

“I need a moment to think,” was all he said before heading off.

Soon, it was just Edgar and Sam in the room alone together.

“I trust you know what you’re doing?” said Edgar.

Sam nodded.

“Well, good luck, then,” said the guildmaster before leaving the room.

Now Sam was all on his own.

He took a deep breath and considered everything he needed to do in the coming days and weeks.

It had always been in his plan to push through the Second Threshold in the coming months, but the arrival of Thalia Ashgrove certainly had pushed it up his agenda somewhat.

Sam knew from his first timeline that it had taken over a year for Travelers to discover the Second Threshold after the emergence of the dungeon gates. In that early era, there was a race mentality across Travelers, all rushing to gain more power and knowledge ahead of others as fast as possible.

The Second Threshold had proven a stumbling block across the collective knowledge of Travelers at that time.

Everyone knew that the Second Threshold must exist, given the discovery of the First Threshold; yet, what no one could seem to figure out for a long time, was how exactly did you push through it.

The First Threshold had involved converting one’s mana from one tier to the other, undergoing excruciating amounts of pain to do so, and many people tried to do exactly that from apprentice-tier magic affinity to journeyman-tier magic affinity. Except, upon going through a harsher variation of the First Threshold, many of those mana practitioners discovered that their magic affinity stat stayed at 50, not moving up that additional stat point needed to break into journeyman-tier magic affinity.

At the time, no one could explain it.

It didn’t make any sense.

How could one have journeyman-tier mana coursing through their veins and yet still not have reached journeyman-tier magic affinity?

There was something missing.

What eventually was discovered was that converting one’s mana was only the first step to breaking through the Second Threshold.

It was at that point that Travelers began to discover the existence of their own individual core realms.

To break through the Second Threshold required discovering, entering, and emerging from one’s core realm alive.

It had an over 75% fatality rate.

Only the best and most ambitious of Travelers even attempted to break through.

Sam knew that there was a lot of work to be done.

He headed out of the meeting room and up to his dormitory.

There wasn’t much he could do that evening, but he planned on getting a lot done the following day.

Until then, he knew he had to rest.
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Sam woke up the following morning bright and early.

He headed down to the dining hall and grabbed himself a blueberry muffin and a mug of coffee and sat on his own to plan out his next moves.

First thing he had to review was his stats.

He sipped on his coffee and called his profile to view in his retina.

Sam

Class: Blood Knight (Super Rare) (Rank: Journeyman-Tier)

Ability:

Pain Ring (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Mark part of the battlefield as yours. Within that circle, the more you are hurt, the more powerful your attacks. Battle awareness also now increases as you take more damage. After significant damage is taken, user acquires split-second vision to see where their opponent is going to move and do seconds before they do it.

Hurting Hook (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 3) – Shoot a hook rope that if it hits an enemy, it can pull them back closer towards you OR send you hurtling quickly towards them. Hook can be bent at will to whip and hurl enemies with. Hurting Hook can also latch itself onto inanimate objects and be used as a magical grappling hook.

Blood Vision (Journeyman-Tier) (Level 1) – Can see blood vessels beneath the skin – allowing for greater accuracy and destruction. Can pinpoint and hit vital arteries and organs of one’s enemies.

Class: Death Lord (Legendary) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Blood Flame (Novice-Tier) (Level 4) – Morph all spilled blood in a nearby radius into a powerful magical fire. Can also create blood flame projectiles in hand from spilled blood. Can now conjure blood flame sword from spilled blood. Can now also generate a blood flame storm within the vicinity of spilled blood.

Blood Teleport (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 2) – Teleport to and from spilled blood on the battlefield. Objects with blood spilled on them can be teleported to and from other sources of spilled blood now as well.

Strength: 52

Agility: 44.7

Endurance: 53.1

Magic Affinity: 48

Skill Quests

Pain Ring (Level 4) – Destroy 10,000 monsters with the aid of split-second vision. 1400/10,000

Blood Flame (Level 5) – Gain mastery with your blood flame storm. (9%)

Hurting Hook (Level 4) – Gain mastery over your new hurting hook. (15%)

Blood Teleport (Level 3) – Gain mastery over Blood Teleport (9%)

Inventory

Silver Dragon Armor Set

Composed from the remains of the ancient and powerful silver dragon, this heavy armor absorbs damage and pain and allows for redistribution into different parts of the body. Also can hold damage that can be unleashed later. Armor cannot be removed if damage is being held. The inside of the armor is lined with tiny teeth of the silver dragon that constantly draw blood upon the user. This set of ancient armor has killed many of those who have chosen to wear it.

Additional Ability (Level 1): Dragon Defense: The teeth of the silver dragon armor set can now be controlled to shoot outwards as an additional offensive or defensive maneuver.

Additional Ability (Level 1): Pain Transfer. Absorb an attack and unleash that level of damage onto your opponents.

Necklace of Healing (Increase Health Regeneration by 50%)

Ring of Numbing (Reduce pain sensation by 40%)

Ring of Empowerment (Super Rare) (Tier: Adept)

+10 Strength

Arcane Aegis (Mythic) (Tier: Adept)

Floating Reflective Shield

Berzerker sword (Super Rare) (Tier: Adept)

Special ability: Can regularly send enemies when hit into an unthinking hostile frenzy.

Demonic Rune blade (Mythic) (Tier: Adept)

+5 Strength

Kill Stacker (Special Ability): Demonic rune blade gains more power each time you slay something—power growth only stops if fifteen minutes go by without a kill

Shadeslayer, The Shadow Blade (Mythic) (Tier: Master)

Can attack and deal damage to enemy shadows.

Sam grinned. He was quite pleased with his stat growth. All of his stats were moving up and improving. His strength and endurance were already in the low 50s, making them journeyman-tier level stats, which he was super proud of. Meanwhile, his magic affinity was at 48 which put him in a prime position to start a more focused and dedicated pursuit of his goal to break through the Second Threshold and get his magic affinity up to journeyman-tier.

He quickly finished his breakfast and headed out into Resfall to gather the supplies necessary to do what he needed.

The sun was shining, and the sky was a clear blue, but it was also a bitter cold Febriare day.

Sam walked with purpose across the frosty Resfall day, heading directly towards the market district.

Even before he arrived in the merchant neighborhood, Sam’s nostrils caught the rich aromas of exotic spices and freshly baked bread wafting through the air, mingling with the tangy scent of freshly tanned leather from the cobbler's corner.

Soon enough, Sam stepped foot into the grand bazaar, a maze of tents and tables overflowing with goods from distant lands. Even in the cold weather, the market district still thrived. Specially designed mana heaters kept the merchants and stalls cozy and warm, while those hawking hot cocoa and cider were pulling in a small fortune due to the uptick in customers.

Tucked away in a quieter corner of the bustling market district was Drake’s Apothecary Stall. It was a modest wooden booth, draped with a white cloth, held down by a myriad of vials, pills, and other arcane remedies.

Sam’s eyes narrowed in on an oak tray at the side of the merchant’s table. The oak tray had wooden dividers, creating small sections for different types of pills and supplements. Above each section was a handwritten note with the pill’s name and description of what it did. There were popular pills such as Dreamweave Capsules that were known to make one’s dreams significantly more potent, and Vigor Berry Pills which gave more energy than five cups of coffee in a single take.

Sam’s eyes eventually landed on a certain set of pills and smiled.

The handwritten note called them, Silverwood’s Solution.

“Ah,” said Drake, the apothecary merchant. “That’s a specialty pill, that is. Not cheap, I’ll tell you that right now.”

Sam was pleased at the sight of the pill.

It was the pill formerly known as the Faraday Pill in his first timeline. In this new second chance at life, Sam had recreated the pill in the enchanted garden of Nimriel Silverwood just over a year prior to help him break through the First Threshold.

The Faraday Pill—now renamed Silverwood’s Solution—could numb a certain portion of the pain when cultivating one’s mana from one tier to another. Without the pill, the pain was powerful enough to kill the mana practitioner.

Having left the recipe in Nimriel Silverwood’s hands, it looked as if she had begun marketing and selling the pill to others.

Sam was glad.

He knew that upkeep of the enchanted garden was expensive.

Plus, it meant he had easy access to the pill when he needed it.

“It wasn’t easy dealing with the seller of that pill,” said Drake. “Crazy half-elf who lives out in the woods. The pill is a keeper though. You Traveler lot seem to love it. I can’t keep it in stock.”

Sam ended up buying three pills for a small fortune. He figured he might as well stock up now for future moments when he’d need to break through to even higher thresholds than he did now.

With the pills acquired, Sam returned to the guild hall and went straight to his room.

He sat cross-legged on his bed and materialized a monster stone from his inventory. He gripped the stone, sending his own mana into the stone to create a mana bridge. Following that, he extracted more and more mana from inside the stone back into his core at the center of his chest.

When he was done with the stone, he’d materialize another one from his inventory.

He did this all morning until he looked at his magic affinity stat in his profile and saw that he’d managed to push it up to 50.

Getting closer, Sam grinned.

He then materialized one of his newly purchased Faraday Pills and looked down at it.

He knew he should probably start referring to the pill as Silverwood’s Solution, but he figured the famous Opalian scholar from his first timeline, Cornelius Faraday, still deserved some credit, even if it was credit that would only ever now exist inside Sam’s head.

Sam then put the pill in his mouth and swallowed it.

Here we go, Sam thought.

He shuddered just thinking about the incoming pain.
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Guildmaster Edgar Redfield was in his office when a scream echoed throughout the whole building.

A few moments later, he heard a knock on his office door.

“Come in?” Edgar asked with concern.

The door swung open and there stood Sam, flames of yellow journeyman-tier mana were burning off his body.

“I’m ready to enter my core realm now.”
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Edgar Redfield’s ears were still ringing from the scream he’d heard echoing across the guild hall from a minute before.

Now Sam was standing in front of him telling him he was ready to enter his inner core realm.

That, at the very least, explained the screaming. The boy had converted all of his apprentice-tier mana swirling inside of him to journeyman-tier.

The pain of doing so was excruciating and had caused numerous deaths over the years.

And that was the easiest part of pushing through to the Second Threshold.

“I see,” said Edgar, finally responding to the boy’s declaration.

“I’m presuming there’s a room in the guild hall that would be appropriate for undertaking the task?” Sam asked.

Edgar hid his surprise at the kid’s words. The boy always said things that should have been impossible for him to know—and then he smirked whenever you gasped or were shocked at it. He wouldn’t give Sam the satisfaction this time, however.

Still, it was curious.

How does the boy know?

Entering one’s core realm could send you into a comatose state for days, potentially weeks. Some never woke up from that paralyzed state, never beating the challenges put forth by the core’s inner realm.

The fact that the kid understood that entering the core’s inner realm would require potentially its own specialized chamber suggested the kid understood the gravity of the task before him.

“I’ll take you there,” murmured Edgar, solemnly.

The guildmaster walked towards the door where Sam was standing.

The boy stepped out of the guildmaster’s way and let the older man pass.

Edgar continued down the stairs and then headed to the back of the hall where the stairwell to the basement was located. He asked for two medic guild clerks to follow them.

The group followed behind Edgar as they went down into the darkness beneath the ground level of the Traveler’s Guild Hall.

They descended the floors. They passed by the floor where the guild’s permanent White Gate was housed, the tutorial dungeon where they sent all their Travelers-in-training. It was the emergence of that very White Gate that had led to the formation of the Traveler’s guildhall in that very location in the first place.

They eventually reached the bottom floor and entered an austere torch lit chamber. There was a bed at the side and a cupboard with a sink at the side. It looked more like a room for a doctor’s patient than anything else.

“This is the room we designated for those wishing to break through the Second Threshold,” said Edgar. “The last person to use it was Curtis. The low frequency of use is why we decided to keep the room so deep below in the basement. We’ll have clerks and nurses look after you as you undergo your journey into your core’s inner realm. I assume you’re ready.”

Sam nodded and stepped towards the bed.

“Judging by the way you’re acting, you’ve figured out how to tap into your core’s inner realm then,” said Edgar.

Sam nodded once more.

He sat cross-legged on the bed.

Edgar watched the boy with curiosity.

To enter the inner realm of one’s core required deep focus and patience. One had to focus in on their core and give their mind up to it; remove all resistance. It took incredible zeal to push through and pierce one’s inner realm. It wasn’t for the faint of heart. Only those who truly wanted to enter their core’s inner realm ever managed to do so.

It was another way the Second Threshold kept those who were not worthy from breaking through it.

Sam’s whole body began to vibrate. Suddenly, his eyes shot wide open, and then rolled into the back of his skull. The boy convulsed while white foam emerged from his mouth.

Edgar hurried over and kept the boy from falling off the bed.

The guildmaster turned to the medic clerks.

“He’s going to need round-the-clock care until he breaks through,” Edgar ordered.

That’s if he breaks through, Edgar thought to himself, not saying it out loud.

He looked down at Sam as the medics came behind him with wet towels to place on the spasmodic unconscious boy’s forehead.

And so Sam’s trial begins.
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The scent of fresh grass hit Sam’s nostrils before he even opened his eyes.

He knew to cover his eyes before opening them because he could feel the warmth of a hot beating sun beaming down on him.

He placed his hand on the soft grass and pushed himself up off the ground so that he was sitting rather than lying in this new realm he had entered.

Upright, he could see that he had awakened in a field of lush grass and a bright blue sky overhead.

So this is my core’s inner realm, Sam thought to himself.

The core’s inner realm was a labyrinthine, ever-changing landscape that reflected the mana cultivator’s mind and soul.

It was built of memories, fragments, feelings, and dreams.

Far in the distance to one side, he could see a moon, gray and faded. Except it wasn’t a normal moon, there was a crack running through it, and it had numbers and the ticking hands of a clock. A broken clock.

But the most disturbing thing was even further in the distance.

The silhouette of a dark shadowy being stood far away. The gloomy and dark monstrosity stood so tall in the sky that you could only make out its legs and hanging arms until the body was so high up it was obscured from view.

The demon king.

Sam gulped.

To break through the Second Threshold, one not only had to enter their core’s inner realm, they had to come face to face with their greatest fear and fight it to the death.

Sam eyes widened as he stared at the huge hulking structure in the distance.

He thought he had at least another two and a half years before he had to take on the demon king.

Sam shook his head in dismay.

This was going to be harder than he had been expecting.
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Days passed.

At first, Klara wasn’t that concerned that she hadn’t seen Sam in a while.

Her friend was prone to disappearing for days, if not weeks, at a time.

In fact, a few days earlier, Sam had come to them and warned both her and Toby that he was going to be pursuing the Second Threshold and working towards hitting journeyman-tier in his magic affinity.

She and Toby had shrugged and had given him a thumbs up.

Sam knew a lot more about being a Traveler than either Toby or Klara did; so Klara learned to just thank Sam for the head’s up and let him get on with what he was determined to do.

No point fighting him on it.

In a different time in their lives, when they were still living at the orphanage, she might have kicked up more of a fuss, but she understood the change in their friendship dynamic now. She wasn’t the fearless matriarchal leader of their orphan gang anymore. Most of the time, she was happy to not carry such a title anymore; but then there were occasions where she still felt like she wished she carried the same level of authority that she had done once before. Just so she could make sure her friends weren’t about to go get themselves killed by accident. It all meant that Klara ended up worrying more.

Where has Sam gone? When will he come back?

And if Klara ruminated for too long “when will he come back?” would slowly morph into the more devastating question: “will he come back?”

When the curiosity and concern eventually got the better of her, she made a request to go see him.

The clerks told her that she could visit Sam at any time and that he was being looked after in a special chamber below the guild hall.

She followed their instructions and went down into the depths of the guild hall’s basement. When she reached the final floor, she felt herself nervous with expectation.

She had no idea what state she was going to find Sam in.

She opened the door to the final chamber.

A group of nurses stood against the wall on standby, while Sam lay unconscious on a mat.

Her friend’s whole body looked tense. His skin was red and his veins were viscous and bulging.

What the heck is happening inside of him?

Sam looked as if he was in incredible pain.

Klara looked at her friend with growing concern.

She had visited him to maybe get some relief to know he was alive and well, and yet the opposite had come true.

She was more worried than ever.

But she decided then and there to not let her worry get the better of her.

If Sam had willingly chosen to face this trial, then he had the confidence that he would be able to beat it.

Whatever it is you’re going through, Sam, Klara thought, I believe in you.
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Sam stared at the hulking silhouette of the demon king in the distance.

The figure was monstrous and overwhelming and yet Sam did not actually feel that afraid of it.

The figure didn’t seem to be moving, just standing far away in the distance like a north star.

There was no noticeable pathway towards The demon king.

Sam also felt unsure that the demon king was who he actually needed to fight inside his core realm.

The demon king—while the arbiter of destruction for his entire world and everyone he knew in it—was a bit more obvious than normal.

That, along with other things, was adding to the peculiar nature of this visit to his core’s inner realm.

It was significantly different to when he had entered his core’s inner realm in his first timeline.

In that instance, he’d awakened inside a gray depopulated landscape, similar to the one inside the White Gate. There he had found the bodies of his friends Toby and Klara dead on the ground.

When he’d eventually found his greatest fear that he needed to fight, it had been a hooded skeletal figure with a scythe. Ultimately, in his first timeline, his greatest fear had been death itself.

That was why the looming spectre of the demon king didn’t seem quite right. The fears one fought inside the core realm were more abstract.

He took in a deep breath and examined the strange field he was standing in.

It was nowhere near the same as the inner core realm he had entered in his first timeline.

Given how much Sam had changed since returning to this new timeline and how much he’d changed history already, it made sense that his core’s inner realm would be significantly different.

He wondered if the lush grass and blue sky were symbols of his newfound hope and optimism since coming back and saving so many lives.

Maybe.

He didn’t have time to analyze his own inner workings of his brain, however.

He needed to find his greatest fear and defeat it.

Sam looked around the strange realm once more.

He suddenly noticed a strange red dot at the edge of the field.

He walked towards the red dot. As he got closer, the object in question became more discernible. The red dot wasn’t a dot but rather it was a door in bright red paint, standing upright out of nowhere.

Intuitively, Sam knew that this was where he needed to go.

This was where his core’s inner realm was leading him.

Once he got close enough, he reached out and put his hand on the gold handle of the door.

He turned the knob and pushed it open.

The door didn’t swing open revealing more of the field that should have been there, but rather the door opened up to another dimension or space completely divorced from the field he was standing in.

Inside the door lay a strange hallway with black and white tiles on the ground and ceiling-to-floor mirrors lining the passageway.

Sam stepped into the hallway; as soon as he did, the door behind him disappeared.

There was no leaving this strange hallway of mirrors.

He turned to his left and in the mirror, he didn’t see a normal reflection, but rather he saw himself, holding Queen Alice covered in blood outside the flaming wreckage of Resfall.

Sam’s stomach lurched just at the sight of his friend dying in his arms.

He turned away, only to confront a reflection of himself where he was kneeling in front of the bloody corpses of Toby and Klara.

Sam shook his head and closed his eyes as he felt his body suddenly overwhelmed with grief and concern.

C’mon, he said to himself.

Whatever was currently happening to him, Sam knew he could beat it.

He had to.
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Sam clenched his fist and closed his eyes.

He took a deep breath, summoning as much calm as he could inside of himself.

An important rule to deadly combat was keeping one’s composure.

Which was even more important when you were fighting inside your own psychic realm where your composure was your biggest liability.

The environment was designed precisely to mess with your head.

Sam opened his eyes and took a step forward.

Every mirror he passed showed him something in his future he desperately didn’t want to see, something he didn’t want to imagine.

All of them featured people he cared about, dead and dying. Sometimes at the hands of the demon king, sometimes at someone else.

In one mirror, he saw Guildmaster Redfield lying in a pool of his own blood, a massive insect pincer poking right through his stomach.

Sam’s stomach lurched at that sight.

The image he saw wasn’t even a hypothetical possibility—it was a future he had lived through. Something he knew had actually happened in his first timeline.

The death of Guildmaster Redfield had been one of the major deaths in the war against Lilith in the events surrounding the Elven Genocide.

It was something he was actively hoping to stop in this new timeline.

Sam turned away from the mirror and kept moving forward.

Suddenly, a presence appeared at the end of the hall.

It was a skinny and strange-looking creature. It lumbered with an almost-human gait, its arms swinging mindlessly to and fro. It shuffled forward towards Sam with jerky sporadic movements. It made an odd sound as it moved—like glass clinking on glass.

As it got closer, Sam could make out more of the creature and he was repulsed at the sight of it.

The entity’s skin was composed entirely of broken mirrors. Each shard, jagged and cruel, was embedded into its flesh, forming a chaotic mosaic that shimmered with a cold, malevolent light.

Its face, if it could be called such, was a nightmare wrought in glass. Eyes, dark and fathomless, lay recessed within the mirrored visage, glowing with an unholy light. When its mouth opened, it revealed not flesh but a maw of sharp, mirror-like teeth, a grotesque parody of a smile.

Sam felt sickened and repulsed just at the sight of the strange entity.

He couldn’t even fathom what he was witnessing.
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Toby watched as his best friend convulsed on the bed.

His friend was drenched in sweat, his normally pale skin, red and enflamed.

“Sam…” Toby said, full of concern.

That was all Toby could say. He felt helpless at the sight of his friend, clearly battling something inside of him. There was no way for him or any of them present in the austere training room to help him break free of the struggle he was fighting through.

The nurses were administering a salve oil that was meant to calm Sam’s body down, but it didn’t seem to be working.

Sam had been like this for the last two and a half weeks.

The nurses had been keeping him alive by feeding him water and food through a special tube.

Toby shivered.

This is what one must go through to push through to the Second Threshold, Toby thought to himself, knowing that if he were going to improve as a Traveler, he’d have to go through this traumatic trial himself.

“However bad it looks to us out here,” said Edgar. “Trust me that it is ten times worse wherever Sam is currently.”

“What does one do in the core’s inner realm to break through the Second Threshold,” asked Toby.

“One must defeat their greatest fear,” said Edgar. “Sometimes that takes the shape of a person one hates. Other times it’s a monster from one’s nightmares. Often it is something more abstract.”

“What do you think Sam’s greatest fear is?” asked Toby. “He seems like he’s not afraid of anything.”

The guildmaster shook his head.

“That’s far from the case,” said Edgar. “The way he’s always looking out for everyone, coming up with a plan, always trying to save someone or stop some terrible event from occurring. That boy carries a lot of responsibility on his shoulders. Far more than anyone should actively choose to bear. If I had to guess, the boy is afraid of letting those around him down. His greatest fear is failure.”

Toby looked at his friend, struggling in his comatose state.

C’mon, Sam, he thought, you got this.
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The mirror-monster suddenly rushed towards Sam.

Sam materialized his shadow blade, smirking, before he slashed the sword at the monster’s shadow and all the reflections of the shadow across the mirrored walls.

That will do some damage, Sam grinned.

The mirror monster screamed before shattering to the ground.

Sam stepped towards the broken remains of the mirror monster.

Yet, before he even reached the mirror monster’s fallen corpse, in seconds the shattered mirrors flew up in the air and reanimated the monster—except now there were two mirror monsters.

They galloped towards him and Sam slashed at them for real this time.

He cut both monsters in half, except a second later there were now four mirror monsters.

Sam moved back, trying to escape the growing mirror monster threat.

He wasn’t sure what his next move should be. It seemed that when he killed one of the mirror monsters, they doubled. The more successfully he killed them, the stronger they became, ultimately making it more and more difficult to defeat them.

Sam figured his best mode of attack then was to go for absolute carnage, leaving not even an atom of life left behind.

He quickly triggered his Pain Ring, a bright crimson light shooting out from his chest. Then he materialized a vial of blood and smashed it on the floor where the four mirror monsters were.

He then triggered the level 4 version of Blood Flame, unleashing a massive storm of fireballs upon the mirror monsters.

As they burned alive, Sam rushed in, chopping them to bits as quickly as he could.

He stood over the dust and debris of the mirror monsters, heaving from the exhaustion of trying to absolutely exterminate the mirror monsters.

His chest heaved and his throat burned.

Even destroyed to mere dust, the mirror fragments began to reform and come back together.

There were eight mirror monsters now.

Sam was running out of ideas.

He materialized another vial of blood and whipped it at the horde of mirror monsters.

With blood completely covering them, Sam then triggered level 2 of Blood Teleport.

Suddenly the mirror monsters were getting transplanted from the hallway and into the mirrored reflections themselves.

Gotcha, Sam grinned.

The mirror monsters were composed of objects, meaning level 2 of his Blood Teleport spell could teleport them somewhere else. He wasn’t sure if it would function in such a way anywhere else but given the abstract nature of the inner core realm, sending the mirror monsters into the reflected realms within the mirrors made a certain kind of sense.

Sam was in the hall of mirrors all alone now.

He waited a beat and then became concerned.

This isn’t right, he thought. I should be sent back now⁠—

At that moment, a bulbous silver head emerged from one mirror like a face emerging out of water. Soon there were fingers and a mirror monster clawing itself out from the mirror world.

Countless number of mirror monsters pulled themselves out from the mirror.

Sam looked around in terror.

There was no escape.

The mirror monsters descended upon him.

In the many broken reflective shards that their bodies were composed of, Sam could see his friends and innocent people all dying horrific deaths; always with him there, helpless to do anything to save them.

The scenes were overwhelming and soon the mirror monsters were piling onto him, ready to devour and eat his flesh.

How did this happen?

Then suddenly a light bulb went off in Sam’s head.

The fear he was experiencing was paralyzing him. He couldn’t focus on every single outcome, every permutation of history that he was affecting when he changed things. He could only do his best to focus and make the best impact he could; but being paralyzed by fear only detracted from his ability to make real lasting impact on the world he was trying to save.

Suddenly, he felt at peace.

He dematerialized his sword.

And, looking at the mirror monsters crawling all over him, some already devouring parts of his flesh, he smiled.

He smiled and simply touched the mirrors with his fingers.

The entity cracked.

The images in the mirrors began to show life, hope, and optimism.

His friends were alive and helping him in the mirrors.

As the reflections grew in hope and optimism, the mirror monsters began to shatter into nothing, one by one, until Sam was in the hallway alone.

He’d done it.

He’d defeated his greatest fear inside of his mana core’s inner realm.

It was time to go home.

Time to return to reality.

Except when Sam blinked, he didn’t wake up back in the guild hall.

He had been instantly teleported somewhere else.

A rainy city in the middle of the night.

Sam had no idea what was happening.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to work. He should be back in reality now.

He looked around, confused.

In all of his readings about breaking through the Second Threshold, he’d never heard of anything like this.

Though, due to his reading about the core’s inner realm outside of the Second Threshold, he did have an inkling of an idea about what was going on.

He wasn’t sure if he should be smiling or freaking out at that moment.

It looked as if he had discovered one of the secret zones to his core’s inner realm.
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Queen Alice Grace stood on the palace balcony overlooking the city of Resfall.

She was wearing a luxurious ball gown that shimmered against the fading twilight sky. Its color was a soft, ethereal blue, complementing Queen Alice’s blue eyes. The bodice of the dress was form-fitting, exquisitely tailored to accentuate her regal posture, with intricate silver embroidery that sparkled like stardust.

It was a beautiful dress meant for the beautiful evening of the Lovespell’s Day Ball.

Alice had been determined to make this Lovespell’s Day Ball a success and go down without a hitch. Extra security was in place. There would be no bombs or assassination attempts this year.

Still, things were already going sideways, and it wasn’t even evening time yet.

Thalia Ashgrove and her elven envoy were waiting in the palace courtyard, dressed in their regal elvish attire. Only two or three more hours now until Sam’s duel with the elven princess would officially be considered a forfeit. They had agreed to fight in three weeks’ time and that was today of all days. When the day came to a close, so too, would their bet.

Unfortunately for Alice’s desires of improving elven-human relations, Sam, the instigator of the bet, was still locked in a comatose state, fighting his way through the Second Tribulation.

Unless he woke up soon—and there was no indication that he was going to—the bet would be over.

Sam would lose by default.

The elves would get their supplies and leave for their homeland of the Glittering Forest on their own, never giving Alice and her citizens a chance to truly help them in their dilemma.

She looked out to the setting sun, casting its final gaze across the rooftops of the city she called her home.

C’mon, Sam, thought Alice. Wake up.
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Raindrops pummelled down on Sam’s head and body in the murky alleyway he’d been teleported to.

He wasn’t sure exactly where he was, but it looked a lot like a random street in Resfall, so he figured that was a better guess than nothing.

He couldn’t believe he had stumbled into a secret zone of his own inner core realm.

Many scholars of new magic had theorized that one’s inner core realm had zones tucked away, unknown to the individual user who was exploring it. As the core realm was made up of fragments of memories and feelings, it was possible that forgotten moments or secrets locked within one’s own unconsciousness might tangibly exist within the core realm giving its visitors greater access to their own mind and psyche than they otherwise would have.

There had been no officially recorded instances of a Traveler entering a secret zone, though it didn’t mean they did not exist.

How they might allow one to gain even more power was another mystery unto itself.

Sam figured he’d focus purely on what the secret zone was trying to show him and, without wasting the opportunity, get back to reality as fast as he could.

He knew that there was an extreme time dilation between one’s moments in the inner realm and time in reality, which meant that he couldn’t waste a single second.

Sam’s thoughts were suddenly cut off by the piercing cry of a baby.

The cries sounded eerily familiar. It felt like he understood the cries on an intuitive level, like a memory or echo of a feeling long forgotten reverberating back through time.

Sam followed the sound of the cries, exiting the alleyway, and finding himself in front of the Spectral Church’s Grand Cathedral.

Heading to the entrance of the church were two shadowy hooded figures. In the arms of one of the figures was the crying baby, wrapped in a blanket.

Sam hurried his steps to catch up with the figures.

The two hooded people placed the baby on the footsteps of the Spectral Church’s Grand Cathedral.

Suddenly, the echoes of the words Sam had read in his own file at the Spectral Church a few months ago came rushing back to him.

“Sam. Black hair. Discovered as a baby, left on the steps of the Spectral Church’s Grand Cathedral. Origin: unknown.”

Sam hurried towards the figures.

Could that be…

He rushed forward.

Are those my…

The hooded figures walked away from the crying baby and Sam rushed after them.

He got close enough to reach out to grab one of their shoulders.

“WAIT!” he cried.

Just as Sam’s palm was about to grab hold of the hooded figure’s shoulder, both of them disappeared in a flash.

“COME BACK!” Sam screamed—except he wasn’t screaming, he was gasping awake, leaving his core realm and whatever knowledge and answers it could illuminate on his mysterious past far behind.

Sam could barely breathe or get his bearings as he took in the austere room that he had felt like he had only sat down to meditate in a couple of hours earlier.

The room was empty except for his friend Toby, sitting on a chair.

The boy was wearing a black and white tuxedo and smiling at his friend.

“Glad you’re back,” said Toby, holding up another tuxedo on a hanger. “In case you forgot, we have both a duel and a ball to attend.”
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Thalia Ashgrove waited in the palace courtyard, arms crossed.

She was tired of waiting.

The Banished One and his other new magic colleagues entered the palace courtyard.

“Have you come to inform me that your insolent little black-haired friend won’t be coming?” hissed Thalia.

The group of them all shook their heads.

“Not quite,” said the guildmaster. “We’re here to make sure the bet isn’t officially made forfeit for another half hour or so.”

“By our calculations,” said Curtis, “The bet was agreed to at just after nine o’clock in the evening three weeks ago, meaning that the bet will only be called off if Sam fails to show up here by that time.”

Thalia spat.

“Face it,” she said. “Your man’s not coming. Why waste any more of our time?”

“A deal is a deal, is it not? Or do you dishonor your word?” asked Curtis.

“What do you know about honoring anything, Banished One?”

Curtis didn’t reply.

“Fine,” said Thalia. “We’ll wait another thirty minutes then for the bet to be officially over, but we’ll be heading out soon after with the supplies you agreed to give us.”

“That’s fine by us,” said Curtis.

The dwarf companion leaned over and whispered to Curtis, “Are we really sure about this?”

“No, he isn’t,” said Thalia. “He’s just wasting all of our time, but so be it.”

And from there, the group passed the time in silence.

Eventually, Thalia looked at the sky.

“One minute left,” said Thalia. “Then your silly bet is over. Face it, you guys⁠—”

A huge commotion could be heard from inside the palace.

No, Thalia thought, grimacing. It couldn’t be.

Emerging from the palace was a figure clad in a tuxedo.

The figure had black-hair and red eyes and was none other than the boy who had challenged her to a duel, arriving to fight her with only a few seconds before he would have had to declare forfeit.

“Sorry for the delay,” said Sam. He then smirked. “I hope you didn’t mind waiting.”
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Sam stared Thalia right in her faded ice blue eyes as the noble elf woman scowled at his arrival.

Toby who arrived with him, walked over to their group of friends and companions. They were all waiting for him in the courtyard, dressed in their elegant ball attire.

Olivia, Brock, Klara, Edgar, Mildred Cross, and even Queen Alice Grace.

The beautiful girl had her arms crossed and looked almost as annoyed as Thalia Ashgrove.

“My ball will be officially starting in half an hour,” said Alice. “So please let’s get these barbaric theatrics over with before I become known as the Queen who murdered love.”

“Don’t worry,” said Thalia, her eyes narrowing. “I’ll be finished with this boy in seconds.”

Sam didn’t take the bait of Thalia’s taunt. There were more important things to discuss than trash talk.

“We need to go over the rules,” said Sam.

“What rules? You didn’t specify them when you called tharion edhel,” said Thalia. “It’s against the rules to start applying new ones after the discussion has been had.”

“Exactly,” said Sam. “In which event, the traditional elvish duel rules apply.”

Thalia looked at Sam with disgust. “How are you such an expert on the customs of my people? I’m insulted to have them thrown back in my face as if I don’t know them.”

The elf woman then turned and gave a commanding look to her two guards—Lorian and Faelan—and the two elves began dragging their feet on the gravel ground, drawing a large circle across the courtyard.

“Could someone explain the default rules of a tharion edhel for those of us who aren’t elves,” said Klara, then glancing jokingly at Sam, added, “Or have some unexplained and ridiculously weird encyclopaedic knowledge of their culture.”

“It’s simple,” said Curtis, softly. “The duel isn’t a duel to the death—that wouldn’t serve anyone. Instead, it’s a duel for the two fighters to try and knock the other person completely out of the circle. By any means necessary, other than death.”

“So you can knock someone out unconscious and then drag them out of the ring?” asked Brock.

“Precisely,” said Curtis.

The two elf bodyguards completed the circle that would be the duel arena.

“I’m ready when you are,” said Sam, stepping into the arena.

The palace courtyard suddenly got very quiet. All that could be heard was the whistle of the wind. Everyone waited with bated breath.

The time had finally come to take on Thalia Ashgrove. After three weeks of training to break through the Second Threshold, it all now came down to this moment with the noble elf woman.

If he won—he’d be able to further help the elves in their growing time of crisis and continue his mission to avert the Elven Genocide.

If he lost—Thalia Ashgrove and her elven envoy would return to the Glittering Forest alone, and the elves would continue their isolationist policy until every last one of them was exterminated by Lilith’s forces.

The stakes of this duel couldn’t be higher.

Smirking, Thalia Ashgrove stepped into the duel arena. “Let’s begin.”

Sam wasted no time.

He materialized Shadeslayer, gripping the black sword in his grip. Clouds of black smoke swirled around the sharp mythic blade. Ancient purple runes etched in the metal glowed out into the night.

“I thought this wasn’t a battle to the death?” said Thalia.

“You and I both know my sword won’t break through your skin,” said Sam.

While Thalia wasn’t technically a Traveler, she was someone trained in the Paths of old magic. There was no way to do a direct comparison, but the closest equivalency was high journeyman-tier or low adept-tier.

Thalia Ashgrove’s light bare skin was more durable than most uncommon or even rare levels of armor.

The elf woman took a step to the side in the outer ring. She took another and another, always hanging right to the edge of the arena.

She was baiting him.

One good push would knock her out of the ring and win Sam the duel, but he knew better than to do that.

Charging at her directly would put him in an even more vulnerable position than her. He’d be running with so much momentum, it would be easy to side-step him and then push him out of the ring.

Sam took a step to the side of the arena in the opposite direction.

The two opponents circled one another slowly.

Sam triggered his Pain Ring ability. A red circle shot out from his chest and created a circumference around the perimeter of the makeshift arena.

With his silver dragon armor set on, the gnawing teeth of the armor that was eating away at his flesh, would only drive up his Pain Ring ability, giving Sam more and more power.

If Thalia wanted to stall and try and bait him, it was only going to work to her disadvantage.

Sam would take his time.

Thalia scowled at Sam as they continued to circle each other.

“You’re not quite as foolish as I expected you to be,” said the noble elf woman. “So be it then.”

Thalia rushed towards Sam with lightning speed. She raised her fist. Purple magic formed all around her hand and arm, taking on the shape of a wolf with huge jaws and fangs.

As the punch got closer to Sam’s face it looked as if the magical wolf’s mouth was actually closing in as if to bite through his flesh.

Sam ducked.

He retaliated with a swing of his blade.

Thalia was already high in the air, landing on Sam’s blade, and balancing on it as if it were nothing but a toy.

“Better look down,” grinned Thalia.

Shooting out of the ground was the wolf-shaped magic punch. Sam’s eyes widened with shock. It was happening so fast, he couldn’t escape it. He braced himself for the impact. Sam felt a rush of pain head to his jaw, shooting him up into the air.

Next thing he knew, he had lost grip of his sword and his back was smacking against the ground.

Thalia rushed towards him and kept him pinned on the ground.

“Just a few more of those and you’ll be knocked out so bad, you won’t even know you lost until you wake up tomorrow.”

Thalia grinned as she readied another fist.
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Toby fought the knee-jerk reaction to run in and go help his friend.

He looked on with concern as Thalia threw punch after punch at Sam.

“This is bad,” said Klara. “Sam looks like he’s going to lose.”

Edgar stayed quiet with his arms crossed, while everyone else winced, feeling the vicarious sense of pain with every blow Thalia landed on their friend.

“Is there anything we can do?” asked Toby. “I don’t want to give up on Sam, but at this rate she’s going to deal some serious damage to him.”

Curtis shook his head.

“By elven law, stepping into the duel now would be a grave offense,” said Curtis, softly. “I don’t think Sam would want us to do anything. We must⁠—”

Edgar raised his hand for silence.

The guildmaster’s eyes stayed focused on the match.

Toby turned back to the brutal smackdown Thalia was delivering onto Sam.

The guildmaster hasn’t given up on Sam yet, Toby thought. What is he seeing that I’m not?
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Thalia grinned as she threw wolf punch after wolf punch into the arrogant young man’s face.

She was waiting for him to give up, but with every punch, he kept staring at her.

“Just give up already,” she yelled. “There’s nothing you can do. Your weapon is over there. You’re pinned. You’ve got nothing.”

Even if he materialized another weapon, it wasn’t going to do anything to her. The only thing that might be able to harm her was powerful mana and this kid was a pipsqueak in that department.

The match was as good as over.

She went to throw another punch when out of nowhere she felt a powerful pain hit her right in the ribs.

She looked down and the black-haired boy was smiling, yellow mana emanating all around his fist. His clenched fingers and palm were covered in raw magical flaming energy.

What’s this!?

Most new magic wielders couldn’t imbue mana externally in such a way to use it offensively.

The boy had displayed nothing before now that would have given away that he could manipulate mana in such a way.

This level of mana power for a human is incredible, Thalia thought with amazement.

Sam followed up his first punch with another.

The mana-imbued punch was packed with so much power, it sent Thalia flying across the arena and into the bushes nearby, far outside the circle of the duel.
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Sam’s muscles burned with exhaustion. His chest heaved as he panted in and out.

His face swelled with pain from all the powerful punches Thalia had pummelled right into his head.

He tried to pick himself up, but he felt his arms and body shaking.

“Here take this,” said a voice.

It was Queen Alice, leaning over him, offering him a healing potion and a beautiful smile.

He looked around and all of his friends and colleagues were around him, checking to see if he was okay.

Sam guzzled down the healing potion and immediately felt the soreness and pain begin to lift away and be a distant memory.

He looked out to the bushes where Thalia Ashgrove had landed from his punch.

She hadn’t gotten up or moved at all.

Sam triggered his mana sense to make sure she was still alive and she definitely was.

The duel had been close, but it had played out exactly as Sam had expected it to.

He knew that elves had developed strong defenses against normal weaponry and that only powerful mana would be able to break through. Sam’s entire strategy was to make Thalia believe he didn’t have the ability to wield offensive mana and gain enough power via his Pain Ring so that when he did reveal his offensive mana power, he’d make sure his punches really made an impact.

His offensive mana abilities were something he’d gained from breaking through the Second Threshold and hitting journeyman-tier magic affinity.

He now had access to four more offensive weapons at all times: his two fists, and his two feet. His punches and kicks could now be imbued with significantly more power.

With that new power, he had been able to hit and damage Thalia when she least expected it.
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Thalia Ashgrove stared up at the night sky.

Her whole body ached. It had been a long time since she’d felt pain of this magnitude.

That damn kid… she thought to herself.

He must have spent the last three weeks training his magic cultivation to such a level that he was able to deal damage to her.

But more than that, he had come into duel with a quite shameless strategy.

He had let her think she had the upper hand. Let her punch him again and again, humiliating him in front of his peers.

He did all that, so he could ultimately land the punch that would win him the duel.

It was a strategy that was smart, cunning, but at the same time—required humility. A lack of pride.

Thalia felt her vision wobble.

What an interesting way to live, she pondered.

Just as she felt unconsciousness overtake her, she saw the silhouette of the boy stand above her.

He offered her a hand to get up.

“C’mon,” said the kid. “I know you have more strength than that. Now that the duel is over—there’s a whole ball to enjoy.”
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Thirty minutes later, the Lovespell’s Day Ball was completely under way.

Nobles and other guests stood in the large banquet hall. They conversed while sipping on champagne. Snacks and nibbles were served on silver trays by the palace staff.

Everybody looked exquisite in their ball gowns and tuxedos.

Sam and his companions chatted and enjoyed themselves. They congratulated Sam yet again on breaking through the Second Threshold as well as defeating Thalia in the duel.

“I guess we’ll be leaving soon for the Glittering Forest,” Toby mused.

“Let’s see how everything shakes out first,” said Curtis. “My sister has always been a proud and spiteful woman. It wouldn’t surprise me if she found a way out of letting us join her on their journey back.”

The group spoke quietly as they could see Thalia discussing with her elven envoy from across the ballroom.

Eventually the noble elf woman walked over to the group.

“Now that we’ve settled matters with the tharion edhel, we must discuss our journey back to the Glittering Forest together,” said Thalia. “I also want to extend an official invite to my homeland that goes beyond just my upholding my end of the deal in the duel. Your victory against me, Sam, has shown me the truth that sometimes things beyond one’s own perspective have value. I’m sure you and your fellow wielders of new magic will be able to help us deal with the deadly bug infestation in ways we haven’t considered.”

Sam smiled. “It would be our pleasure.”

“Good,” said Thalia. “We will set off the day after tomorrow. We do not have time to waste.”

With that, the noble elf woman turned around and left them.

The evening continued as one would have expected.

Curtis, Olivia, and Brock all drank too much.

Edgar went home early.

Mildred Cross made sure none of the drunk nobles accidentally stumbled off the balcony.

Toby and Klara danced.

And as the evening slowly wound down, Queen Alice approached Sam.

“Last year we danced because we pretended to be in love,” said Alice, blushing. “But this year, do you want to dance just because we want to?”

Sam smiled and nodded his head.

They walked onto the ballroom floor. Alice put her hands around Sam’s neck, while he put his hands on her slim waist.

“I forgive you,” she said.

“You forgive me?” Sam balked. “For what?”

“For almost jeopardizing my ball, you dope,” she said.

“And yet it all worked out, right?” Sam smiled.

“Shh,” said Alice. “Don’t jinx it.”

Sam smiled down at the beautiful girl he was dancing with and stayed silent.

She was right.

He didn’t want to jinx it.
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In the end, for the first time after two disastrous years in a row, the Lovespell Ball didn’t end with an explosion.
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After hatching, Lilith had spent many months living and learning within the dungeon gate she was born within.

She had expanded her powers and learned to create insects and monsters of her own desire.

She was even able to send them outside of the dungeon gate, through the tiniest holes in the fabric of reality, imperceptible to almost anyone else.

Her bugs travelled the world and sent her back information of the world outside of her home.

She was only following her natural instincts to consume, grow in power, and ultimately dominate the world around her.

She was a new type of being.

A person born from inside a dungeon gate.

For a long time, she wasn’t ready or strong enough to leave.

The gate hadn’t opened properly either.

But the time had finally come.

She began walking through the caverns of the dungeon, past her army of insects and bug creatures she had created, preparing herself for her first breath of air outside of the dungeon gate.
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Deep within the Glittering Forest, under the guise of moonlight, two elf rangers were crouching on the ground, watching with grave intent the glowing shimmer of a purple portal.

They watched the mesmerizing vortex, hovering in the air like a window to another world.

The humans called these portals dungeon gates.

The elves had another word.

Gorgolaths.

Abominations.

The dungeon gates were an abomination of old magic. A disease.

The two rangers watched the dungeon gate with concern and distaste.

“So the spread of quelindë has finally broken through the mighty perimeter,” said Caelum, eyes never leaving the sight of the glowing portal.

“The first time in many years,” said Caelum’s ranger companion, Silivren. “Hasn’t happened since the incident involving the Banished One.”

Caelum shook his head. “Let us not curse ourselves by speaking of him.”

“Agreed,” said Silivren. “How should we proceed?”

Both Caelum and Silivren followed the Path of the Bow, which meant they did not possess the abilities necessary to remove this gorgolath.

Silivren whistled lightly and a small bird flew down from the branches high above, landing right in his palm. He whispered words into the bird’s ear, before it flew off at a rapid pace.

Someone who followed the Path of Aethelum would be coming soon.

Until then, they would just have to wait and guard the gorgolath.

Caelum closed his eyes to rest and listen to the rhythm of the forest. You could sometimes see more by listening, rather than looking.

It was one of the fundamental lessons of the Path of the Bow.

And so Caelum listened: first to the whistle of the wind, the brush of the leaves, the footsteps of the rabbits and squirrels, the subtle breaths of a wolf far in the distance—and SNAP!—something broke through the harmony of the forest.

Caelum opened his eyes.

“You sensed it too?” said Silivren.

“Yes,” said Caelum.

“It’s coming from inside there,” said Silivren, nodding towards the shimmering purple glow of the gorgolath.

Caelum removed his bow from its sheath on his back and grabbed an arrow from his satchel. He nocked the bow and took aim at the portal.

“Whatever it is,” said Caelum, “it’s coming.”

Silivren readied his bow as well, watching the portal with intense focus.

The edges of the gorgolath undulated slightly, its glow casting a faint violent hue on the nearby bushes and plants.

Silivren could feel the growing surge of aethelum emanating from the portal. It was getting stronger and stronger, until a foot became visible, tentatively stepping out as if it was testing unfamiliar ground.

The foot had an inky black—almost alien—like skin. The skin had a rough rugged appearance that had armored-like texture. The creature’s toes were sharp claws unlike any creature the two rangers had ever encountered in their lifetimes.

The figure then fully stepped out, the light from the portal outlined the emerging creature, creating a silhouette that became more and more distinct.

Silivren's eyes widened at the sight of the emerging figure.

It was a woman. Not elf, human, orc, or dwarf.

It was unlike anything Silivren had ever seen before.

The woman’s skin was composed of armored black scales like a lizard or insect. Her eyes glowed a bright ghastly green without any pupils. Black alien-like tendrils fell down from her head like otherworldly dreadlocks.

Immense levels of aethelum were emanating off of the woman.

With his arrow already nocked, Silivren let his aethelum surge through his body and into his arrow, before firing his shot.

A cascade of powerful silver light overtook the arrow as it zoomed across the forest floor in the direction of the strange woman that had stepped out from the gorgolath.

The strange woman turned with intense speed as if sensing the incoming arrow.

She lifted up her hand, which slowly morphed into a strange sharpened tentacle.

She batted the arrow away with her powerful tentacle arm.

But Silivren's arrow wasn't the only hostile projectile heading towards her.

Caelum had also let loose an arrow. One that he could manipulate with the whistle of the wind. It was coming for the strange woman from a different direction.

The green-eyed woman's tentacle arms snatched and broke the magical arrow within seconds.

As Silivren and Caelum readied another arrow to attack this figure, the green-eyed woman scanned the area looking for where the attacks came from.

She looked across the forest floor right through the shrubbery, directly in the eyes of Silivren and Caelum.

"What is this ghastly creature?" hissed Caelum.

"C'mon, we only have another few seconds to get another shot off before⁠—"

Caelum's eyes bulged with terror.

The strange insect woman’s tentacles had sharpened and extended an inhuman length across the forest floor all the way through Silivren’s throat.

The elf coughed up blood.

The tentacle pincer ripped itself out from Silivren’s throat, leaving such a massive gash that the man’s head quickly fell off his neck and onto the ground nearby.

Caelum scrambled to his feet.

There was no way he was going to be able to take this creature out on his own. He needed help; he needed to send a warning.

He channeled his aethelum and sent it to his legs, which helped him gallop across the woods.

He called out for a bird who fluttered down to him as he ran. He whispered in its ears about the horrible creature that had exited from the gorgolath.

A threat to all of them.

As the bird flew off in the distance, Caelum felt a brief sense of hope.

It was short lived.

A pincer tentacle went right through his beating heart.
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The day after the Lovespell Ball was one of intense preparation.

The entire guild hall was in disarray, as clerks and Travelers ran around, getting ready for the first human expedition into the Glittering Forest in over two decades.

Guildmaster Redfield was taking this mission highly seriously and that was why he had insisted that he would be coming along with the rest of those he assigned to go.

He decided it would be him and the rest of the team he sent to deal with the dwarven crisis from almost a year ago now.

The mission team would be: himself, Sam, Toby, Klara, Olivia, Brock, and Curtis. Plus, the elves who would be traveling with them.

That meant, he had to make sure his next best Traveler recruits were prepared and ready for a crisis were it to come to Resfall while they were away.

There was a lot to do in the next twenty-four hours as they'd be setting off the following morning.
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Sam sipped on his coffee in the dining hall, while formulating his plan for the day. There was a lot to get done in the build-up to their departure. All of the gears—the birth of Lilith, the elven envoy, the duel with Thalia, the mission to the Glittering Forest—were all now turning in the direction of the historical nightmare that was the Elven Genocide.

The time was finally coming to avert one of the worst tragedies from Sam’s previous timeline. If he succeeded at that, all of Westria would be on a greater path towards defeating the demon king in a few years’ time.

Sam also knew that with all of the changes he was making to history, it was growing ever more important to not just plan for the future he knew was coming, but also for new events and problems to arise. He needed to be proactive and move beyond just trying to stop the horrific events of his past life, and figure out how he was going to help the world protect itself from the potential tragedies that might spin out from this new world he was helping create.

It was that line of thinking that had led him to his main goal that day.

I can't believe I'm actually going to suggest this, Sam thought to himself, as he finished his coffee. But I think it might not be a bad idea.

Sam picked up his tray of food and took it over to the collection area and then headed for the dining hall's exit when Curtis slouched in with a gloomy face.

"Are you alright, Curtis?" said Sam. "You don't look so good. You look worse than when you had Winter Blues Syndrome."

Curtis sighed and rubbed his eye.

"I didn't get a lot of sleep last night," said Curtis. "I don't think I should be coming with all of you to the Glittering Forest."

Sam's eyes widened at that.

"What do you mean? You're one of the most pivotal people on the team. You're the one elf who’s on our side."

"And there's a reason for that," said Curtis. "You heard what they call me."

Sam nodded. Thalia and the two guards of the elven envoy had been incredibly harsh and cruel towards Curtis, constantly referring to him as the Banished One.

Sam still didn’t know the full story behind all of that. He was sure whatever had happened to cause all of that was the primary reason Curtis was hesitating to join them on their mission.

"They don't want me there," said Curtis. "I was told in no uncertain terms to never return."

"Fair enough," said Sam. "But times are changing. The elves need our help. Humanity was once told by the elves in no uncertain terms to leave them alone. Now they want us to come and help.”

“I believe you forced them to accept our help by beating Thalia in a duel,” said Curtis.

Sam saw the clock in the dining hall and knew he had to get going.

“Look, Curtis, just think about it,” said Sam. “If you don’t want to come, you don’t have to. I don’t know what happened with you and the other elves, but I’m sure despite all the bad blood between you, there’s still a part of you that cares about the people you left behind there. You’ve studied that powerful insect bug I’ve shown you. You know the threat the elves are about to face. We have a chance to help save those people. Are you really not going to take the opportunity?”

Curtis was taken aback.

It looked as if Sam’s words had landed with the elf.

“Just take the day to think on it,” said Sam, before heading out of the dining hall and out into Resfall to complete the main mission of the day.
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Queen Alice Grace waited in her tearoom for her guest to arrive.

She was wearing a floral dress and the palace staff had prepared a large pot of tea and cakes and cookies for her and her honored guest.

Which was making her all the more anxious and annoyed, the longer her guest kept her waiting. It was embarrassing too, sitting here waiting, while Mildred stood guard behind her and the royal staff stood at attention nearby.

It was moments like these that Alice wished she was a normal person and not a queen. Normal people did not have to arrange meetings in their palace, and normal people—if and when they got stood up—could wallow in the embarrassment of such a predicament in their own privacy.

Such thoughts circled and spiraled and she was about to call everything off, when the handsome black-haired boy she had been waiting for, finally stepped inside the tea room.

“Sorry for being late,” said Sam. “A depressed elf slowed me down.”

Alice’s eye twitched and she tried to stay composed.

Act naturally, Alice, the queen told herself. Things come up, no reason to get mad or go on a tirade. Besides, you have a goal here. Don’t forget that.

“Well, since you’ve kept me waiting,” said Alice. “Let’s just get down to business. I think Mildred and I should come with you to the Glittering Forest.”

Sam nodded. “I agree.”

“Wait, what⁠—”

Both Sam and Alice turned around to see Mildred Cross shaking her head.

“That’s absurd,” she said. “Surely not.”

At first, Sam thought the idea was absurd himself, but he had started to realize it was exactly what needed to be done. They were going to the Glittering Forest to not just stop the Elven Genocide, but to create alliances and bonds to ultimately fight the demon king.

Alice would be heavily protected and with some of the strongest Travelers in the kingdom. If anything, she was safer coming with them, than staying in Resfall.

While, it wasn’t ideal for the Queen to leave the center of political power in her kingdom, there was the high council of ministers just below her, who would keep the country running and ticking along just fine while she was away.

“We leave early tomorrow morning at dawn,” said Sam, getting up and hurrying off.

He had to finish packing himself.
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The following morning, the group of Travelers gathered outside the guild, joined by Thalia and her two guards—Lorian and Faelan—as well as Queen Alice and Mildred Cross.

“What a crew of adventurers, we have here,” said Brock. “I’m looking forward to tasting elven mead!”

“It will be better when we enter the Glittering Forest that you’re quiet, dwarf,” muttered Thalia.

“Looks like we’re ready to go,” said Edgar.

Sam looked around the crowd, they were missing one person.

Curtis.

Just as they were turning to leave, Curtis rushed out from the guild hall. “Wait for me, you guys.”

All of the Travelers smiled to see their companion.

Thalia grimaced. “Great, we’re bringing a dwarf and The Banished One back with us. I’m sure Father will be pleased.”

With mutual grumbling shared, the party of adventurers headed out to the city gates and began their journey towards the elven homeland of the Glittering Forest.

As they left the city, a tiny bug—that looked a bit like a cockroach—flew behind the crowd and landed on the neck of Thalia’s guard, Lorian, burrowing itself beneath the man’s flesh before he even noticed something had landed there.
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The first day of travel passed with relative ease.

Some of the paths had been a bit muddy and full of slush, as the early hints of Marshke and spring began to gently arrive across the land.

Little buds of new leaves could be seen forming in the trees, and more songs from the birds that had migrated south for the wintertime were beginning to be heard as they traveled through the farmer's fields and forests of southwest Volsungar.

As they travelled, Thalia Ashgrove and her two companions took the lead.

"Bit snobby of them, no?" said Brock. "We know where we're going, at least for a little while."

"Pipe down, Brock, they can hear you," whispered Olivia.

"Don't worry," said Curtis. "They can hear you and they'll be pleased to know you're annoyed by them leading the way. The elves can be a very proud people—and being escorted by a group of humans, along with a dwarf, and an exiled elf would potentially break their egos to the point of death."

Thalia Ashgrove looked over her shoulder. “I heard that, Banished One.”

Curtis noticeably winced at his sister’s words, pained by the cruel title the elves had given him.

“Are all families like this?” asked Toby, turning to Klara.

“I wouldn’t know,” shrugged Klara. “I’m an orphan, remember?”

Toby sighed. “Me too.”

“You’re the only family I know,” smiled Sam.

“Exactly and we never call each other names like that,” said Toby.

“I mean, not to your face we don’t,” Klara said with a smirk.

“What do you mean!? This is the first I’ve heard of this. Are you telling me you guys have had a secret nickname for me for years and haven’t told me? It could have been coloring my entire life up until this point—has my life been fated due to this name⁠—”

Thalia Ashgrove stopped, causing everyone in the party to abruptly stop.

“Your friends are clearly joking, young human,” said Thalia. “They’re preying on your obvious sense of paranoia and worry. If you want such behavior to stop, do not give in.”

Toby blushed. “Thanks, I guess?”

“I actually don’t care about your insecure self-esteem in the slightest, young human,” said Thalia. “I only stop to point out the fact that elves have significantly larger ears than humans and are capable of picking up soundwaves imperceptible to the human ear across a large range of area.”

“I think I knew that already,” said Toby, confused.

“I think she’s telling us to shut it,” said Klara.

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

Thalia then turned around and the group continued forward on their journey.

After a few moments, Brock looked to Curtis and then Thalia and then to the others said, “Is it just me, or are you starting to see the sibling resemblance?”
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At the end of their first day of traveling, Thalia and her two guards suddenly stopped.

One of the guards raised his hands and let a blue orb glow out from them.

Thalia turned to the group of Travelers and declared, “We will stop and camp here for the night.”

Olivia and Edgar shared a look with one another.

“Are you sure?” said Olivia. “We’re not near any water source. We’re not even at a strategic elevation. There’s not as many escape routes as I’d personally like. This seems like an odd—dare I say it, bad—place to camp.”

“I concur,” said Edgar with his arms crossed.

The tension between the natural leaders across the different groups was beginning to simmer.

Sam could overhear Alice turn to Mildred. “Is this really a bad place to camp?”

He was glad the queen had less experience camping in the woods, so she was disinclined to add her opinion to the mix.

The elf princess merely smirked, before saying, “You’ve clearly never camped with elves before.”

She then raised her hand with an open palm before theatrically curling each one of her long fingers one by one, until with her index finger and thumb she pulled at the air.

The air around her suddenly crinkled as if reality itself was merely a piece of reflective mirror-like tarpaulin, before she pulled open a curtain that showed an indoor campsite with rugs, fireplaces, a full kitchen, and multiple bedrooms.

“You guys might be happy with your new magic,” said Thalia. “But the elves have been working with old magic for a very long time.”

The group stepped inside of the elven encampment with awe.

Sam knew enough about elven old magic and culture to understand part of the innerworkings of such an awe-inspiring spellcraft and technology. Rather than classes, elves followed powerful Paths that led to incredible abilities and skills. From Sam’s previous timeline, he had learned about certain elves who followed the Path of Sewing. Such a Path allowed for the user to eventually create an intense imperceptible webbing made of mana. The webbing’s power and density exceeded that of physical space, meaning it could contain more physical space within a tiny fraction of its own web.

Just as Curtis was stepping inside, Thalia held up her hand towards him.

“The Banished One cannot enter here,” said Thalia. “He must sleep outside.”

Curtis’ eye twitched and his shoulders tensed. He tried for the most part to look as if the cruel words of his sister didn’t bother him. Sam wondered how long before he left the Glittering Forest he had to keep up such a front of stoicism.

“Thalia,” Curtis hissed. “How long will you keep this up? It has been years⁠—”

“And I’ve yet to forgive you,” said Thalia. “Nor will I ever.”

Sam stepped between them.

“Thalia,” Sam said. “If Curtis sleeps outside, the security gained from the invisible cloaking of the encampment will be lost. It will be a complete waste.”

Thalia’s eyes narrowed.

She walked away without saying anything.

“I think that means you can stay,” said Sam, looking to Curtis.

“I think that means she thinks she’s so much better than you that she can’t even fathom wasting a breath arguing with you,” said Curtis.

Sam shrugged. “She probably meant both.”
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Days passed.

The large group eventually emerged from the forest they had spent many days travelling through to arrive at a large river crossing.

The rushing waterway was known as the Whisperwind River.

The large water channel separated the major provinces of Volsungar from its westernmost province, Eldrun Province. The province was one of the more independent provinces in the nation. In Sam’s previous timeline, it had been the province that Grendel Blackheart—the villainous Traveler that Sam had faced off against just over a year ago during the Secret Gate Affair—had been a leader of.

Grendel Blackheart had helped foster anti-elvish hatred and had slaughtered thousands of elves who had attempted to escape into Volsungar after Lilith had taken over the Glittering Forest in Sam’s first timeline. Now, Sam suspected the evil man may have been taken over by one of Lilith’s mind control cockroaches.

Grendel had always been a murderous evil man—causing unnecessary harm to others—so knowing that Lilith might have taken him over did not cause Sam any guilt or concern over his actions to destroy him back in the Secret Gate Affair. He was an evil man before the Elven Genocide, and Westria was better off without him. Sam was glad Lilith wouldn’t be able to use such a powerful Traveler as a pawn in their upcoming conflict with one another.

The river marked a significant point in their journey towards the Glittering Forest. Sam and his companions were definitely getting closer.

An ancient stone bridge could be seen in the distance. The bridge was known as Raegar’s Crossing. The bridge commemorated an ancient warrior known as Raegar who had slain a monstrous dread dragon over two hundred years ago. It reminded Sam of a time in Westria’s past when the dungeon gates didn’t pop up across the land, causing terror. A time when monsters still roamed, but they were far rarer in their appearance.

The bridge had been crucial in linking up Eldrun Province with the rest of Volsungar.

The group marched in the direction of the bridge.

They were halfway there when Thalia and her two elven guards stopped.

The first sign that things weren’t right was that Thalia didn’t turn around to say anything mean or cutting to any of them.

They could hear something.

Sam triggered his mana sense.

His stomach lurched.

He could sense a large mana entity coming towards them at rapid speed.

Suddenly cresting over the woodland beyond the bridge was a massive black orb, flashing through the sky.

It took Sam a second to recognize that the thing flying in the air wasn’t just an orb. It was a huge flying beetle.

Damn, Sam thought to himself. Some of Lilith’s more advanced creations have already hatched.

Everyone had their weapons out. The elven rangers were shooting imbued mana arrows in the direction of the beetle.

The beetle shot out a massive spray of yellow liquid.

“Watch out!” Sam shouted.

He immediately materialized a vial of blood and whipped it at the ground outside the area getting hit by the spray and triggered Blood Teleport.

When Sam emerged, he could see the majority of his companions had gotten hit by the spray.

The spray began to grow from a tiny porous liquid into a large yellow goo that held one in place.

More than half the party had suddenly been paralyzed.

“Someone protect the queen!” shouted Mildred, locked in the goo.

Edgar rushed towards Queen Alice who was covered in the paralyzing goo.

The beetle shot out a purple liquid dart.

With the remaining blood on the ground from his broken vial, Sam conjured a blood flame ball and whipped it at the purple liquid dart.

Please intercept.

The projectile was too slow.

Edgar leaped to take the hit, but the dart went right past him and into Alice’s chest.

The queen’s eyes widened and she stumbled back.

“Uhh—”

Her eyes fell into the back of her head and she collapsed on the ground.

“ALICE!” Sam yelled.

“Kill it,” shouted Edgar. “I got the queen from here.”

The bug suddenly screeched and started acting frenetically.

Sam materialized a handful of vials. He whipped one on the ground, before whipping another in the air towards the flying beetle. He conjured a blood flame ball and whipped it at the vial in the air. The fireball caught up with it, smashing it to pieces. Sam instantly teleported to the explosion in the air.

He did this a few more times until he was in range of the giant beetle.

He then triggered Hurting Hook.

A bright orange rope shot out from Sam’s hands and landed right in the skull of the beetle like a harpoon.

The Hurting Hook pulled Sam close to the beetle at a rapid pace.

He didn’t waste the momentum.

He materialized his shadow blade and stabbed the beetle right between the forehead, cracking open its skull and puncturing its brain beneath.

A spray of yellow blood burst out from the creature’s exposed head and it began to tumble towards the rushing river.

Sam wrenched his sword free and teleported himself back to the original patch of blood he had created on the ground beside the river.

When he emerged back on the ground, the giant beetle had crashed into the river and was rushing down far away from them.

Sam’s heart was racing.

From the moment he had stabbed the beetle’s brain, the paralyzing goo had dissipated. The rest of the party was on their feet huddled around Mildred Cross holding Alice with tears in her eyes.

Sam rushed towards them.

His whole body felt tense and horrible.

Please don’t be dead, he thought to himself over and over again.

He kept playing out the conversation in his head where he had encouraged Alice to come with them. This was the exact nightmare scenario that they were trying to avoid.

“Is she okay?” he asked.

Mildred held Alice’s pale body in her arms.

She looked up at Sam.

Normally so stoic and reserved, Mildred’s eyes were brimming with tears as she shook her head in response to Sam’s question.
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Sam’s heart raced as he looked down at Alice. She was unconscious. Her skin sickly pale.

Mildred gripped the girl in her arms, shaking her. Hoping she would wake up.

Sam couldn’t believe what he was witnessing.

Queen Alice Grace was dying in front of his very eyes.

The woman he’d saved over two years ago. The woman whose assassination had changed so much of history for the worse, and who once saved, helped improve the lives of so many Westrians for the better.

This woman couldn’t be dying.

Sam didn’t care if Alice had lived for far longer than she had in his previous timeline, it was still too early to lose her in this one.

“There must be something we can do,” said Sam.

Toby was right on it. He pounded Atlas’ Scepter of Tides into the ground and clutched his fist as he cast a spell.

A huge geyser of water burst out of the ground nearby. The overflow of the gushing water rained down on all of them with special healing properties.

The rejuvenating droplets hit Alice but did nothing to change her poisoned unconscious state.

“Alice, please stay with us,” Mildred pleaded, through teary eyes.

Curtis crouched down and checked Alice’s pulse.

Then, cutting through the panic and fear, the elf said, “She’s alive and she’s been poisoned very badly. There is an antidote. A while back, I had investigated the traces of venom left behind in the exoskeleton of a similar insect and I began trying to piece together a cure. I was missing one crucial ingredient I believe would have led to an immediate recovery.”

“What is it?” gasped Edgar.

The guildmaster had been trying to hold it together for the rest of the party’s sake, but accidentally let out his desperate concern at the first sign of hope.

“Gleamroot,” said Curtis. “It’s very common in the Glittering Forest. If we can get there, Alice still might have a chance.”

“How much time do we have?” said Mildred, wiping her eyes.

“So long as we keep Alice hydrated and fed,” said Curtis. “We have about two weeks.”

No one had to point out that two weeks was not enough time to get to the Glittering Forest. They were still about a month’s travel away, at the very least.

“Then, we better get a move on,” said Sam. “I know I certainly wish I could lie down and forget the last half an hour ever happened, but we don’t have that luxury. We’ll need to escort the queen as safely as we can, do we have a stretcher or pallet of some kind?”

Toby materialized one from his inventory and held it up.

Mildred took it out of the boy’s hands and placed Alice neatly upon it.

Before she could ask someone to pick up the other end, Edgar was already there, ready to pick up the princess.

“C’mon,” said the guildmaster. “Let’s go.”
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The group travelled in silence for many hours.

They moved at a quick pace. The entire tone of the travelling group had changed.

Even if their mission had been important before, there was an even greater sense of urgency now that their friend and queen’s life might be on the line.

As they moved quickly through the forest, Klara turned to Toby, “Since when do you have a stretcher in your inventory?”

“Since I acquired the Geyser Blast healing skill,” said Toby. “I began to think of how I might grow as a wizard-class Traveler. It looks like I’m going to have a range of both offensive and healing skills. I figured since space isn’t an issue with our inventories, it might make sense to pick up some medical supplies and equipment.”

Klara nodded solemnly. “Good for thinking ahead.”

“I wish I could do more,” sighed Toby. “I wish I had that gleamroot stuff Curtis said we need for a cure.”

“You can try your best to plan ahead,” said Klara, “But you can’t plan for everything. Right now, we’re adapting. I’m worried for Alice, but I’m ready to march day and night to get to the Glittering Forest in time to save her. That’s all we can do right now.”

Toby nodded and they continued to march at the pace the group had set.

“I’d like to know more about whatever it was that attacked us,” said Klara. “I’ve not seen anything like that, especially outside of a dungeon gate. What exactly are we getting ourselves into?”
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As they travelled in solemn silence, Sam kept running the battle from the flying insect over and over in his head.

He kept thinking about what he could have done better, how they could have avoided this harmful attack on Alice.

He thought about getting airborne to finally take out the insect.

He walked through the motions of whipping out the blood vials and using that as a means of teleporting.

I was too slow, Sam thought. I need greater mobility in those types of situations.

It made him think about his current set of abilities and how he could improve upon them.

The newest evolution of Blood Teleport let him teleport items.

What if…

Sam had some ideas he planned on practicing as they travelled.

Hopefully, it would make him an even more versatile fighter.

It would also prove a good distraction from their current circumstances.

He planned to get stronger so nothing like this ever happened again.
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The group eventually came to a rest.

No one wanted to stop moving, but it was deemed best they take a break. If they were too tired to defend themselves or even function properly, they were putting all of them—including Alice—at risk.

It was counterintuitive, but if they wanted to keep the quick pace they were going at, they were going to need to take breaks as well.

Once in the special elven encampment, they placed Alice in a room of her own. Most of the group retired to be by themselves and rest in silence.

The day had been long and arduous and everyone needed a moment to themselves.

Except for Guildmaster Redfield.

He came straight to Sam’s room.

“May I come in?” said Edgar.

Sam held open the door and gestured for him to enter.

The guildmaster noticed Sam had a wooden shield sitting on his bed, oddly.

Edgar wondered what he needed that for, but didn’t care enough given the circumstances.

“That monster today,” said Edgar. “It was unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. How did it know where we were? And the way it shot that dart, it was almost as if it was coming after Alice on purpose. What aren’t you telling me, Sam? That girl is like a daughter to Mildred and I don’t want to see⁠—”

Edgar stopped himself. His eyes were red. He took a deep breath.

He was going to say—‘I don’t want to see Mildred lose another kid’—but there was no reason to burden Sam with a past life he knew nothing about.

“Look,” said the guildmaster. “I normally let you have a pretty loose leash as your boss and commander, but right now, I want to know everything you know.”

Sam knew that the guildmaster wasn’t really commanding him right now. The older man was pleading.

“Okay,” said Sam. “I’ll tell you everything I know, but all I ask is, you can’t ask me how I know it. Agreed?”

Edgar nodded.

“The Glittering Forest is about to come under threat from a very powerful rogue Traveler. One who can create and command her own insect army. The woman is powerful enough to completely eradicate the elven race from all of Westria.”

Edgar listened intently to Sam’s words.

“But why did the creature target Alice specifically?” said Edgar. “Also, I swear when I jumped to intercept the attack, the giant beetle began to freak out at the sight of me.”

Sam sighed. “These are things I do not know myself. All I know is we’re about to face the biggest threat we’ve faced in our entire time working together. Bigger than the attempted coup in Resfall or the Dwarven Cataclysm.”

“Understood,” said Edgar. “Right now my top priority is getting to the Glittering Forest and saving Alice. If the Queen passes from this world…I don’t know if I’ll give enough of a damn to save it.”

Edgar’s words were not the words of a guildmaster, a soldier, or a Traveler. They were not the words of someone who would keep on fighting for what was right because that was his job.

No.

He was speaking merely as a man, tired and frightened for the future of those he cared about.
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Thalia Ashgrove leaned her head against the wall in her private chambers.

The day had gone horrifically.

She was already worried about the fact that she was bringing a group of humans, a dwarf, and the Banished One back with her to the Glittering Forest—now she might be escorting the corpse of the dead human queen.

She hadn’t interacted with the girl that much—but to see her turn into that half-alive corpse like she did today, made her own heart sink.

They hadn’t spoken much—but Thalia thought they understood each other. It wasn’t easy being a leader or a figurehead. Thalia could see the burden and pressure the woman lived under and could relate.

The human queen did not deserve to die.

Not like this.

Then Thalia considered what the other elves might say when they got back to the Glittering Forest.

People already constantly questioned her about her worthiness to take over from her father when he eventually passed.

Showing up with a dead human queen definitely wouldn’t improve things for her.

How did this whole trip end up being such an utterly horrific debacle?

She breathed in and out and tried to calm herself down.

There was still hope.

At least according to Curti—she meant, The Banished One.

That young man with black hair seemed to trust The Banished One. They all did.

She hoped the banished elf didn’t prove them all wrong and betray their hopes like he had done to her so many years before.

Thalia collapsed onto her bed and closed her eyes, hoping to capture some semblance of sleep before they had to continue their hurried march back home in a few hours’ time.
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43 Years Ago – Sylvenstride, Glittering Forest

Curtis awoke early that morning. In fact, it was debatable whether he had even slept at all. He had tossed and turned. His head had been spinning with both nervousness and excitement. He had been too restless to let sleep ever take its hold over him during the course of the night. He couldn’t dream when his dreams were already front and center.

Today was the most important day of his life.

Today was his Day of Passages.

An elf only ever experienced their Day of Passages once. It was always on one’s fortieth birthday, ten years after one had left their faelenor—their long childhood—behind.

Curtis picked himself out of bed and quickly got dressed.

When he stepped out into the hallway of his family home, he was surprised to see one of his royal guards waiting for him.

Silivren.

The older elf followed the Path of the Bow and was one of the most powerful archers in all of Sylvenstride, the capital city of the Glittering Forest.

The master archer, however, didn’t normally guard outside his door at night. He was more of a hired hand if Curtis was taking a trip out of Sylvanstride to the greater Glittering Forest and beyond.

“Do not be alarmed,” said Silivren. “Your father wished me to escort you to the grand temple. Everyone is already awake. They’re waiting for you now.”

Curtis felt a huge sense of honor and pride. His father had bestowed one of his best guards to escort him down to the grand temple. He was honoring his firstborn son and showing how much great expectations he had for him.

It filled Curtis with both pride and nervousness.

He was the firstborn child of Eryndor Ashgrove, the Ardoniel—the High Ruler of the Glittering Forest.

Curtis would be expected to become the Ardoniel when his father eventually passed. Curtis tried not to think about it, because it hurt in his stomach to consider his father’s death. When the creepy foreboding feeling began to overwhelm him, he would remind himself that his father wouldn’t be dying for another few hundred years.

Silivren strode ahead of him, down the hall.

As they worked their way down the upper palace of Mother Gaia, the great ancient tree at the center of Sylvanstride, Curtis dreamed of the life that was just about to open up before him.

A young elf’s Day of Passages was halfway between one’s loriviel—the elvish period of adolescence known as the dream horizon. It was at this point that one’s dream was beginning to rise just beyond the horizon, offering a direction of where their life will take them.

On the Day of Passages, an elf’s mana core bloomed inside of them and, so too, the direction of their Path.

Curtis wondered what his Path might be.

Would he unlock the Path of the Bow like Silivren or his own mother?

Or would he be like his father and walk the Path of the Thunderbird?

Or would his Path be something else entirely?

“I was the exact same on my Day of Passages,” Silivren smiled. “Heart racing. Mind restless.”

Curtis blinked. “Is it that obvious?”

“You are excited,” said Silivren. “As you should be. The only advice I would give is to not fight it. The excitement stems from all the possibilities. After today, you will have your Path, and that feeling you have now – of all roads being possible – will be gone forever. Enjoy this moment for what it is.”

There was a wistfulness in Silivren’s words.

It made Curtis feel slightly calmer.

Fifteen minutes later, the two of them stepped into the grand temple in the bottom layers of Mother Gaia.

They entered a room with blue flames on the wall and a raised stone platform at the center of it.

A group of older male and female elves stood around the stone platform, many of their faces shrouded in the shadows of their hoods.

One face stood out.

An older elf with long silver hair tied back in a pony-tail, glasses, and a stern mouth covered by a grey goatee. His eyes were faded. His expression was neutral. Solemn.

It was the Ardoniel.

Eryndor Ashgrove.

Curtis’ father.

The older man did not welcome Curtis with a hug or warm greeting, not that Curtis expected this. During his long childhood, the man had been more affectionate, but since entering his loriviel, the man had been more cold and distant. His father was stern, matter-of-fact, practical. Curtis would sometimes see other fathers and sons together—fishing, shopping, conversing. There was always more warmth between these people than anything Curtis had experienced with his father. He couldn’t remember the last time his father had given him a hug, said ‘I love you,’ or paid Curtis a compliment.

Curtis knew he didn’t need these things. His father was the Ardoniel. He had so much more going on than to pay attention to whatever Curtis was feeling. Besides, the man provided him with a home in the upper palace of Mother Gaia, hired the best tutors for him to learn theories around aethelum, and more.

He also knew the man was more than busy; he had been grieving the loss of his wife and Curtis’ mother from years earlier. The woman was a powerful ranger who had died protecting the elven homeland against a horde of undead bears from a swamp west of the Glittering Forest.

Curtis missed his mother as well. He wished he and his father could talk about it. The woman would never get mentioned if it wasn’t for his younger sister, Thalia. The girl was thirteen, curious, and precocious.

Sometimes Curtis was jealous of her. She barely got to know their mother; because of this, she didn’t have to experience the pain both Curtis and their father had to go through.

It was because of all of this fragmentation, confusion and pain that spiraled within Curtis’ family—that when his father not only gestured for Curtis to step on the stone platform in the temple below Mother Gaia, but went so far as to smile at Curtis, he felt an overwhelming sense of love and warmth from his father.

He couldn’t remember the last time the man had smiled at him.

His own father.

But today he had smiled.

More signs that today was going to be one of the best days of Curtis’ life.

With nervousness and excitement, Curtis stepped onto the stone platform.

Silivren granted him a knowing smile and nod as Curtis stepped ahead of him.

Curtis knew exactly what he needed to do here.

He had learned about the rituals of the Day of Passages with his private tutors who had prepared him for this day.

He kneeled on the stone altar and closed his eyes.

In the room full of aethelum, in the heart of Mother Gaia, Curtis opened his mind, heart, and soul and awaited the blooming of his core.

A minute passed and nothing happened.

Curtis knew something wasn’t right, but he kept his eyes shut.

The ritual was supposed to happen within seconds.

Soon two minutes had passed and still nothing had happened.

No blooming core.

Nothing.

Don’t open your eyes, Curtis kept telling himself.

After three minutes, Curtis still had his eyes shut, but he could hear the muffled sounds of murmurs and whispers.

Curtis felt his whole stomach wrench as he began to pray for his mana core to appear.

Don’t open your eyes. Don’t open your eyes. Don’t open your eyes.

Curtis thought so long as he kept his eyes closed, there was still a chance that his mana core might bloom.

He could feel tears rolling down his cheeks. His whole body shaking.

The day where his dreams came true was quickly turning into a nightmare.

After ten minutes, a voice bellowed in the room.

“OPEN YOUR DAMN EYES!”

Curtis couldn’t keep his eyes shut any longer. He opened his eyes to see his father, glowering at him.

Curtis would have taken a whole lifetime of more apathetic coldness from his father than experience that look that day.

His father looked at Curtis with nothing but disgust.

“He’s nothing but a narfelan,” spat Eryndor. “Everyone begone. Let him rot here in his shame. I can’t stand the look of him.”

The Ardoniel stormed out of the temple and the other elder council members followed.

Silivren was the last to leave Curtis on his own.

He couldn’t see the ranger because his back was turned and his eyes were covered in tears—but he imagined the man gave him a grim, mournful, expression of pity and sadness.

Curtis was an anomaly. A narfelan, it was called.

It had multiple meanings.

Its direct translation was hollow tree.

It was a word used to describe an elf who couldn’t use magic.

The way Curtis’ father had used the word, meant all of the word’s meanings could apply.

The other meaning of narfelan was just as cruel and cutting as its more common definition.

It was a way of calling someone a disgrace.


100




7 Years Ago – Sylvenstride, Glittering Forest

Decades passed after Curtis’ disastrous Day of Passages.

He hadn’t realized it at the time—after his father had spat in his face and called him narfelan—but that his life had changed forever.

He wouldn’t have a Path.

He wouldn’t become a valuable member of the elven race.

He wouldn’t ever become Ardoniel.

No.

The high ruler of the Glittering Forest could not be a narfelan.

As soon as Curtis failed to have his core bloom, his rights of inheritance transferred over to his younger sister, Thalia.

She would now follow in her father’s footsteps. Not him.

A few dark years followed Curtis’ failure.

He felt isolated and alone. Oppressed by others’ pity and disgust with him. He had lost all of his friends. They had nothing to discuss after they had unlocked their Paths and he hadn’t.

They had a sense of purpose that he lacked.

That was the worst part about being a narfelan. Without a Path, Curtis was directionless. Lost. Alone.

Curtis eventually turned to books as comfort and escape.

First, he started with stories. Adventures. Ancient tales. Myths.

He then began to gravitate towards history. Then science.

He even paid travelling elves to bring back books from human lands and elsewhere on their travel.

Slowly, Curtis began to find direction, build his own unofficial Path.

He would follow his own personal homegrown Path of Knowledge.

The feeling that books, knowledge, and information brought him filled him with joy and passion.

Years passed. Then decades.

Curtis had dedicated his life to becoming a scholar.

The pitying glances had lessened over the years.

He preferred to be invisible to be pitied and that was what happened.

Still, Curtis hoped—and even hated himself for hoping—that all of his learning might bring some kind of pride or love from his family.

But the one thing that never went away was his father’s hatred of him.

It never relented.

Never softened.

The only person who found Curtis not an object of pity was his little sister, Thalia. She still thought he was her cool older brother. She saw him as unique. So what if he didn't know magic? He could teach her about constellations and how to measure the length of a triangle or the crazy history of the different human kingdoms.

So that was how Curtis survived. He had the love of his little sister and the joy of books and knowledge.

Then, out of nowhere, an unexpected hope came.

The emergence of the dungeon gates.
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Curtis had only discovered the term, ‘dungeon gate’, from a pamphlet brought back by travelling elves who had been in the neighboring human province of Eldrun.

He had no idea that such a term existed, that the shining portals popping up across the forest, were known as anything other than gorgolaths. Abominations.

Those who followed the Path of Aethelum came to see the gorgolaths as a dangerous mutation of elven magic.

They described it as a disruption to lirathel, an unbalanced spread of quelindë.

Those elves who followed the Path of Aethelum quickly discovered ways to seal the gates from the outside, slowing their dangerous spread across the Glittering Forest.

Eryndor Ashgrove commanded that this knowledge be spread across the rest of Westria.

The gorgolaths had the power to destroy the entire world.

No one listened to the elves in the end.

The humans, dwarves, and orcs all wanted the power the dungeon gates provided. They didn’t care about any of the warnings from the elves.

Even Curtis had his own doubts about his father’s actions.

As soon as he learned more about the dungeon gates, Curtis felt curious. He read about the human Travelers who entered the White Gate and came back out with special classes and magical abilities.

It was like humans and the other races had suddenly unlocked the ability to gain Paths like the elves.

The rest of elvish society didn’t see it this way.

Curtis kept these opinions to himself.

But then one day, as Curtis was walking home from the great library, a huge White Gate opened in the center of Sylvenstride.

The White Gate emerged on a drawbridge between the ancient tree housing the great library and the one leading to the central square of the city.

The other elves to witness the gate’s emergence all ran away in fright.

Curtis felt his whole body tremble at the sight of the White Gate.

He instantly knew that this was an opportunity.

The elves following the Path of Aethelum will be here any moment and would destroy the gate from the outside, he thought.

He had to decide then and there. He didn’t have any time to waste.

A second later, Curtis entered the White Gate.
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The trials of the tutorial dungeon were horrific.

Curtis got by purely through strategy, wit, patience, and heaps of luck.

When he arrived at the class choosing zone, he was given three class options: warrior, ranger, and wizard.

There was no doubt in his mind which one he wanted to go with.

He’d be a wizard.

He’d unlock magic.

He would gain a mana core.

He would no longer be a disgrace to his father.

Curtis chose the class and rematerialized outside of the White Gate.

He was shocked to see the area was crowded with elven warriors and spellcasters and more onlookers further beyond.

He could hear the familiar whispered words of “narfelan” and “the disgraced son of the Ardoniel” usher across the crowd like a wave.

Before Curtis could say anything, he heard a powerful voice boom across the city.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE, YOU FOOL!?”

Curtis turned around to see his father, pushing his way through the crowd.

He beamed a smile at his father.

“I did it, Father,” said Curtis. “I unlocked a class. I’m a wizard. I’ll be able to wield magic just like you and everyone⁠—”

“You’re not a wizard, you’re not an elf, you’re nothing but an embarrassing fool and disgrace,” spat Eryndor. “You have tainted the elven race with your actions. You are now contributing to the spread of quelindë and the gorgalaths.”

“But Father,” said Curtis. “I-I-I did it for you⁠—”

Eryndor Ashgrove shook his head.

“I don’t want to hear it,” he said. “Let everyone be witness to what I’m about to do. Curtis Ashgrove, you are hereby banished from the Glittering Forest. Any elf who follows in your footsteps will meet a similar fate.”

Curtis’ heart sank.

He could see in his father’s eyes that he would not change his mind on the matter.
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Curtis had been allowed a few hours to pack and sort his things before leaving Sylvenstride and then the Glittering Forest for good.

After packing, he only had one thing left to do before leaving.

He stood outside his sister’s bedroom and he could hear the sobs coming through the door.

Curtis felt rotten.

This won’t be easy.

He didn’t want to do it.

He didn’t want any of this.

He stepped into his sister’s room and found her tear-stricken.

“Thalia,” said Curtis.

She looked up from her bed where she was crying and her face suddenly turned angry.

“How could you do this, brother,” said Thalia. “You’ve brought shame on our family. You’re abandoning me!”

“Thalia, I don’t⁠—”

The girl shook her head.

“I’m ashamed of you,” cried Thalia.

Curtis didn’t know what to say.

The girl was hurting. Maybe even more than he was.

She was so overwhelmingly upset that she was soothing herself with harsh words and anger.

“I never want to see you again!” she shouted. “Leave!!!”

Those were the last words she said to him.

Curtis' stomach lurched. He felt like he had been punched in the gut.

All he had done was try and make his family proud of him. Make his family love him, despite his shortcomings.

In the end, he had only made things worse.

He left the Glittering Forest that night, accepting that he would never return again.
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Present - 1769

The group of Travelers continued their journey westward, through the Eldrun province, towards the elven homeland of the Glittering Forest.

The mood across the party was somber and serious.

Sam occasionally looked over his shoulder to see how Alice was doing.

Every day she looked worse.

Her whole body wasn't just pale now, but her lips had a purple and blue hue. The specter of death crawled all over her.

He hated to see her this way.

He knew they all did.

Even Thalia Ashgrove—who presented herself as a heartless and proud elf—looked over to the girl from time to time. Concern filled her eyes.

Sam tried to not let dour thoughts of catastrophe overtake his mind. He knew such thoughts would slow him down. It was an active battle against them, though.

How could he not worry about Alice dying from the poison venom of one of Lilith's monstrous creations? It was so easy to let his mind wander to Alice's funeral, the fragmentation of Volsungar, the collapse of so much of the work he'd done, and the eventual destruction of Westria at the hands of the demon king.

The problem was, worrying didn't help him. In fact, the thing he was worrying and fearing the most only became more likely the more he worried.

He knew from all the training in his other lifetime that one needed to stay calm not just in the heat of battle, but any emotionally intensive episode. The more you lost your composure, the more likely you were to make a mistake.

Right now, the only mistake they could make was slowing down.

Sam swallowed his worries and kept moving forward.
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As the group travelled across a valley, Curtis channelled mana and lightning into his hands.

A very light and tiny lightning ball formed in his hand. He whipped it at Klara's feet.

The girl sped up.

Curtis kept doing this over and over again for the group. Sending little shocks of electricity into the soles of everyone's shoes to give them that extra little buzz of energy to keep moving forward.

Everyone was doing their bit.

Olivia was casting Divine Inspiration on the entire party every time it was necessary. The level 3 novice-tier paladin ability helped bring greater strength, defense, and luck to the group.

They definitely needed all the luck they could get right now.

The only person Curtis noticed who didn't seem to be doing anything to help matters was Thalia's guard, Lorian.

The man was a famous elf warrior in his own right. He followed the Path of the Ranger, which was similar yet different from the Path of the Bow. Lorian was equally skilled in both ranged arts such as the bow, but also was a mighty wielder of the sword as well.

Only the best were hired to guard the future Ardoniel of the Glittering Forest.

Which made it all the stranger, that the man seemed to march forward in a daze. Less focused than the others on the dying queen.

Whenever Curtis caught Lorian looking around, his eyes ended up constantly drawn to the guildmaster and Mildred Cross, more than the sickly queen they were carrying.

Odd, Curtis thought.

The following day, Curtis approached Lorian with a bit of reginald-weed that he kept in his inventory along with plenty of wizarding and crafting supplies.

"Take a whiff of this," said Curtis, holding up the weed to Lorian.

The elf guard scrunched his nose and pushed Curtis back venomously.

Thalia saw the exchange and snapped at Curtis.

"Don't come near my guards, Banished One," she hissed. "They don't want to be infected with your taint."

Curtis barely registered his sister's cruel words. He'd heard enough nasty things during his life in the Glittering Forest that it really wasn't a shock to him.

Especially not now after he'd witnessed Lorian's reaction to the reginald-weed.

Curtis knew he would have to keep his eye on Lorian.

There was no doubt about that.
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Later that night, inside the magical elven encampment, Lorian got up from his bed.

He was fully clothed in his guardsman gear. He had gone to bed with them. He had never even gone to sleep. He had just gotten in bed and stared at the ceiling and waited for the rest of the party to drift off into slumber.

He entered the main common area of the encampment to find Faelan on guard.

He nodded to his companion who got up to go get some sleep himself.

Now Lorian would be the only person awake.

He waited a few moments after Faelan left, then he crept over to Thalia’s room.

The Eledhion Ardona.

The heir to the high ruler of the Glittering Forest.

But Lorian wasn't just drawn to Thalia's room.

He was curious to go look at those people. The older man and woman.

He was drawn to them. Something compelled him to observe them more.

But he deemed it more important to visit Thalia's room first.

He slipped into the woman's room.

[image: ]



Thalia was drifting into sleep, dreams taking hold, when she heard the sound of a blade unsheathing in the night. It was the quietest sound, easy to miss like a whisper in the wind.

Her eyes bulged open.

A shadowy figured loomed above her. A silver blade reflected in the starlight.

It rushed towards her bed and Thalia rolled over, purposefully falling off the bed and onto the floor. She quickly got to her feet.

The attacker rushed towards her, when out of nowhere a huge burst of lightning appeared, illuminating the whole room.

Thalia could see it all.

It happened so fast.

Lorian was rushing towards her with bloodlust in his eyes.

The Banished One was behind him with a powerful lightning weapon of some kind.

Curtis whipped his lightning chain forward, and the sharpened tip at the end of the chain went right through Lorian's chest and out the other side.

Blood splattered everywhere.

Lorian collapsed on the spot dead.

Thalia shuddered and was paralyzed with shock.

Curtis walked over and kicked the body over.

The pale corpse of Lorian Silverleaf lay before them.

It then began to shake and wobble and a large monstrous cockroach-like creature emerged from its mouth.
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Curtis squashed the mind-roach with his boot.

"Curtis," Thalia said, breathing deeply in and out. "You saved me."

Curtis blinked at his sister.

"Thalia, you called me by my⁠—"

Thalia shook her head. "I don't know. I don't know. I don't know. What's happening here? Why was Lorian trying to kill me in his sleep? What the heck was that bug?"

"I've been studying the exoskeleton of the same bug for a few months now. We believe it has mind control properties. It can take over other people's minds and bodies and control them, killing the original host's consciousness in the process."

Thalia shuddered.

"This is a lot to take in," said Thalia. "How am I meant to believe you? You just killed one of my guards."

"You saw with your own eyes what his intent was in here," said Curtis. "From my research on the exoskeleton, I suspected the insect to have an allergic and visceral reaction to reginald-weed which, if you recall from earlier today, Lorian certainly did. From that moment on, I needed to keep an eye on him. I had planned on doing nothing, just observing, until something more substantial happened.”

Thalia let out a deep breath.

"I don't even know what to say," said Thalia. "Lorian has been one of my guards for years. When did he get infected? What about Faelan?"

"I tested Faelan already," said Curtis. "After the Lorian incident, I realized I didn't need a full bushel of it, and just rubbing some of it on my hands was enough to see if there was a reaction. So far, no one has been taken over by a mind roach other than Lorian."

Mind roaches? Hosts being infected? For Thalia it all felt like a little bit too much for the middle of the night.

They also had to deal with Lorian's body...

"What are we gonna do with him?"

"Don't worry," said Curtis. "I'll get Brock to help me. You can go sleep in my room."

"I'm sure that's exactly what Lorian always wanted," said Thalia. "To be mind controlled by a bug and then buried by a dwarf."

"There are worse things," said Curtis.

Thalia stepped over the dead guardsman and headed towards Curtis' room.

Her last words to her brother were, "There are always worse things."
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Thalia struggled to sleep that night.

She kept replaying the moment in her head.

Waking up to the sight of Lorian. His silver blade pointed at her. The flash of blue illumination from Curtis' lightning magic.

Brother really had become proficient in new magic, huh?

His spells reminded her of their father's.

Dad will hate it when he sees it.

She sighed and stared at the ceiling.

Dad...

Brother...

These were words she never used. Their family had never used such words. Maybe she and Curtis had, but never their father.

Why was she thinking them now?

She still remembered the day Curtis was banished. The shock. The sense of betrayal. Why would her brother do something that was so bad for the world? Why would he do something that forced him to get banished and leave her all on her own?

She hadn't pondered these questions in a long time. She had merely let her shock, hatred, and anger calcify around her until it became a thick protective shell that cocooned her so well that she didn't even notice it was there.

She thought back to when she had seen Curtis for the first time in almost a decade.

She'd referred to him as Banished One. She had made sure he kept his distance.

And yet, if she was being honest with herself, maybe there was a small part of her that had been excited to see him again. A part of her that would never admit it, but had missed him all these years.

Since reuniting with her brother, Thalia had considered the question of whether or not she could ever forgive her brother for what he did; but now she was starting to realize, she wasn't so sure he would forgive her and the rest of their people who had turned their back on him. Especially their father.

Thalia didn't get that much sleep that night.

But she knew what she had to do the next morning.
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The group had been making extremely good time. They were only a few more days from the perimeter of the Glittering Forest. And thankfully, the human queen was still alive.

Curtis had informed everyone early in the morning about what happened to Lorian. Thalia was pretty sure it must have shocked everyone, but they were in such a rush to get to the Glittering Forest that they didn't get too worked up about it.

The fact that mind roaches were flying around and could infect any of them was a big issue; but it was something they could worry about after they saved their queen from dying from the giant beetle venom.

The person who took it the worst was Faelan. He had a cold distant expression and kept to himself, leading the party from far ahead.

Meanwhile, Thalia and Curtis were walking side by side.

A first for their journey.

"Curtis," said Thalia.

She had practiced what she was going to say to her brother and now that it had come time to say it, she felt at a loss for words. Everything she had practiced in her head couldn't seem to exit her mouth. There was just too much to say and way too huge a gulf to say it over.

"I'm… sorry…” said Thalia. “For everything. For how Father treated you. For how I treated you. For how all of the elves treated you. I’m sorry when you got banished, I didn’t even say goodbye. I’m so sorry, brother.”

Tears were filling her eyes.

“Will you ever forgive me?”

Thalia waited for an answer.

No words came out of Curtis’ mouth.

His answer came when his arms wrapped around her back and they embraced in a hug.

“Of course I can forgive you,” said Curtis. “All this time…I’ve been waiting for you to let me.”

Thalia wiped a tear from her eye.

She felt that protective shell of hatred crack and then shatter altogether. She felt a sense of warmth, kindness, and belonging she hadn’t felt in a very long time.

The feeling of love from one’s family.

“If you want,” smiled Curtis. “I can tell you all the interesting things I’ve learned since I’ve been away. I can tell you about the attempted coup on Resfall.”

Thalia’s eyes beamed.

“Tell me more, big brother.”

The words felt so nice to say.
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They were only a few hours from the Glittering Forest, when a buzzing sound could be heard in the distance.

Everyone took on a battle position.

Emerging from the trees ahead of them was another massive beetle, like the one that had caused them so much trouble over a week ago.

Not this time, Sam thought, materializing his sword.

He rushed forward.
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Thalia readied herself for another battle as the giant beetle descended towards them.

The black-haired swordsman, Sam, rushed ahead of them to take the beetle on his own.

He’s crazy, she thought. He can’t fly, he’ll get crushed by the monster’s incredible height and airborne advantage.

At that point, Sam jumped into the air, materializing a wooden shield beneath his feet.

Then what happened next was amazing.

The young man stepped into the air, seemingly teleporting the wooden shield from one spot to where his foot would land next, quickly staircasing his way up into the sky.

Within seconds, the young man was at eye-level with the beetle.

Sam then sliced the giant beetle in half, the blood and guts of the creature raining down on the area below.
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Sam grinned as he returned back to the air below.

Everyone cheered and clapped, impressed by his quick work of the giant beetle.

Sam was just pleased to see his new test ability had worked during a real battle.

Over the last week of travel, he had been trying to devise a way that would smooth out his current way of getting airborne – throwing a vial of blood into the air, smashing it with a blood flame ball, and Blood Teleporting into the wreckage.

He needed something faster.

And that was when he devised his new shield platform walk.

He had smashed a blood vial onto the shield ages ago and the puddle and stain didn’t disappear when he dematerialized it inside his inventory, meaning he could jump into the air, and use the shield as a platform and then Blood Teleport it to where his next step was landing.

He dematerialized his shield and sword and looked to his group of companions.

“C’mon,” he said. “We’re almost there.”
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A few hours later, the group crested a hill and lying before them was a forest far larger than any of them had ever seen. The trees were massive and otherworldly. Bigger than the size of buildings in Resfall. It was an incredible sight.

They had finally made it.

Alice was going to be okay.

They had reached the perimeter of the Glittering Forest.


103




Sam and the rest of his companions stepped down the hill towards the mighty forest that lay before them.

Halfway between them and the great ancient trees that loomed high over their heads, they reached an invisible wall.

Sam placed his hand against the air and pushed. It wouldn't go through, even though seemingly nothing was there.

So this is the Perimeter, as they call it, Sam thought.

The ancient woodland of the Glittering Forest was protected by a massive shield of old magic, crafted by some of the greatest and most powerful elves that ever existed.

“You won’t be able to penetrate the Great Perimeter,” said Thalia. “It was crafted by ancient elves who had walked the Path of Aethelum further than anyone has ever known. The mana shield protects the elven homeland from foreign invaders. Those who do not have pure elvish blood cannot enter.”

“Well, great, how do we bloody enter then?” said Brock.

“It’s simple,” said Thalia, holding out her hand. “You take my hand, and your companions take yours, and the chain created by the bond of our hands and my sharing of my aethelum with yours will let you go through.”

“A bit twee, ain’t it?” said Brock. “Feels quite elvish. You know the dwarves go for a real massive door in the mountains!”

“Sounds ugly and crude,” said Thalia. “Just like⁠—”

“Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” said Brock. “The dwarves are a beautiful peo⁠—”

“Enough,” said Edgar. “No petty elf and dwarf disputes from here on out. We have a lot more to deal with.”

“Fine by me,” muttered Brock. “Let’s get this over with.”

He held out his burly thick dwarven hands to Thalia and the woman held his and then the group formed a line, all holding hands and entered through the Perimeter.

After almost everyone was through, Thalia stepped back out and carried Alice through the Perimeter herself.

“There should be some gleamroot not far from here,” said Curtis, marching off to the towering trees.

The group followed behind.

“What do they mean by aethelum?” asked Klara to Toby and Sam.

“The direct translation to the common tongue is ‘aether’,” Sam explained. “It’s essentially the elvish word for mana.”

Sam’s knowledge of elvish wasn’t perfect, but in the case of ‘aethelum’ he knew the answer. The Elvish language actually got increasingly more difficult and arcane around the subject of old magic. Sam had tried to study it in his previous timeline and found it impenetrable; and by that point, almost all of the elves were dead.

Their knowledge and secrets lost from Westria forever.

Thirty minutes later, Curtis returned with a bushel of gleamroot.

"This is probably more than enough," Curtis said.

Mildred looked from the elf to Alice with concern.

"Alice is looking really bad," said Mildred. "I don't think we have a lot of time."

Curtis nodded. "Okay, let me craft the antidote then."

The elf materialized all the medicinal ingredients and put them together in a mug.

He then materialized a kettle and the group got a fire going.

Once the water came to a boil, Curtis poured the hot water into the mug of ingredients.

He stirred the mug with a spoon and let all the different ingredients steep together.

Sam watched with deep concern and hope as Curtis approached the unconscious girl laid before them.

Curtis hadn't said it to anyone, but Sam was pretty sure this antidote was purely theoretical based on his findings. They hadn't tested it on anyone yet. So this could still go horrifically wrong.

All of their hopes now lay in this mug of herbal tea.

Curtis crouched down and gently put the hot water to the pale queen's lips.

"Be gentle," said Mildred. "Let's not burn her mouth in the process."

Curtis poured the gentlest sip into Alice's mouth.

They all watched with bated breath.

Nothing happened.

Curtis gave the girl another sip.

Again, no change. Alice still looked like someone auditioning to be a corpse.

Curtis gave the girl a third sip.

On this sip, everyone's eyes widened.

Blood and warmth returned to Alice's face.

It was truly miraculous.

"It's working," cried Mildred. "Oh yes, it's working!"

Curtis kept going, giving Alice more and more sips of the antidote.

The queen was coming back to life.

She would be healed.
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In the distance, a group of elven rangers crouched down on one of the large branches of the ancient wood.

They stared beyond the forest to the path of empty ground that divided the Glittering Forest and the Great Perimeter.

Their eyes narrowed at the sight of those who had entered their protected homeland.

Thalia Ashgrove. The Eledhion Ardona.

Faelan Lightbreeze—one of her royal guard—stood next to her. Lorian Silverleaf, however, was missing.

Peculiarities.

If it had only been that the rangers would have left their posts to greet the returning elves.

But the group had come back with unexpected guests.

Humans.

A dwarf.

The Banished One.

The rangers turned to one another, nodded, and then, in a flash, disappeared.
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The human queen was dozy but alive.

She smiled and then faded back out of consciousness.

Thalia was glad.

A lot of strange things had been happening over the last few weeks and months. She was glad to know the human queen of Volsungar dying on her watch was not one of those things she had to add to her list.

After an hour of letting the queen rest, they decided to continue their journey to Sylvanstride, the capital city of the Glittering Forest.

Thalia and Faelan led the way, stepping between the giant roots of the trees and entering the Glittering Forest proper.

The elf woman looked up to the branches high above.

It wasn’t normal for her to not be greeted by the rangers guarding the woods.

If they weren’t coming down to welcome them, what were they doing?

“Be ready for anything, Faelan,” said Thalia. “We’re back home, but it isn’t the same safe place we left.”
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Meanwhile, across the Glittering Forest, far from the Great Perimeter and the border with the human kingdom of Volsungar on the westernmost side of the elven homeland was a sleepy little village known as Moonhollow.

Moonhollow was a quiet little lumber village, that specialized in chopping trees and carving wood all while making sure the Glittering Forest still thrived as an ancient woodland.

The villagers of Moonhollow were a simple but happy lot. They worked on lumber during the day, had dinner with their families at night, and then on the weekend danced and sang at the pub.

It was quiet, warm, and cozy—far from the hustle and bustle and politics of the capital, Sylvanstride.

The day was a normal weekday in Moonhollow.

The adults had gone off to work in the lumber yards while the shopkeepers and villagefolk busied themselves across the streets, keeping one eye on their tasks and chores and another eye on the young elves running around, playing, and getting themselves into trouble.

Erafawn was heading to the lumber yard, carrying his axe, and whistling a tune.

The male elf was ninety-seven years old, meaning he was reaching the end of his silvareth—sometimes referred to as one’s moonlit path, or one’s early adulthood. He had outgrown his adolescent loriviel, recognizing what the dreams of his Path were, and knowing them, he had gone along the moonlight path to discover his potential and walk that passage. Where he would go next remained a mystery. The elves described the stage after the silvareth as the beginning of a second lifetime.

Erafawn already had so much to be grateful for in this first lifetime, that he felt almost spoiled to be contemplating a second. On his Day of Passages he had unlocked the Path of Lumber like his father and his father’s father before him. He’d grown on the Path, improving his axe-chopping skills as well as the ancient art of tree mending and balance.

On top of this he’d fallen in love with his childhood sweetheart and had a baby on the way.

He wondered what the baby might be like, what Path it might follow. Perhaps this was what the elder elves meant when they said the end of silvareth was the beginning of a second lifetime.

Erafawn was about halfway to the lumber yard when his ears picked up the strangest sound.

Bzzzzzzzzz.

It was low-frequency and could easily be missed if you weren’t paying attention.

Erafawn couldn’t see anything odd in front of him, so he turned around back towards the village.

In the distance, he saw strange black dots in the sky.

Erafawn struggled to make sense of what he was seeing. It looked like raindrops, but they weren't falling. And the dots were getting bigger. And as the dots got bigger, the buzzing sound got louder.

Bzzzzzzzz.

Erafawn had an uneasy feeling in his stomach.

He began moving back towards the village.

The buzzing only got louder and the black dots only more pronounced.

He started to worry for his wife, for his elderly father, for the whole village.

The black dots had gotten close enough now that Erafawn could make out what they were.

Bugs.

Cockroaches.

A whole army of them.

What kind of terrifying attack is this?

The black dots began to shoot down from the sky.

Just as Erafawn got back to the village he watched two of the black dots shoot down in the sky, right into the heads of two villagers.

An old woman and an old man were sweeping out front of his shop.

"Are you okay?" panted Erafawn.

The two elderly elves turned towards him, their eyes rolling back into their skulls.

The old man and woman rushed towards Erafawn.

The man raised his broom to attack Erafawn with.

The buzzing sound got sharp and Erafawn instinctively knew to leap out of the way.

One of the black dots had shot down from the ground, aiming right for his head.

He looked over and saw a horrifyingly large black cockroach, roaming on the ground.

He wasted no time swinging his axe, smashing right through its carapace and leaving its crumpled guts to rot on the ground.

The man and woman were rushing towards him now.

Erafawn made a wide circle around them and headed deeper into the village.

He watched as the black dots shot down onto the ground, taking over the minds of men, women, and children.

No, Erafawn thought. This can't be happening. The village can't defend itself against an attack like this.

He knew he had to get back home to his wife. He needed to protect her.

He sprinted through the streets of Moonfall as fellow villagers screamed out in agony as the black bugs shot down from the sky and infiltrated their minds.

Erafawn banged down the door when he got home.

His main hope for his wife was that she had stayed inside. She'd be protected from the bugs by the roof of their home.

"Honey!" he yelled as he stepped on through.

No answer.

He rushed upstairs and found the bedroom empty.

He rushed back down and checked the kitchen.

Where is she?

A sinking feeling began to overtake him as he stepped towards the back of the kitchen.

He looked outside and there was his wife.

She was standing in the garden.

“Honey?”

Erafawn knew before she even turned around. He could feel it. He could sense it.

The woman who turned around was no longer his wife.

She had been hit by the strange falling black bugs.

Erafawn’s eyes filled with tears.

The sadness at the sight of the woman that he loved being no longer with him overwhelmed him.

It overwhelmed him to the point that he wasn’t paying attention to the sounds around him.

He was too distracted to dodge the mind-roach shooting down from high above.

The bug torpedoed down right into Erafawn’s skull, crawling quickly and nestling itself inside the elven man’s mind.

It looked like Erafawn’s second life was beginning. Just not the way he had ever imagined.
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The citizens of Moonhollow shuffled forward joining a large horde of giant ants, beetles, and bugs.

They were part of Lilith’s army now.

They were on their slow march towards Sylvenstride.
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Sam and his companions travelled across the Glittering Forest, all of their faces awash in wonder.

The elven forest was a majestic sight to behold. The ground was covered in thick mossy roots that bent and slithered between the trees like wooden god-like serpents. The trees were thicker than any tree Sam had ever seen before. They were so ancient, they must have been alive for thousands of years, bearing witness to the beginning and end of countless lifetimes as well as the rise and fall of multiple elven civilizations.

If only these trees could talk, Sam thought idly to himself as they travelled, what wisdom could they share with us?

“It’s incredible,” said Klara.

“Did you know that within the ecosystem of the Glittering Forest there are over three million different types of species,” said Curtis.

Toby gulped and looked around nervously. “I do now.”

As they travelled deeper into the ancient forest, they began to see how the place had gained its name. The moss on the trees sparkled. The leaves flickered with light.

Sam knew from his studies in his previous timeline that the moss on the trees in the Glittering Forest contained bioluminescent micro-organisms that caused the trees to twinkle and glow.

The group looked on with awe at the beauty of the ancient dwellings of the elves.

“Tourists,” muttered Thalia, ahead of them.
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A few hours later, the group crested a hill where the giant roots poked out of the ground, revealing a large dip in the landscape.

From their new vantage point, they could see a massive network of trees and drawbridges. The orange light of warm interiors shone forth from many carved windows of the giant trees, indicating that people lived and conducted their lives inside of these massive and ancient wooden structures.

It was unlike anything Sam had ever seen before. It was a city, composed out of tall ancient trees. It was truly magnificent.

They could see elves going to and fro across the drawbridges. There were also centralized squares with large crystals that looked to help people teleport from one layer of the tree metropolis to another.

"Welcome to Sylvenstride,” said Thalia.

The group was looking at the elven capital city with absolute awe and wonder when suddenly Thalia raised her hand, narrowed her eyes, and spoke sternly.

"Nobody move."

A tension jolted through Sam and all of his companions.

Emerging all around them, as if hidden in the very pores of reality, were a squad of elven rangers all holding up their bows, an arrow ready to fling right through the forehead of every last one of them.

"Thank you for the warm welcome," said Thalia. "Did I stop being the Eledhion Adona since I left or did I miss something?"

"You break sacred oaths by bringing these uninvited guests here," said the leader of the rangers.

"But they're not uninvited," said Thalia. "I invited them."

"That she did," said Faelan.

"You know full well that a full council discussion is needed for bringing in foreigners," said the ranger leader. "You've brought a host of human new magic wielders, a dwarf, and the Banished One."

"Don't call him that," said Thalia. "This is my brother Curtis' homeland. You disrespect me and my family by referring to him as such."

"I think your father—the Ardoniel—would highly disagree," said the ranger leader.

"Well bring him here, or me to him," spat Thalia. "Or do you plan to simply present him with our corpses. I'm sure that will go down well."

The ranger leader spat.

"We have orders to escort you to the Ardoniel as soon as you arrive," said the ranger leader. "The guests will be put in a holding cell until then. If they are to resist, they are to be killed immediately. Your father’s orders.”

"You've got to be bloody kidding me," shouted Brock. "Is this really what elven hospitality looks like!?"

"Shh," said Curtis.

"You just couldn't leave us alone, could you, Banished One?" said the ranger leader. "First you broke our sacred oaths by entering the gorgolaths, then you somehow fixed a centuries-old grudge between the dwarves and elves. You know how many dwarvish importers and settlers have attempted to come to the Glittering Forest, since whatever you got up to there in the Snowpeak Mountains? Countless. It’s absurd. Some of us were happy the way things were before. You fixed the grudge the dwarves had on elves, but you’ve done nothing for us?”

“Yeesh,” said Brock. “I’m sorry my brethren wanted to share with you some of our mead.”

Curtis stared at the ranger leader.

“I’ve come here to help,” he said, quietly.

“I highly doubt someone like you can do anything to help us,” said the ranger leader. “Your old guard—the mighty Silivren—was killed by this new threat.”

Curtis’ face looked pained by that news.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Curtis.

“Nothing can be settled with us here on the outskirts of the city,” said Thalia, interjecting. She turned to the group of Travelers. “Please forgive me for this entrance into the capital. I will make sure Father lets you out as soon as possible. Bear with me until then.”

She turned to the ranger leader. “If I find out you laid even a finger on them. I’ll come after you and your squad.”

With that, Thalia Ashgrove ran off to the nearest of the city’s teleport crystals and vanished without a trace.
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Soon after departing the group of companions she had been travelling with for weeks, Thalia Ashgrove stepped into her father's assembly room.

The old elven man kept his back turned to her. His long silver hair tied in a pony-tail was what greeted her rather than the welcoming face of the man.

"So," said the older elf. "You've returned."

"Is that all you have to say, Father?" said Thalia. "Or do you hide behind the bows of the rangers who work for you? Is that how you operate now?"

The older man shuddered. He turned around, red-faced.

"How dare you speak to me that way," bellowed Eryndor. "I am your father. You do not disrespect me."

Thalia snickered and shook her head.

"Father, you're supposed to be the wisest and most powerful of the elves," said Thalia. "And yet, you can't accept that we need help in this forest. I have seen the powers of the enemy we're up against. Giant bugs that can poison you to death in an instant and cockroaches that can take over your mind. Do you care more about your own personal pride than protecting your people?"

The old man looked taken aback.

"I finally reunited with Curtis. My brother. Your son. The one that you banished from this place," said Thalia. "He's grown, Father. He's a powerful wielder of new magic. He's a hero to the humans he lives with. Even the dwarves in the Snowpeak Mountains love him. We need his help. We need his companions’ help. All of them."

The old man didn't say anything.

Thalia grinned. "You're quiet when you know I'm right. Silent when you don't want to admit you're wrong."

"Who raised you to be such a cruel interlocutor?" sighed the old man, his face softening somewhat.

"You know the answer to that," grinned Thalia. "Your men arrested the guests I came here with. I want that to be undone immediately. Beyond that, I wish you to meet and speak with them. We have much to discuss if we're going to take on this most deadly of enemies."

Eryndor let out another sigh. "I'll let the rangers know at once."

"Good," said Thalia, turning to leave her father's assembly room. "I'll go give them a proper elvish greeting now."

Just as Thalia was about to leave, Eryndor spoke up.

"I understand your brother and the humans," said the older man. "Did you really have to bring a dwarf?"

Thalia smiled. "The dwarf's not so bad. You'll get used to him. You'll see."
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Sam leaned his head against the stone wall. It was cold against the back of his neck. It was damp too.

The group had been quiet since the rangers had brought them to an outpost on the edge of Sylvenstride and placed them in a holding cell.

"I'm depressed," said Klara.

Everyone perked up at that.

One might expect Toby or Curtis to be glum. Or Brock and Edgar to be grumpy, but Klara wasn't normally the first person in the group to voice her displeasure.

Sam looked around their bleak surroundings.

"Anyone would be depressed in here," he chimed in.

"It's just," said Klara. "I was really excited to see Sylvenstride and somehow we've ended up in a prison cell that looks like all prison cells."

"Do you want me to try and bust down the door, lass?" asked Brock, raising his fists.

"It won't work," said Curtis. "The bars are laced with aethelum. I mean, aether. No, I mean, mana."

Being back home in the city that he grew up in after having been banished for years was clearly weighing on him. Should he speak the common tongue, or elvish, or what?

Sam would leave the elf to wrestle with those demons on his own. He was, however, curious about the bits of elvish he had picked up during their journey so far.

The thing that stuck out the most was the word the ranger leader had used.

Gorgolath.

The specific sentence had been: ‘you broke our sacred oaths by entering the gorgolaths’.

Sam knew the elves had a very disdainful view of the dungeon gates and new magic. The way the ranger leader had said “entering the gorgolaths” seemed to suggest he was referring to the dungeon gates. He figured the word had multiple connotations.

It also maybe hinted at why the other elves called Curtis the “Banished One”. He had entered a dungeon gate which was basically against sacred elven law.

Sam looked at his elf companion leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. The question that then floated into Sam’s mind was: why did Curtis enter? If you had access to old magic and a Path, why would you do something that would send you into exile?

Sam knew such personal questions were not ones you could ask someone directly. If Curtis wanted to share them, he would share them in time.

If there was anything Sam wanted to know more about from Curtis, it was his strange reaction to his question about “mana weight” and the undefinable value present on his thrower’s gloves. It made him wonder if the answers to such questions might be answered in the great collective and ancient knowledge of old magic held by the elves.

“This is pretty egregious,” Edgar said, cutting through the silence.

“I know,” said Mildred.

“I mean—throwing me, you, any of these lot into prison would be excusable,” said Edgar. “But our queen!?”

Alice was sitting peacefully on the wooden bench in the cell. She was still recovering from the poison and hadn’t been speaking much.

“It’s fine,” said Alice. “We’re here to help the elves because they’re struggling to do it themselves. We’ve all experienced how bureaucracy and politics can keep us from getting things done. I’m going to give them the benefit of the doubt for now.”

“That’s very mature of you, my lady,” said Mildred.

Alice rested her eyes. “I know. I also just don’t have the strength to get mad.”

“The elves are lucky then,” Sam teased.

Alice’s eyebrow noticeably twitched.

“There’s the old Alice coming back,” laughed Sam.

“Don’t strain the queen, boy,” said Mildred, butting in.

Edgar piped up, “Let them be however they want⁠—”

The discussion quickly came to a close at the sound of jangling keys and the subsequent emergence of Thalia just beyond the bars of their cell.

“You lot look miserable,” said Thalia. “Apologies for my people’s behavior. Are you ready for some nicer accommodations?”

Half an hour later, the group was being escorted through the upper palace of Mother Gaia, the biggest and oldest tree in all of the Glittering Forest, the beating heart of the elven homeland and capital city.

Mother Gaia, being the oldest and most potent tree in The Glittering Forest, served as a natural conduit for mana. The elves, with their deep understanding of old magic, had crafted an intricate system of magical glyphs and crystals embedded within the tree’s vast network of roots and branches. These glyphs and crystals harmonized with the natural flow of mana, amplifying and directing its energy to create the Great Perimeter.

One of the primary roles of the Ardoniel was to share his mana with the great generator of mana at the top of Mother Gaia to help keep the Great Perimeter running.

The group was taken to a guest quarters where they each had their own individual rooms and a shared suite with a kitchen and stove. Foreign fruits such as purple peaches and fuzzy melons, local to the Glittering Forest, were freely available in large earthenware bowls on the countertop.

Very quickly the group retired to their rooms. They would be having a meeting with the Ardoniel, Eryndor Ashgrove, the following day to discuss Lilith and the ongoing bug infestation that was threatening the elven homeland.

Until then, everyone wanted to rest after their journey and the less than warm welcome in their first few hours of Sylvenstride.

The comfy accommodations were definitely soothing that sore point for everyone.

Brock had already explored the wine cellar and had made requests for elvish beer to be brought to his chamber.

With everyone resting, Sam saw an opportunity to further some of his own research and curiosities.

He left the group's suite and went exploring the upper palace of Mother Gaia.

He poked his head into rooms, finding other guest chambers, a small kitchen, and eventually a library.

The large room was filled with shelves filled with books from the ground to the ceiling. There was a sliding ladder to assist in retrieving the harder to reach books.

He investigated the titles. They were all in elvish.

He could pick up a few phrases here and there, but he wouldn't be able to read them fluently. His spoken elvish was better than his reading comprehension of the ancient language.

Still, he was mesmerized and excited by all the knowledge in front of him. If they could save all of this from destruction, it would all be wisdom for Westria to use against the demon king's onslaught of destruction.

Sam flipped through a book, examining the pages, when he was startled by a voice.

"Snooping around, are you?"

He looked up to see Thalia.

The elf heiress looked at Sam with a quiet intensity.

"I'm not intruding, am I?"

"Not at all," said Thalia, stepping into the room fully. "I'm just curious what a human wants to read in a library full of books written in elvish. Then again, you can speak it somewhat. I haven't forgotten how you challenged me to that duel. So, tell me, young human, what knowledge do you seek?"

Sam felt his heart pick up. Never in the wildest dreams of his first lifetime, did he expect to be in a one-on-one conversation with Thalia Ashgrove, heir to the high rulership of the Glittering Forest.

She was offering him an opportunity to pick her brain. He quickly considered how forward he should be and what would be safe to ask. He didn’t want to cause such an affront to the sacred oaths and superstitions of the elvish people that he lost out on even the tiniest morsel of new information.

"I acquired a special item in a dungeon gate," Sam began. "Or a gorgolath as you might say?"

Thalia grinned. "Very good. Picking up more words."

"I presume I used it correctly then?"

"Yes and no. Your pronunciation could be a bit better," Thalia explained. "Gorgolath translated to the common tongue means abomination. Mutation. So, yes, what you call the dungeon gates directly translates to gorgolath. But gorgolath could refer to the class system and all of the abilities you hold, or the weird strangled mana coursing through your veins."

Sam listened to Thalia's word closely. His ears perked up at the idea that his mana was somehow "strangled".

"Why is my mana weird from yours?"

"Mine is natural. Organic. Born from me. Yours is...something else. Artificial. Grafted on you. It’s a part of you and yet entirely separate at the same time. The mana coursing through elves is different, more unique and connected to the person. We’re getting sidetracked though now. You mentioned a special item you found?”

“Yes,” said Sam. “The description of the item left a lot to be desired. It gave me an odd undefinable value as a measurement for throwing monsters into the air. The thing is it didn’t quite function in terms of normal physical weight. It made me start to think that the undefinable-value was referring to something I’d never quite conceived of before. Something akin to mana weight?”

Thalia couldn’t hide her surprise. Her shoulders tensed. Her nostrils flared. Sam could tell she was trying to conceal her shock, but he was able to pick up on the tiniest micro-expressions that let him know he was onto something with his theory.

“I’m impressed, human,” said Thalia. “You’ve somehow stumbled your way into discovering the very building blocks of old magic. What you’ve been referring to as mana-weight, my people would call Lirathal—or, in the common tongue, Harmony.”

“Harmony?”

“Yes, Harmony pertains specifically to the state of one’s mana core and mana usage in relation to the rest of the world around it. When someone uses a spell, they are trading some of their Harmony temporarily to cast it, which would make their Harmony-value less-than-normal.”

That made a certain kind of sense to Sam, especially in relation to the hidden value in his thrower’s gloves. He had been unable to throw the dungeon boss until it had cast a powerful spell and, afterwards, he had been able to throw it. The dungeon boss had lowered its Harmony temporarily.

“I see recognition on your face,” smiled Thalia. “I think the undefinable value you’re searching for is indeed Harmony.”

In that moment, Sam checked his thrower’s gloves to see if anything had changed.

Thrower’s Gloves (Adept Tier) (Mythic)

A powerful pair of gloves that allow the users to throw monster or creature high into the air, regardless of user's strength stat.

Weight limit: Determined by Capture Being's Harmony

Sam blinked. The system had updated itself with the new definition. He couldn’t believe it. That was incredible.

“Wait,” said Sam, suddenly getting very excited. “I have so many more questions. If new magic can affect Harmony, wouldn’t that mean it’s a good thing? I’m struggling to see how any of this leads to dungeon gates and new magic being perceived so badly by you and your people?”

Thalia rubbed her eyes. “I’ll have to think on answering those questions. I may have broken multiple sacred oaths simply by telling you about Harmony. We’re going to have to finish this conversation later.”

Sam was slightly dismayed, but not incredibly so.

He had made significant headway in his quest to find out more about the thrower’s gloves and the strange undefinable value that he now knew was Harmony.
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Thalia left the library and placed her hand on her forehead.

So many things were spinning through her mind.

It was as the elders had predicted with the coming of the gorgolaths. Its infection was spreading, corroding everything in its path, including the destruction of Lirathal.

Thalia took in a deep breath.

Something even more disconcerting was overwhelming her in that moment.

That kid, she thought, having sensed something in him. It’s not possible, is it?

She shook her head.

It didn’t matter.

There was nothing they could do about it right now.

They had to stay focused on their current mission. That was it.

These are strange times we’re living through, Thalia thought as she strode through the upper palace towards her chambers. Very strange times.


107




Curtis stared at the ceiling of his private bedchambers.

The sun was beginning to rise and poke through the leaves of the great trees that made up Sylvenstride and into his bedroom.

The room was familiar to the one he'd grown up in, though he had been shown to the guest chambers like everyone else.

It was weird to think the room he had slept in for decades wasn't too far away. A room he thought he would never return to and perhaps still never would. He had never thought he'd get this close to it ever again.

He hadn't slept at all that night.

His stomach ached. His forehead drenched in sweat. His nerves were so bad, he would've considered himself sick, but he knew better.

This was what it felt like to be home.

This was what it felt like to be moments away from meeting the man who was so ashamed of you that he exiled you from your own home.

Eryndor Ashgrove.

The Ardoniel.

Curtis' father.

After a few moments of dread, Curtis rolled himself out of bed and began to get dressed and ready for the day.

Him and his companions would be meeting the Ardoniel that morning to discuss the ongoing insect problem currently affecting the Glittering Forest.

To say Curtis was dreading the meeting was an understatement. Part of him wondered if he could skip it. Bow out. Forfeit the unwanted reunion between his father and himself.

He knew he wouldn't be able to squirm his way out of it, though. For one thing, Sam wanted him there. And there was a part of Curtis that wanted to be there too. He had studied the mind-roach's exoskeleton, he more than most understood the nature of the threat about to descend upon the Glittering Forest.

This went beyond whatever feud and discontent him and his father shared. This involved everyone in the Glittering Forest and potentially all of Westria as well.

By the time Curtis was dressed and stepping out of his room to join the others, he was just slightly more determined and slightly less resistant to the meeting ahead.

He found Sam and the others standing in the kitchen area of their suite, eating pancakes with elvish fruit and syrup.

"You ready?" asked Sam, finishing his coffee.

"Ready to get it over with," he said. "Shall we?"

The group cleared their plates and headed out into the main hall of the upper palace and were escorted by a special guard to the Ardoniel's assembly room.

Curtis' heart beat faster and faster as they got closer to his father's meeting chambers.

How many years has it been?

Seven years.

Seven years is a lot shorter than the forever that the banishment promised.

Still, it feels like a lifetime ago.

The doors to the Ardoniel's assembly room swung open and the group stepped through.

Curtis was well aware of where he was standing. He was in the middle of the pack. Not leading the way, nor trailing behind. Was he hoping his father wouldn't notice him, sticking out between the humans and the one dwarf that had come to pay him a visit?

The man was on the other end of the hall.

Curtis took in a deep breath.

The man turned around.

There he was.

The man who had loomed over so much of his early life. The man who was the center of his nightmares. The person he had to fight to break through the Second Threshold.

Eryndor Ashgrove.

The old elf didn't smile, nod, or say hello. He just stared out at the group of them, silently.

Curtis had no idea how this meeting was going to go exactly. He imagined his father would address him and then perhaps everyone else. Curtis wasn’t sure.

Eryndor took a step towards the group from the other end of his large meeting chamber.

"My daughter has spoken highly of you all," said Eryndor, looking Alice in the eye, then Edgar, then Mildred and so on.

The man's eye glanced on every single one of them, except for Curtis.

A pit formed in Curtis' stomach.

I see now. This is how it's going to go.

A pit of embarrassment and sense of humiliation ran through him, bringing him right back to that moment on his Day of Passages when it turned out he was a narfelan. A disgrace. An elf who couldn’t wield magic. In a split second, Curtis felt like he was right back there in the temple, overwhelmed by the sense of shame. The sense of self-hatred he had for himself, for failing his father. The self-hatred that was really just a way of protecting himself from where the true hate was coming from. The man who was meant to mentor and show him the world. The man who was meant to love and care for him.

Eryndor eventually reached Alice and took her hands in his.

"Thank you for coming, your highness," he smiled. "I hope you and your group of Travelers will be able to assist us with our ongoing problem."

"Thank you for allowing us to visit the sacred grounds of the Glittering Forest," said Alice. "It is an honor. As for helping you out with your current woes, one of our best Travelers, Sam, has knowledge on how to help⁠—"

There was a sudden banging at the door.

Everyone turned with shock. Everyone but Curtis. The elf felt only relief from the sudden change of focus away from the meeting with the father that had disowned him.

"Enter," commanded Eryndor.

The doors swung open and two elven soldiers came in, holding another beaten and bruised elf, clad in ragged and ripped garments.

"Ardoniel," bowed the two soldiers. "Grim tidings come from Moonfall Village. The entire village decimated. Worse than that actually."

"What is worse than decimation?" asked Eryndor.

"This," said a soldier, kicking the bruised elf on the ground.

The elf on the ground hissed and jerked around spasmodically.

The eyes were filled with nothing but black.

"When we first captured him, he pretended to be normal," said the elf soldier. "But since we tied up his arms, he's gone completely catatonic. He's been taken over by those bugs. The entire village has. Our trackers tell us other villages have as well. There's an army of these mind-controlled elves. They're just the foot soldiers for the more terrifying insects roaming the western lands of the Glittering Forest."

Eryndor rubbed his forehead. "This is no good. We must protect others across the Glittering Forest as well as all of those who reside here in Sylvenstride.”

The awkward feeling in Curtis' stomach had not gone away. It was only getting worse the more he thought about how he knew the answer.

Don't do it.

It won't go well.

Hundreds of memories of Curtis trying to share scientific and historical facts with his father rushed through his mind. Memories before he had been banished when he just wanted to show off to his father all the things he had learned, all the insights he had made. He just wanted to show his father something he could be proud of, but all he ever got was ignored or insulted or neglected.

“I know how we can protect Sylvenstride,” said Curtis.

Somehow the words cut a silence through the room.

Eryndor’s eyes twitched as the sound came out of Curtis’ mouth.

The Ardoniel looked at Curtis with a cruel face.

“You expect me to believe that?” he hissed. “You stand here before me. Proof that you couldn’t even do banishment right.”

The words cut right through Curtis’ body, but he swatted them away.

This was so much bigger than him or his father.

“As Ardoniel I expect you to do whatever is in your power to protect your people. Or did you forget how to do that when you forgot how to be a father?”

Curtis smiled at that last point. If his dad wanted to throw barbs, so could he.

Eryndor Ashgrove scowled at the words of the son he had disowned.

“The mind roach is allergic to reginald-weed,” said Curtis, walking over to the insect-controlled elf on the ground. “Watch.”

Curtis materialized a piece of reginald-weed from his inventory and held it up to the elf on the floor.

It immediately began clawing and trying to get away from Curtis, acting crazed and violently. The soldiers kicked the mindless elf on the ground to keep him in place.

“My recommendation would be to hang reginald-weed all across Sylvenstride,” said Curtis. “That will keep any of the mind roaches from penetrating the city. That can be the beginning of our defensive strategy.”

A tiny bit of hatred faded away from his father’s eyes. He was impressed. Or, at the very least, appreciated the good idea.

Such a tiny morsel of approval before his banishment might have filled Curtis with happiness for days, if not weeks. Now it meant nothing to him. It only confirmed how big a gulf there was between his father and him.

Eryndor turned to the soldiers and told them to go spread the word.

“If this bug army is coming from Moonhollow that roughly gives us a week until the army of bugs is at our doorstep here in Sylvenstride,” said Eryndor. “What’s our plan for when the powerful leader of this army shows up?”

Curtis smiled and turned to his black-haired companion with red eyes.

“Father,” said Curtis. “Let me introduce you to Sam.”
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Everyone in the room turned to Sam.

He felt slightly awkward taking the spotlight after witnessing the cold-hearted reunion between Curtis and his father.

It was weird as Sam had never known his parents. Had only known the nuns and priests who looked after the orphanages he stayed in and the familial bonds he had made with the fellow orphans like Klara and Toby.

He remembered days pickpocketing in the streets, days when he was so starving if they failed to steal some bread, he wasn't sure if he would make it. He remembered on days like that, he might catch a passing glimpse through a window of a mother setting the table with children sitting on either side, the father coming in and joining them. How nice it all looked. How cozy. How warm. How full of love.

There were nights when Sam would fall asleep, yearning for such a family. To have a mom and a dad who loved him. It felt so unfair that he had neither. It felt cruel. Unjust.

And yet, seeing Curtis and his father, Sam realized that life could be cruel and unfair to you in other ways, even if you had a father or a mother or both.

He'd take Klara and Toby over a father like Eryndor Ashgrove every single day of the week.

A lot of people didn't get to choose their family. Sam would be forever grateful that he got to choose his, and even more appreciative of the fact that they chose him back.

There was a part of him that wanted to punch Eryndor Ashgrove in the face. For being so unkind to Curtis, for banishing him, for continuing to be so unkind and cruel to his own son.

But that wasn't what they were here to litigate.

It did make Sam wonder, however, how much was missed in the historical record of the Elven Genocide in his first timeline. So much was destroyed, so much knowledge and wisdom lost. Perhaps in the utter destruction of the Glittering Forest at the hands of Lilith, so too, was the fact that the elven leadership was in the hands of an aging and embittered Ardoniel who had lost sight of the priorities of his people.

Sam knew the broad strokes of the history of the Elven Genocide, but there were plenty of details missing.

He knew history’s eye had lost track of certain things in his first timeline and Sam quietly wondered what those missing pieces might be.

Still, that didn’t matter. They had already changed history immensely by being here, preparing to take on Lilith alongside the elves. In his first timeline, no one had come until it was too late.

Curtis' plan to put reginald-weed across Sylvenstride was an excellent defensive strategy against Lilith's mind-roaches.

Sam was just about to get into the next steps of his plan when a huge explosive blast happened outside the window of Mother Gaia.

Crap, Sam thought. It’s happening sooner than I expected.

A massive gold portal emerged in the center of Sylvenstride.

The gold gate.

“Don’t panic,” said Sam, staring right at Eryndor and the other elves in the room.

The biggest complication in the Elven Genocide—and what proved to be the elves’ downfall in Sam’s first timeline—was the arrival of the gold gate.

The gold gate was a special irregular dungeon gate that appeared in the middle of Sylvenstride right before Lilith's invasion.

All of the city's elves were so focused on trying to destroy and close the gold gate that they were unprepared for Lilith's massive siege on their capital city.

The gold gate had been the first dungeon gate to appear in the elven lands that the elves couldn't close with the use of their old magic. In the end, it meant that along with Lilith's siege, the elves also had to contend with a massive dungeon break as well.

Things would be different this time, however.

They were already more prepared.

And this time, Sam would be entering the gold gate.

[image: ]


Thirty minutes later, Sam and his companions stood outside the entrance of the gold gate.

“So to go over the plan one last time,” said Sam. “I’ll clear the gold gate while everyone else prepares Sylvenstride for the battle with Lilith and her army. Then I’ll get back and we’ll take on Lilith together.”

Everyone nodded.

Sam believed in all of his friends and companions.

They were about to face one of the darkest moments in history from his previous timeline and together they were going to stop it from ever happening.

“Good luck, everyone,” said Sam and, with that, he stepped into the gold gate.
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Eryndor Ashgrove returned to his private chambers after his meeting with the foreign visitors.

He poured himself a glass of water and guzzled it down.

He was feeling itchy and irritated from the moment Curtis had materialized that bushel of reginald-weed.

Thank goodness, they didn’t notice my eye twitch, he thought. I wouldn’t want to betray the New Queen.

He headed over to the window and looked across the city.

How shall I play it, he pondered. How shall I destroy every last one of these wretches who call this place home?

Eryndor Ashgrove hadn’t been Eryndor Ashgrove for quite a while now. He was something else. Something darker and more sinister than even the cruel and stern man he had been once before.

For deep inside his brain nestled a mind-roach, manipulating his every thought and action.
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Sam emerged on the other side of the gold gate, entering a realm where the ground at his feet was a beautiful cloud that stretched on for miles in all directions and that, thankfully, he didn’t fall through either. Above him was a dusky twilight sky, the sparkle of stars just faintly pulsing through the fading daylight.

This would be the arena for the upcoming gold gate.

The gold gate was an irregular gate similar to a challenge gate. The way it worked was that there were five stages within a gold gate. The stage was increasingly difficult waves of monsters.

To destroy a gold dungeon gate or keep it from dungeon breaking, one had to fight and survive their way through to the end of the fifth stage.

Sam had chosen to enter the gate alone, because he figured it was better to leave as many powerful fighters back in Sylvenstride in case Sam ended up taking far longer than expected in here or Lilith managed to get to Sylvenstride quicker than anticipated. The other reason was simple: Sam knew he needed to train and rank up his Death Lord class if he had any hope of defeating Lilith in a fight.

He was eager to get stronger.

Sam materialized his shadow blade and got ready for the fight ahead of him.
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A day later, Lilith marched through the forest, leading her army behind her.

She kept her eyes, ears, and nose alert. She was always looking, listening, smelling. She embodied her senses, using them as a shield, a sensory shield protecting her against any approaching threats. Right now, however, the biggest threat in the vicinity was her.

No one would question that.

Since hatching and even more so, since leaving the dungeon gate in which she was born, her power was growing by the hour. She could lay eggs and create more powerful insects for her army. She could create mind roaches and take over other living beings and harness them under her total control.

And with that army, she planned on taking control of this entire forest realm she had been born within. If for whatever reason, she couldn't take it over, she would then destroy it. Simple as that.

The biggest threat to her at the moment was the species of pale skinned and long-eared folk. They contained magic that could harm her and her insects.

She also knew from — seeing through the eyes of those under the control of her mind roaches — that the long-eared folk species had acquired help from a group of other magic users from a different species.

She remembered them.

Two of them in particular.

The older man and the older woman.

Edgar and Mildred she had heard her companions call them.

There was something about those two that confused Lilith; made her uncertain. They brought up feelings and sensations she hadn’t known she had. They were feelings different from her normal way of seeing the world: survive, kill, feed, repeat.

She didn’t like these new feelings. These new sensations. They were making her weaker. They didn’t help her with her survival, her hunger for more power.

If she ran into this Edgar and Mildred, she would make sure she’d kill them straight away.

She would remove all threats to her growing power.

She continued to march forward to the capital of the long-eared folk, her massive army following right behind her.

[image: ]


Meanwhile, in Sylvenstride, Toby sat in on strategy meetings with his fellow Traveler companions and the main elven army leadership.

The city had been absolutely drenched in reginald-weed, which meant they were protected from any massive attacks made by mind roaches, which was good.

The elven army generals pointed out where most likely the main fighting in an attack on Sylvenstride would take place.

The most likely means of attack were either aerial or from the ground up. They would have rangers and other particularly strong anti-air fighters stationed all over the city, while the rest of the fighting forces would be situated in the two main entrances into Sylvenstride from the ground level.

If coming from the very bottom of Sylvenstride—an area known as the Sacred Soil—the main way would be to crawl up the two central trees on the eastern and western ends of the city, respectively. These central trees were the next oldest and largest trees after Mother Gaia. These massive trees were known as Brother Solis and Sister Selene.

The forces would be placed between these two trees while the Ardoniel, Thalia, and Curtis would be stationed at the top of Mother Gaia to feed their mana into the generator and pull back the shield of the Great Perimeter to exist solely around Sylvenstride.

The plan would be to keep Lilith and her bugs out for long enough that their ranged attacks would whittle away her army and give the elves the overall advantage to push forward and win the fight.

The way the elven generals described the plan made it feel like the attack would be a breeze. That victory was assured.

Toby was naturally inclined to never feel this way.

But even still, the elven pride was concerning him.

They'd never faced an attack on their capital city like this before. They'd never faced an enemy quite like this one either.

It wasn't that Toby didn't believe in the elves or even his and his own companions’ ability to help out.

But, he also didn't believe it was going to be as easy and simple as the elven generals were making it out to be.

From the window of the meeting room, he could see the glow of the giant gold dungeon gate.

He didn't like that Sam wasn't here in the build-up to this fight. He knew they had to split their resources, but still it made him uneasy. Sam was always the trump card that worked in their favor.

Get back here soon, Sam, Toby thought to himself. Get back soon.

When the strategy meeting was over, he headed back to his chambers to absorb as many of the monster stones he still had in his inventory.

He would raise his magic affinity stat to as high as it could go, so he was as strong as possible for the upcoming battle ahead.

Toby knew he needed every advantage he could get.

They all did.
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Sam slashed his sword, cutting through an aether-goblin’s chest, leaving the monster to collapse into two pieces on the cloud floor of the gold gate's arena.

A message popped up in Sam's retina as he finished off the remaining aether-goblin.

Congratulations! Stage 1 complete. Stage 2 will commence in 1 minute!

Sam closed his eyes and breathed in and out, counting the seconds. He wasn't tired. Not yet. Stage one of the gold gate had been easy, which was to be expected.

The best thing he could do in the interim time before the start of the next stage was calm his mind. Keep composed. Prepare himself to return to the flow of battle in a few mere moments.

He had never gained the exact details of how the gold gate in Sylvenstride operated, but he had read about other gold gates in his previous timeline. The first stage was typically quite easy. The stages got progressively more difficult as the Traveler moved on from one stage to the next.

The timer finished.

Puffs of smoke appeared in the distance.

Emerging from behind the clouds of smoke was a group of flying monkeys with bright red eyes and tambourines for hands. There were four of them.

What the⁠—?

Sam gripped his shadow blade and immediately swiped at the creatures’ shadows.

The floating monkeys flapped their wings and stayed in the same spot, unharmed.

Sam could see tufts of their fur split by the wind. That was as far as the damage went from his attacks on the creatures' shadows.

Okay, Sam thought. Going to have to get up close and personal then. That's fine.

He rushed forward towards the floating monkeys.

As soon as he was in a position to encompass all the monkeys in his radius, he triggered Pain Ring. A bright crimson red light shot out from his chest, covering the arena.

Within seconds, the gnawing teeth of his silver dragon armor set began powering him up. This was crucial. Even though attacking creatures’ shadows typically did slightly less damage than normal, the sheer level of defence showcased by the flying monkey monsters suggested Sam was going to have to raise his power level significantly before he could take them out.

He slashed his shadow blade at one of the floating monkeys’ chest.

The creature disappeared and reappeared behind him.

Sam turned around and slashed again. This time the creature drew back with lightning speed.

The apprentice-tier Traveler was quickly taking in and assessing the creatures. They were fast and clever. Oppressing them with raw strength might not work here. That was fine. Sam had plenty of tricks up his sleeve.

Sam triggered Hurting Hook. A sizzling orange light of energy shot out from his palm and into the monkey monster and dragged the creature right up to him.

Sam pulled back his sword and stabbed the monster right in the neck. The life faded from the monkey's eyes as its blood dripped over the cloud arena. The white puffs being sprinkled with splotches of red.

The other monkeys screamed with terror and began banging their tambourine hands together.

Sam felt his vision wobble and his body slow down.

Crap.

The tambourine hands must be some kind of paralyzing spell ability. Sam knew he needed to finish them off quick before the spell overpowered him and then they chewed him alive.

Sam triggered Hurting Hook once more, dragging another one of the flying monkeys towards the tip of his shadow blade.

The flying monkey screeched and howled as the Hurting Hook dragged the monster ever closer to Sam.

Suddenly, its bright red eyes started glowing. Then it unleashed a beam of magic energy from both of its eyelids right towards Sam's face.

Sam ducked his head and quickly chopped off the monkey's head.

He turned to the remaining two monkeys who were gearing up to shoot red magic beams of their own.

Sam materialized his Arcane Aegis Shield, right as the blasts were coming in. The beams reflected off of the shield and bounced back and roasted the flying monkeys alive.

A new prompt immediately appeared in his retina.

Congratulations! Stage 2 complete. Stage 3 starts in 1 minute!

Sam ran over and picked up the monster stones from the flying monkeys.

He was making good headway here in the gold gate. Though, he knew the stages would get tougher. And then there was the irregularity of time dilation in the gates. He may have been breezing through the stages here—but days could have gone by while he was in here.

He needed to complete the gold gate's trials before Lilith and her army arrived.

The idea of stepping out of the gate to find Sylvenstride destroyed and his companions all dead pierced his thoughts whenever he lost focus.

He shook his head.

That won't happen, he told himself.

We have a plan. We're prepared. We just need to keep pushing forward.

The third stage of the trial commenced.
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Edgar Redfield was meditating in the elven temple in the upper palace of Mother Gaia.

He was channelling his mana core, spinning it, and strengthening it. He could sense that the mana in the Glittering Forest was so much denser and richer here than it was anywhere else he had ever been before.

It was no wonder the elves were able to develop old magic and cultivate their Paths. The mana density plus their long lives would have allowed them to grow into their magic and power. It was also not surprising why the elves put so much effort into protecting this place. If outsiders fully knew the extent of the power here, they would have fought and killed to get inside.

Edgar opened his eyes. After the couple of hours he had spent in here, he was done meditating for the day.

It was the best preparation he could do to prepare himself for the upcoming battle against the insect queen Lilith and her army of monsters.

He would now go check and see how the others were doing in their preparations. From what Sam had told him, they were all on the precipice of fighting the greatest threat they had ever had to face.

Just as Edgar was about to step out of the temple, Mildred Cross appeared at the entrance.

"Oh," he said.

He wasn't sure what to say to Mildred these days. They hadn't spoken much since their awkward and holiday-ruining conversation on Hearthmas a few months back. Of course, they had spoken about practical concerns during the journey to the Glittering Forest, but they hadn't spent any of that time alone.

Like they were now.

"We need to talk," said Mildred.

"Okay," said Edgar.

"I'm worried," said Mildred. "I have a bad feeling about all of this. The elves don't seem to be as worried about this threat as they should. We're talking about a mind-controlled army and insects as powerful as the one that almost killed Alice."

"You were in the strategy meetings, Mildred," said Edgar. "We have a plan. Everyone is doing what they can to prepare. No one feels good before a big battle. You more than anyone know that.”

Mildred took in a deep sigh. “Okay, you’re right. There’s another thing, though. What are we gonna⁠—”

“MILDRED!”

The older woman’s face went red.

“Shoot, she found me,” sighed Mildred.

"Um, why are you hiding from her?" asked Edgar. "Aren't you her handmaiden and guardian?"

"Just follow my lead and say no to whatever she asks," said Mildred.

A second later, Queen Alice was standing in the hall just outside the mana temple.

"Mildred, I've been looking everywhere for you," said the queen, only noticing Edgar at that point. "Ah, guildmaster, you’re here too. This is perfect. There are things we must discuss."

"Maybe not this instant⁠—"

"Sure," said Edgar.

Mildred gave Edgar a scornful look.

"I'm fully recovered from the poison dart of that bug creature," Alice began, "and it is my plan to fight in the upcoming battle."

"Absolutely not," said Mildred. "The guildmaster agrees."

Alice looked to Edgar. "Really?"

Edgar stared at the young girl in front of him. She'd grown so much over the years that he'd come to know her. She'd even started training with her Phoenix class. She was going to be the first ruler of Volsungar who was also a Traveler. She was going to grow up and be an incredible person. Edgar felt like he knew this and fighting in this battle was just going to be another step in that journey.

"I think she should fight," said Edgar.

Alice grinned. "My thoughts exactly. Obviously, I'm not expecting to take on the fiercest warrior in this insect army, but I need to show the elves how much our human kingdom cares about them and how better can I show that then actually fighting alongside them."

Edgar nodded and smiled. "Makes sense to me."

Alice smiled and clapped her hands. "Great, I'm going to go train."

She scurried off, leaving Mildred and Edgar on their own once more.

"You better know what you're doing," said Mildred, looking at him with dead seriousness. "You know what the girl means to me. I already thought I'd lost her once on this journey, you better not make me go through that again."

Edgar had lived through enough battles and had seen enough death and destruction over his lifetime, that he knew he couldn't promise Mildred what she wanted. Even still, he did anyway.

"I promise nothing bad will happen to her."
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Brock guzzled down another pint of elvish ale and slammed it down at the bar. "Another!"

"Is this really a good way of spending time before maybe the fight of our lives?" asked Toby.

"Of course," said Brock. "I always drink in the buildup to a big battle. Nothing makes you fear death and misery more than a bloody hangover, ain't that right, gents!?"

The other elves in the bar were ignoring Brock and keeping their distance. He was fulfilling all the brash stereotypes the elves had about dwarves.

Even Toby, Klara, and Olivia were slowly pushing their stools away from the dwarf.

"I have to say, I'd always heard good things about elvish ale, but I was always sceptical. What do the uppity elves know about creating a real brew, you know? Turns out I was wrong. This is delicious."

Brock burped.

"I think that might be enough for tonight," said Olivia. "We do have a big battle ahead. You can feel it everywhere we go. We're about to face a threat unlike any other. You heard what Sam told us. This woman, Lilith, she’s a Traveler born from inside a dungeon gate. We only have a few more days to prepare, we have to make it count."

Olivia's words had enough power to make them all go quiet. Even Brock.
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Curtis found his sister on an upper balcony of Mother Gaia, staring out to the forest city of Sylvenstride.

"Do you think we'll be able to survive this fight, brother?" asked Thalia.

Curtis sighed.

"I'm not sure," said Curtis. "The Ardoniel seems to think so."

Thalia shook her head and spat. "What does he know?"

Curtis didn't respond.

"Our father's a cruel awful man, isn't he?" said Thalia.

"Oh, you just noticed?"

Curtis smirked.

"I mean, he's so focused on tradition and rules and the sacred oaths," said Thalia. "I get that they were once important in terms of protecting the elves, but now, it seems like they're actually holding us back, making us weaker."

"Interesting thoughts coming from the future Ardoniel," said Curtis, with a smile.

"Maybe," said Thalia. "We just have to stop this place from getting completely destroyed first."

The two looked out to the city once more.

Even for Curtis who had found a new group of people to call his friends and family, the upcoming battle was important to him.

This place was where he grew up. It didn't matter how much he denied it.

He had to protect this place.

For it was once, and would always be, his home.
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An elf who followed the Path of the Ranger lay crouched on the upper branch of the great tree on the far outer perimeter of Sylvenstride.

He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds of the forest, the rhythm of the trees, the rustle of the leaves, the hum of the birds. Through the symphony of sounds the forest made, he picked up a discordant note. Then another and another.

Footsteps. Countless footsteps. Marching.

The enemy was close.

Impossible, thought the ranger. They're not supposed to be here for another few days.

The ranger knew he had to get the message back to the city at once.

He disappeared from his branch in a flash.
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Toby took his final bite into his slice of delicious pink-cantaloupe. The special fruit, native only to the Glittering Forest, had the texture of a melon with the sweet flavor of a strawberry.

It was magnificent. A thing of beauty to Toby’s taste buds. A strawberry was a single bite, two at most and then the flavor was all gone. A slice of melon was five or six bites, more if you really savored it. It was incredible.

Toby was already imagining being back in Resfall without his delicious pink-cantaloupe. He wondered if they could import it. He then began to see piles of gold coins and immense riches as he imagined turning a profit on the fruit.

Maybe something to consider after we survive the upcoming battle for our lives, Toby thought.

He disposed of the finished melon slice and headed down from the upper palace to the main thoroughfare of Sylvenstride, known as Silverleaf Elmway. The elm trees that lined the street were known as silverleafs, because they had a silver sheen when reflecting off the light. The street connected much of the city and led to the main market square that then split off towards the two other great ancient trees of the city, Brother Solis and Sister Selene.

Toby’s plan for the day was to mark down the different areas of the city that he might be able to surf to with his new special board and technique. It might come in handy in the upcoming battle.

Right as he stepped out onto the Silverleaf Elmway, however, a huge booming horn echoed across the street.

Based on the reactions of the elves around him, Toby could tell this haunting sound was not an everyday occurrence.

A loud voice came on the speakers.

“Nirath serinon. Gathol vanor celest.”

Toby didn't know what the words meant, but he could tell from the faces of the elves around him that it wasn't good news. People started running frantically around.

"What did the speakers just say?" asked Toby.

An elf turned to him, and recognizing that he didn't understand elvish, spoke in the common tongue: "We're under attack. The insect queen and her army will be here within the hour."

Toby's heart sank.

He turned to the golden dungeon gate floating near the city.

Sam isn't back yet.

The battle against Lilith was going to start without him.

Toby didn't like that. He preferred going into battles with his best friend—who just so happened to be the most cunning and powerful Traveler he knew.

"Tobes!"

Toby spun around and saw Klara running down the street, gripping her spear.

"The city is about to be attacked," said Toby.

"I know," said Klara. "I was told to find you and go take up our position at Brother Solis."

Twenty minutes later, Klara and Toby found themselves in the crowd of soldiers on a platform carved out of the massive trunk of an ancient tree.

Over a hundred elven rangers were positioned with arrows nocked and ready to shoot through the makeshift mana perimeter that was going to protect them against the incoming onslaught of deadly monstrous insects.

Toby scanned the crowd of soldiers. Between the elven heads with their long blonde hair and pointy ears, he could make out Olivia and Brock, both clutching their weapons ready to battle.

Elsewhere, Edgar and Mildred were standing with Queen Alice in their own fighting positions.

Everyone's face was pale, grim, and determined.

There came a point in the buildup to a battle when no more words could be shared. No reassurances could be given. They had to accept facing whatever they were about to face.

Toby turned to Klara. "My ranged abilities will be useful at the start of the battle so I'm going to move closer."

Klara touched his hand. Even now after having touched Klara's hand so many times before, it still felt electric. It still filled him with warmth and excitement.

"Good luck," she said.

"You too," said Toby.

Toby hurried to the front of the platform where the rangers were situated. He materialized his massive scepter. It would help him channel more powerful water blasts.

"Can you hear that?" said the ranger beside him.

Toby couldn't hear anything beyond the nervous chatter of the soldiers around him. He shook his head.

"The sound of crawling is getting louder in my ears," said the elf. "They're almost here, get ready."

Toby gulped.

He channeled a powerful globule of hostile water in his hand, ready to dish out at the first monster that came his way.

Then emerging from deep in the forest below, beneath a veil of fog, were giant black spiders rapidly crawling up the side of Brother Solis towards the platform where they were all situated.

The rangers let out powerful arrow blows, knocking back the spider horde.

Toby flung his water globule at a group of three giant spiders in close proximity, knocking them off the tree and sending them hurtling below towards their deaths.

The spiders eventually pushed through and managed to crawl up to the platform where they were met by the invisible shield of the perimeter.

Thank goodness for that magic shield, Toby thought.

Thalia, Curtis, and Eryndor were in Mother Gaia, feeding a special mana generator to keep this makeshift shield operating for as long possible.

The monsters would eventually break through, but the elves could gain a huge advantage over the insect army before then.

The waves of spiders continued to be pushed back.

Then a new wave managed to push through and get to the perimeter again and then leaped through onto the perimeter and started chewing on an elf ranger and spitting his guts out into the air.

Toby's eyes widened.

What the⁠—?

That should not have happened.

The perimeter shouldn’t be broken yet.

Toby looked over to Mother Gaia.

Something had clearly gone wrong with their plan.

[image: ]


"Father!" shouted Thalia. "What are you doing?"

The Ardoniel had stopped feeding his mana into the generator, which was meant to keep the mana perimeter up for the early part of the battle with Lilith and her insect army.

Thalia and Curtis couldn't keep the perimeter up on their own.

They were basically letting the insects into the Sylvenstride without the perimeter up. They were sending countless elves to the slaughter.

The older elf stood hunched by the mana generator. He turned around and grinned sinisterly at them.

His eyes were full of anger and bloodlust.

Curtis immediately understood what was going on.

"He's been infected," gulped Curtis. "A mind roach."

Thalia's eyes widened and shook with horror. "B-b-but the reginald-weed?"

"It must have happened before then," said Curtis.

The Ardoniel began creating crackling lightning within his hands.

The man planned to battle them.

"We're going to have to fight our father," said Thalia, getting ready. "Are you prepared for this, brother?"

Lightning crackled in Curtis' palms.

"Oh, little sis," he said. "It would be my absolute pleasure."
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Sam thrusted his sword right into the heart of the lizard shaman. The blade punctured the monster's organs and went right through to the other side. Sam wrenched the blade, twisting it inside his enemy, before ripping it out and letting the last of the creature's blood drain out in a devastating and destructive spray.

As the body collapsed on the ground, a message appeared in Sam's retina.

Congratulations! Stage 3 complete! Stage 4 will commence in 1 minute!

Sam caught his breath. The stages were beginning to take it out of him now. They were definitely getting more difficult.

He quickly perused his stats.

Sam

Class: Blood Knight (Super Rare) (Rank: Journeyman-Tier)

Ability:

Pain Ring (Novice-Tier) (Level 3) – Mark part of the battlefield as yours. Within that circle, the more you are hurt, the more powerful your attacks. Battle awareness also now increases as you take more damage. After significant damage is taken, user acquires split-second vision to see where their opponent is going to move and do seconds before they do it.

Hurting Hook (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 3) – Shoot a hook rope that if it hits an enemy, it can pull them back closer towards you OR send you hurtling quickly towards them. Hook can be bent at will to whip and hurl enemies with. Hurting Hook can also latch itself onto inanimate objects and be used as a magical grappling hook.

Blood Vision (Journeyman-Tier) (Level 1) – Can see blood vessels beneath the skin – allowing for greater accuracy and destruction. Can pinpoint and hit vital arteries and organs of one’s enemies.

Class: Death Lord (Legendary) (Rank: Apprentice-Tier)

Ability:

Blood Flame (Novice-Tier) (Level 4) – Morph all spilled blood in a nearby radius into a powerful magical fire. Can also create blood flame projectiles in hand from spilled blood. Can now conjure blood flame sword from spilled blood. Can now also generate a blood flame storm within the vicinity of spilled blood.

Blood Teleport (Apprentice-Tier) (Level 2) – Teleport to and from spilled blood on the battlefield. Objects with blood spilled on them can be teleported to and from other sources of spilled blood now as well.

Strength: 52

Agility: 50

Endurance: 53.1

Magic Affinity: 52.8

Skill Quests

Pain Ring (Level 4) – Destroy 10,000 monsters with the aid of split-second vision. 1467/10,000

Blood Flame (Level 5) – Gain mastery with your blood flame storm. (18%)

Hurting Hook (Level 4) – Gain mastery over your new hurting hook. (21%)

Blood Teleport (Level 3) – Gain mastery over Blood Teleport. (18%)

Sam smiled. Things were definitely improving for him.

The best thing of all though was his agility stat was just one stat point away from hitting 51. That would push all of his stats into journeyman-tier level and would mean his Death Lord class would rank up to journeyman-tier, giving him a whole new level of power and a new ability.

Sam gripped his blade, determined to hit the new tier in his second class before leaving the gold gate.

It would be the final piece of training before he went to take on Lilith.
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The elven soldiers on Brother Solis had to retreat back with the breakdown of the magic perimeter.

The insects had managed to take over the platform. Giant spiders and ants clawed up onto the tree and were entering the main section of Sylvenstride.

Across the battlefield, Mildred fought giant violent ants with the use of her Ninja class skills.

She surrounded the giant ant with three of her mirage clones, shattering them to deal intense damage into the creature.

As the insect died, another praying mantis rushed towards her. Mildred triggered her journeyman-tier ability, Mirage Blades.

Clone knives went flying towards the creature, causing intense damage.

She rushed up and stabbed the praying mantis right in the throat, yellow bodily fluid gushed out of it as it died on the ground before her.

Edgar Redfield was nearby, tearing through insects with his Spirit Druid abilities.

Further away, Alice and Klara were fighting together, making a great duo.

As Mildred killed another giant ant, a new enemy emerged, flying up the side of Brother Solis and revealing herself.

It was a strange-looking humanoid woman with fleshy tendrils for hair and glowing green eyes. She had black wings that helped her fly high above the battlefield.

Lilith.

It couldn't be, Mildred thought as soon as her eyes laid on the insect queen.

Mildred thought she was being crazy but when she glanced over to Edgar, she could see he was undergoing a very similar thought process.

At that moment, Lilith flew away from the battle taking place at Brother Solis and headed towards Sister Selene.

"We have to follow her," said Mildred. "I don't know why, Edgar, but you and I must take that woman on."

Edgar nodded.

The two of them retreated from the battlefield, rushing past elven soldiers fighting.

They eventually arrived at the platform of the great ancient tree of Sister Selene.

Lilith floated above the platform of the great tree, almost as if she was waiting for Edgar and Mildred to arrive.

Mildred wondered if this insect queen was having the same odd feeling that both she and Edgar were having.

As they arrived at the platform of Sister Selene, Mildred could not deny the thoughts running through her mind any longer.

Her stomach lurched at the sight of Lilith up close.

The insect queen had Mildred's cheek bones and Edgar's slanted eyes.

This wasn’t possible.

Mildred couldn't explain it.

But all three of them couldn't deny it.

It's her, Mildred thought.

Defying all understanding, the insect queen Lilith, was Edgar Redfield’s and Mildred Cross' long lost and thought-to-be-dead daughter.
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Wind and energy swirled around Eryndor Ashgrove as he powered himself up for an attack.

He stared at his two children like they were nothing more than pests to be destroyed.

Even the tiniest morsel of recognition, warmth, and love that the man had for his own children was now completely gone.

This man was not their father.

Merely a shell.

A mind-roach operating the powerful elf as a host.

Eryndor Ashgrove was dead. His mind and soul rotted by the corruption of the insect controlling his brain.

"Oh my," said Thalia, looking frantically between Curtis and her mind-roach corrupted father. "Are we really going to fight our dad?"

The fact that their true father was no longer alive hadn’t sunk into Thalia’s mind yet. It was a lot to take in at once. That their father was dead and that they needed to kill the mind-roach that had taken over the man’s body. Even Curtis could feel himself hesitating. This was still his father after all. And yet, Curtis already had experience fighting and killing his father. It was what he had to do to break through the Second Threshold.

If he could fight and destroy his father inside his inner core realm, he could do it again here in real life.

"We truly have no choice but to fight and destroy him,” said Curtis. “It's either him or all of Sylvenstride and the Glittering Forest. He's now as great a threat to the elves as the insect queen Lilith out in the battlefield below."

"Talk, talk, talk," spat Eryndor. "That's all you do, Banished One. You're not an elf, not really. You're like those other blabbering humans. You disgust me."

Thalia winced at her father's words.

"But if the mind-roach has completely taken over his mind, how does he know who we are? Why does he sound like Father?" asked Thalia.

"Because a speck of his consciousness is still there. A speck that fuels the mind-roach who has access to all of his memories and feelings. It's doing everything the mind-roach wants, and in the moments between that, Father's mind is running on auto-pilot."

Thalia shuddered and grimaced at their father.

"You spoiled rotten children," spat Eryndor. "I can't wait to end you."

"Follow my lead,” said Curtis to his sister. “I was prepared for this.”
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A few days earlier, in the planning meetings of the upcoming battle with Lilith, Sam had spoken with all his Traveler companions, including Curtis.

“We must be prepared for the possibility that there will be elves in Sylvenstride who were corrupted by the mind roaches before we set up the reginald-weed,” Sam explained. “In the final battle with Lilith and her insect army, it’s possible that elves within our midst might betray us.”

Everyone looked at Sam with a serious expression.

“I’ve developed a counter measure,” Sam said, materializing a set of powerful-looking darts. One for each of his companions.

He grinned.

They were powerful darts imbued with a hugely potent amount of reginald weed.

It was the ultimate counter against someone corrupted by a mind roach.

“I hope you won’t have to use these,” said Sam. “But I want you to have them, in case you do.”
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Eryndor's fingers clutched at the air, like a puppeteer drawing at invisible strings, manipulating the very world around them.

Suddenly dark clouds swirled overhead. A terrifying roar of thunder echoed across the land.

Huge lightning strikes splintered across the sky landing down on the platform where they were standing.

If any one of them landed on Thalia or Curtis they would have been dead in an instance. Electrocuted to dust. No remains.

Curtis clawed the air with his hands, twisting the giant lightning strikes raining down on them and redirecting them in the direction of their father.

Eryndor Ashgrove's Storm Call was one of his most powerful abilities he'd learned along the Path of the Thunderbird. It could manipulate the very sky above and bring down lightning strikes that rivaled the powers of the gods.

And yet, the very first ability as a Traveler with the Wizard class, gave Curtis the tools to fight against it.

Curtis' novice-tier ability—elemental manipulation with an affinity for lightning—meant he could swerve and redirect the powerful blasts his father was sending their way.

"This is your opportunity," Curtis yelled at his sister. "Go. NOW!"

Thalia rushed forward, heading towards her father.

She raised her fists. A mix of shadow and dream magic swirled around her arm as she threw a punch at her father's jaw. A wolf appeared from her hand, chomping at the bit.

She swung wolf fist after wolf fist, pummelling her mind-roach corrupted father.

Thalia delivered one devastating punch after another.

Curtis got into position and threw the powerful dart full of reginald-weed right at his father.

The older elf was too preoccupied to see the hostile projectile zoom across the battlefield.

It landed right in the center of the Ardoniel’s chest.

Eryndor screamed out in horrific pain.
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Lilith flapped her insect wings, hovering above the two enemy humans.

She didn't know what to make of them. Lilith had learned how to read faces, how to perceive hostile and threatening energy from another being.

She was struggling to read these two.

They were powerful formidable foes, but they were looking at her not quite with threatening destruction or violence, but rather...concern.

The looks the man and woman were giving her made her feel deeply uncomfortable, a feeling like worms were squirming around in her stomach.

Words floated to her mind.

Mother...

Father...

She didn't know where they were coming from. Such language was not in her vocabulary. She didn't deal with mothers and fathers. She was the New Queen, the ruler of all of her insect creations and mind-roach corrupted beings.

There were no mothers and fathers within her domain. Only her. The New Queen.

Her eyes narrowed at the humans below her.

Even if she wasn't registering the same threat level as other enemies she had faced, they were still a problem that needed to be dealt with.

She would remove these two humans as soon as possible.
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Edgar looked up at the insect woman floating above them.

He was at a loss for words.

He could see himself in her face. See Mildred.

It defied all possibility.

But our child, Edgar thought. Never made it. Never survived.

That was about six years ago now. If their baby girl had somehow survived, that would've meant she was six years old. A child. A kid.

Lilith looked like a woman in her late twenties, closer to Olivia Reeves' age.

None of this made any sense.

Edgar looked over to Mildred.

The woman was speechless. Her eyes glassy.

This isn't good, Edgar thought.

They were still in a battlefield. A warzone. A siege.

This whole situation was simultaneously a miraculous dream come true and the worst nightmare of all time.

Edgar would have done anything for there to be a different reality where things had worked out differently; but this was a nightmare only a demented goddess might come up with. This was horrific.

He clenched his fists, not sure if he was ready to fight or bawl his eyes out.
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Mildred was trying her best to keep it together.

She was speechless.

She couldn’t figure out how it was even possible that this girl in front of her could be their daughter. She then wondered if Lilith recognized that fact. Mildred couldn’t even begin to fathom what might be going on inside the insect queen’s mind at that moment.

This woman was leading the destruction of all of Sylvenstride and the Glittering Forest. The only way to stop the onslaught was to stop her. Mildred didn’t like the implications of what they might have to do here if they wanted to save Sylvenstride.

"Lilith," said Mildred, taking a cautious step towards the flying insect woman. "Do you know who we are?"

Lilith's eyes widened and she suddenly screamed with terror.

The insect woman shot a sharp tendril that went right through Mildred’s heart and out the other side.
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7 Years Ago – Resfall

Edgar stepped out from the White Gate.

His whole body was exhausted. He was pained. Horrified by the experience. He was also slightly confused by the final section of it all. He had been gifted a choice of "classes" and they would give him new abilities and powers.

It all sounded strange and unreal to him. He had had no opportunity to explore what any of that meant, for as soon as he had chosen the "spirit druid" class, a portal appeared that looked as if it would take him back home to Resfall.

Tired and grumpy, he had no desire to stay in this awful other world, and was happy to return.

Waiting for him outside the White Gate was his accomplice, Mildred Cross, along with the king and his court advisor Clarence Erdstrom.

"Thank goodness you survived, Redfield," said the king. "Mildred has informed us of the horrific place this portal has taken you to. I'm grateful you were able to return."

"As am I," said Clarence Erdstrom with his sickly voice. "We are eager to hear more."

Edgar had been a soldier and warrior in the king's court for decades. He had fought in skirmishes, battles, and wars of all kinds. He had never encountered something like these portals.

He didn't even know what to call them.

More and more of the portals had been sighted across Volsungar in the last few days.

Whatever these things were, Edgar knew they were going to change Westria forever.
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A few hours later, after the king and Clarence were satisfied with all of their questions, Mildred and Edgar were on their own, out in the quiet night time streets of Resfall.

"I don't like that Clarence Erdstrom," said Edgar.

"Who do you like?" snickered Mildred.

"I like you," said Edgar, grinning.

"Stop it," said the woman.

"Shall we go for a drink?"

"Are you going to ever stop asking me out?" said Mildred.

"Nope," said Edgar, grinning. "Not until it's just a common thing we do between us and I don't even have to ask."

"Don't get ahead of yourself, mister," said Mildred. "Princess Alice is going to be going to bed soon and she likes it when I read her a story. A drink will have to wait for another night. Besides, you should look over whatever class you chose in there; I know that's what I'll be doing later this evening."

With that, Mildred walked off, back towards the royal palace.

Edgar watched her go.

The woman of his dreams.

"A drink will have to wait for another night."

That wasn't a no.

That sounded quite like a yes.

It was good enough to keep Edgar jubilant for the rest of the evening.
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In the weeks that followed, utter chaos ruled the land of Volsungar.

Those who entered the White Gate and came out alive came to be known as Travelers. Many who entered the White Gate never returned.

The few Travelers in Volsungar were immediately assigned roles to fight against monsters—mainly goblins—that seemed to be coming out, rushing from the blue portals dotted across the land.

Edgar was in discussions with the king to form a Traveler's Guild, so that they could be a bit more organized with taking on the threat of these emerging portals—now referred to as dungeon gates.

After a few more weeks, Edgar had become the new leader and guildmaster of the official Resfall Traveler's Guilds. More guild would be formed across the different localities and provinces across Volsungar, all following the model set out by this initial guild.

After a couple of months, the world had come to accept that the dungeon gates were here to stay, and luckily, Travelers would be able to beat back their threatening presence.

While Edgar had always been an esteemed warrior, for him to become the leader of this new class of soldier and adventurer filled him with great esteem.

On top of this, he had gone for not just drinks with Mildred in his free time, but he had also gone for dinner with her on another night, and a stroll in the park another time.

Both of them were approaching the latter half of their lives. They'd both fallen in love and nursed a broken heart far too many times to count; and yet, to embark on the optimistic journey of falling in love once more felt like a joy to both of them.

In the weeks that followed, they occasionally shared an entire evening and morning together.

They would also occasionally take on the odd blue dungeon gate together.

Life is strange, Edgar thought. The world has never been crazier and yet I am in love and happier than I’ve ever been.
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Using the spirit druid mana cultivation, Edgar punched the giant worm that was the dungeon gate boss right in the side, creating a massive hole in its side.

Pink blood gushed out and the worm was soon on its side melting into a monster stone.

"Well done," said Mildred, coming over to him.

He grabbed her by the waist and kissed her.

The adrenaline of the battle had put him in a slightly crazed mood.

He wanted to live life to the fullest. Seize the moment. Death was only ever a second away.

"We shouldn't," said Mildred, blushing.

"The dungeon doesn't close up for another two hours."

"You're crazy, Edgar Redfield," said Mildred. "Absolutely crazy."
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It was a miracle before it was a nightmare.

Mildred had shown up at Edgar's place in the morning, beaming.

"I don't know how to explain it, Edgar," said Mildred. "But I'm...I'm with child."

Edgar's eyes widened.

"That's—"

"I know," said Mildred.

Mildred was past the age of getting pregnant. She had long given up hopes of motherhood and having a family. She had made her peace with that a long time ago.

"It must have been when we—you know—in the dungeon gate?"

Edgar let out a loud sigh.

"Oh no," said Mildred. "Are you disappointed? Overwhelmed? Stressed?"

"No," said Edgar, holding out his arms to Mildred, and shaking his head. "I'm in disbelief, but I couldn't be happier."

They hugged, cried, and wept with happiness.

At this point in their lives they were finally going to have something they never thought they would.

A family.
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A month later, Mildred started to show, which made it all the more striking when a few months after that, the baby disappeared.

Edgar found Mildred grief stricken one morning. Her body that had been changing over the last few months had suddenly changed drastically yet again. Her whole stomach was flat, like she had never been pregnant in the first place.

“Mildred,” said Edgar, softly. “I’m sorry.”

Mildred sobbed. Her whole body shivered. She looked up with tears and snot covering her face. He had never seen the woman so pained.

“Why?” she croaked.

Why had she been given the hope of having a baby in the first place? What was the point?

“I don’t know,” said Edgar. He tried to put his arm around to comfort her, she pushed him away.

She shook her head.

“We should never have done something so important in a treacherous place like a dungeon,” she spat at Edgar.

“It’s no one’s fault, Mildred,” said Edgar.

But she couldn’t hear him. She was too overwhelmed with grief.

She screamed at him to go, to leave her. She didn’t want to be with anyone. She wanted to be on her own with her sadness.

Edgar tried to protest but eventually he relented.

He checked in on her later that day and she told her to leave him alone. The same thing the day after, and the day after that. Two months went by and she always sent Edgar away.

In such a short period of time, a gulf of grief, anger, and resentment had grown between them.

One that felt impossible to ever cross. The love and connection they shared impossible to return to.

Some wounds simply could never be healed.

As the months turned to years, it became easier to try and forget and move on than be constantly reminded of the horrible loss that now bonded them together day after day.
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Present Day – 1789

Edgar screamed with horror at the sight of Lilith's pincers’ tendrils wrenching its way right through Mildred's heart and out the other side.

"MILDRED!"

Edgar felt the world spin around him.

Mildred couldn't be dead. He couldn't believe it. There was so much that still remained unsaid between them. It was too soon.

Just as a tear was forming in his eye, Mildred's body flickered out of existence, leaving only the elongated tendril pincer in place on its own.

Footsteps echoed from the nearby shadows. Emerging from just off to the side was Mildred Cross with hardly a scratch on her.

Of course, Edgar thought with relief.

He wasn't sure when but Mildred had utilized her Ninja class' mirage and clone ability to stay protected in their confrontation with Lilith, but clearly she had.

For a moment, he had been worried that the sheer uncanny nature of who Lilith was might have put Mildred off her normal strategic battle prowess, but it looked like that wasn't the case.

“What should we do?” said Mildred. “I don’t want to kill her.”

Edgar shook his head. “She’s leading an assault on the city. She’s going to kill everyone. We need to do something. We need to incapacitate her at the very least.”

The man looked around and saw the destruction taking place just across Sylvenstride at the battle of Brother Solis.

He didn’t even want to think about what might have to be done once they had neutralized Lilith as a threat.

Lilith flapped her insect wings in the air and stretched out her hands.

A green glow formed in both of her palms, eventually taking on the shape of large spheres. She whipped the spheres towards the ground.

Edgar and Mildred braced themselves for an explosion.

Instead, the green orbs bubbled and boiled and burst open with countless large hairy venomous spiders.

Edgar immediately took on a fighting stance.

He triggered the apprentice-tier ability of his Spirit Druid class: Conjure Spirit Flame Skin.

The special pink mana that came from the Spirit Druid class suddenly enveloped all of Edgar's body.

He then pushed forward and kicked a hole right through one of the hairy spiders, sending blood and guts flying.

As he smashed through the summoned spiders, Lilith kept throwing down more green orbs to create more broodlings.

Across from Edgar, Mildred was utilizing all of her Ninja class skills. Creating clones and shattering them to blow up spiders. Stabbing them with her hair pin.

Edgar pushed forward, obliterating the spiders as he did so.

He eventually got close to Lilith.

He triggered his journeyman-tier ability: Spirit Werewolf Transformation.

He erupted into a powerful form and leaped up at Lilith, ready to smash her to the ground.

His attack managed to propel her down to the ground, but his fist hardly did any damage.

Lilith looked back at Edgar with her alien glowing green eyes.

The insect queen had triggered some ability that turned her whole exterior into a thick impenetrable bark.

"What the⁠—"

Horns then began to appear outside of Lilith's body, until they all shot out and managed to stab Edgar in the side, and hit Mildred as well.

Suddenly, Edgar's vision went wobbly and he fell onto the floor, gyrating.

He wanted to get up but he couldn't.

Mildred was on the ground as well.

This is bad, Edgar thought.

Very bad.
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Sam slashed off the arm of a winged sky ogre, before delivering another slash right through the side of its body, severing the creature in half.

Multiple messages appeared in Sam’s profile.

Congratulations! Death Lord has reached Journeyman-Tier!

Sam grinned.

His eyes then widened as he took in his newest ability.

That sounds incredible, he thought, eager to try out the new power.

Perfect timing as the other message in his profile said:

Congratulations! Stage 4 Complete! Stage 5 will commence in 1 minute!

Only one more stage left.

Hang in there, you guys, Sam thought to himself. I’ll be back soon.
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Eryndor screamed in pain.

The old elf reached down to the dart that had punctured his chest and wrenched it free and then threw it away.

“You think stupid little tricks are going to beat me,” he hissed.

Curtis narrowed his eyes, taking in the mind-roach corrupted version of his father.

He couldn't decide which one was more of a cruel piece of trash: his original father or this mind-roach corrupted one.

"Face it," hissed Eryndor. "You aren’t strong enough to defeat me.”

The older elf was right. Thalia and Curtis did face an uphill battle trying to take on the Ardoniel. He was older, wiser, and more powerful in his Path than Thalia or even Curtis' new magic equivalent.

But what they lacked in sheer raw power, they more than made up for in the fact that it was two on one.

Eryndor raised his arms and reached towards the stormy skies he had created.

A burst of lightning shot down towards him and, defiantly, he grabbed hold of the lightning strike, and wielded it in his hand.

He threw the lightning in his hand towards Curtis.

Curtis reached out and using his Wizard class' elemental manipulation ability, splintered the lightning bolt into tiny smaller bolts until the projectile was completely destroyed before ever reaching him.

Curtis stretched out his hand and created a ball of lightning to retaliate against his father with.

He whipped it at the man, but as he threw the lightning ball a sharp sound pierced his ears, throwing him and his accuracy off balance.

Curtis clutched his ears as the sound was so powerful. It was causing so much pain he found himself collapsing onto the ground.

The same effects were happening to Thalia.

This was one of the most powerful abilities Eryndor Ashgrove had learned on the Path of the Thunderbird. This was an ability known as Thunderous Resonance. It allowed Eryndor to manipulate the electrical pattern of sound waves to create a powerful paralyzing area of effect attack.

Curtis didn't see how they could break the spell unless they were able to land an attack of Eryndor, but that was the problem. They were too overwhelmed by the piercing sound waves to move close enough to attack him.

Or so Curtis thought.

Thalia teleported in a flash using her Path of the Night Wolf abilities, reappearing near Eryndor.

Just as she reappeared, she held up her fist and delivered a powerful magic punch right into the back of Eryndor's head.

The arrogant older elf didn't see it coming, and he flew down to the ground.

Thalia came at him with a barrage of powerful punches—way more powerful than the blows she'd previously delivered to him.

She screamed with rage as she threw down the punches.

Eryndor coughed up blood and suddenly Thalia held back her fist.

She was shaking. Tears were coming down her eyes.

"I don't know," she trembled. "If I can do⁠—"

Eryndor smiled up at her softly.

"You don't have to do anything, sweetie," he said.

Thalia stayed still, locked in her position. She had her father in a fatal spot.

One punch from her night wolf fist and the old elf would be obliterated along with the mind-roach that was corrupting his brain.

The battle could be over in one second. One knockout blow.

And yet, Thalia found herself hesitating.

Eryndor's face softened.

"That's my girl, Thalia," said the man. "I'm still here, see? Your old grumpy mess of a father. There's another way. You can defeat the mind-roach without killing me. Just let me show you the way."

Tears brimmed in Thalia's eyes.

"Don't listen to him," shouted Curtis. "It's the mind-roach. He's lying to you!"

"Be a good girl and let me show you the way," said Eryndor. "Lower your fists for me now."

Thalia kept her fist raised, but her whole body was shivering.

She couldn't do it.

Eryndor saw his chance and took it.

He grabbed his daughter's arm and twisted it, before sending shockwaves of powerful lightning through her whole body.

Thalia gyrated in the air.

Eryndor punched her in the gut so hard that she went flying across the platform, crashing into the ground.

Thalia was bloody, bruised, and unconscious.

"Idiot girl," hissed Eryndor as he stepped up back onto his feet. "Now it's just you and me, son."

Curtis was brimming with anger, lightning crackling in his hands.

He was full of rage as he took in his little sister, unconscious and bruised on the ground before him.

She had been beaten at the hands of their father.

Their father that had been cruel to them all of their life.

Curtis knew the mind-roach had taken full control of Eryndor Ashgrove now, but it still said something, that the difference between the man then and now was very little.

"Don't worry, worthless child of mine," spat Eryndor. "I'll finish off your sister after I'm done with you."

Eryndor then reached his hands out into the sky and began channeling massive bolts of lightning and hurling them towards Curtis.

Curtis deflected them with his own elemental manipulation abilities.

Lightning bolts then began to surround Eryndor as he readied himself for a new attack.

Lightning crackled and fizzled around the old elf until suddenly the electrical current created a bird he was riding on the back of.

"You can't defeat me from above," hissed Eryndor. "You're nothing but a rodent on the ground. You're worthless."

Something finally snapped in Curtis.

He wasn't going to take this man's garbage anymore.

He shot out his hands and triggered his apprentice-tier Wizard ability, lightning cage. A giant cage flew forth towards Eryndor.

The man just flew above it with his lightning bird.

"Your abilities are worthless just like you are," taunted Eryndor.

Curtis ignored his father's taunts.

He created a lightning cage and then another.

After he created countless lightning cages that were taking up a huge portion of the platform, Curtis then triggered his journeyman-tier ability, Lightning Chain Hook.

"Such a pitiful use of lightning magic," laughed Eryndor from above. "What worthless thing will you show me next⁠—"

Then, Curtis screamed.

He had truly had enough.

"I AM NOT WORTHLESS!"

He threw out his lightning chain hook. Eryndor swerved on his elemental summon to dodge the attack. The old elf's eyes widened as he realized the attack wasn't for him. Curtis' lightning hook latched onto one of his lightning cages before being whipped in the direction of Eryndor.

Curtis used his lightning chain hook over and over again to hurl the lightning cages in the direction of his father. Soon enough the old elf was surrounded by lightning cages all in the air.

Curtis then smirked. "Survive this." He then triggered the level 3 evolution of his lightning cage ability and all of the lightning cages surrounding Eryndor shattered in a massive explosion.
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Elven soldier Aerindil Starblade gripped his sword as the massive mantis loomed over him.

The giant insect monster leaned over to its left and with its massive grasping legs swung it to the side, toppling a group of elven soldiers off the platform of Brother Solis. The fallen soldiers’ screams did not pierce the chaotic clamor of the battle taking place.

Aerindil couldn’t even fathom how to fight this thing.

The creature’s standing legs kept the rest of its body safe from close-range melee attacks. Furthermore, the legs were sturdy and thick, and would require multiple slashes to even begin making a dent, by which point the creature’s grasping arms would be piercing his flesh and lifting him up to be devoured by the insect’s mandibles.

What he needed desperately was a squad of rangers who followed the Path of the Bow—unfortunately, most of them had just been fatally pushed off the platform.

Aerindil knew he didn’t have very good options: attack the creature’s legs or retreat.

But there was nowhere to run.

Giant deadly insects were all around him.

Aerindil gripped his blade and ran towards the creature’s leg, slashing at it with his sharpened edge of steel.

He followed the Path of the Sword, so he imbued his blade with a white glow of mana, adding to the power and strength of his attacks.

And yet it didn’t do anything. His sword attacks barely made a dent.

He could feel the looming presence of the mantis’ grappling arms coming for him.

This is it, he thought.

He took one last slash and prayed for his family.

The shadow of the mantis’ grappling leg came closer and closer until suddenly the shadow disappeared in a flash.

Aerindil spun around to see the giant mantis swept up in a whirlwind of gushing water.

At first, Aerindil figured it must be the work of elves who followed the Path of Water but he had never heard of an ability like this one before.

Then appearing from the side of the whirlwind was a human boy riding a surfboard and holding up a powerful staff.

He had locked the mantis in a deadly sphere of water. The surfboard and the young man’s use of new magic had made it so the mantis couldn’t escape the giant pocket of water, leaving it to suffocate and drown.

Incredible, Aerindil thought. Such amazing power!
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Brock lifted his burly arms, his hands gripped onto the handle of his massive war hammer. He swung down. The base of the hammer smashed into a giant armored beetle. The insect’s shell cracked at the power and strength of Brock’s blow. As the shell cracked, the hammer pushed deeper and deeper until the flesh of the beetle was squeezed against the ground. Ooze, pus, and crushed flesh spread outward from Brock’s blow.

He lifted up his hammer and with his foot, kicked the beetle’s remains into the eyes on an incoming ant.

“They don’t bloody stop coming, do they?” he roared.

He lifted up his hammer once more and threw it back onto the ground, this time triggering his Warrior class novice-tier ability: Attack Burst. As his war hammer smashed into the ground, his weapon glowed with a bright light. A wave of hostile energy rippled forth from his smashed war hammer. The bright energy shot forward, smashing right into the incoming giant ant. It broke through the insect’s carapace, before the energy split into three, and left the entire ant cut up. Piles of flesh toppled on top of one another.

The elven warriors nearby were appalled by the inelegance of Brock’s fighting style, though nevertheless, they were incredibly impressed.
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Naira gripped her little sister Gwindor’s hands as they rushed across the Silverleaf Elmway to shelter.

Their home had been destroyed and now they were rushing towards their grandma’s apartment on the other side of the city.

“Naira—look out!” screamed her sister.

Emerging from a nearby tree was a gigantic centipede that had crawled up the tree and was now looming right over them.

The centipede leaned towards them, mandibles hungrily ready to devour the two elven children.

Just as the centipede came in to eat them, Naira felt a hand grip onto her shirt, and next thing she knew she was then soaring in the air far away from the massive centipede.

It all happened so fast, she didn’t have time to scream.

A human girl with amber hair had grabbed both Naira and her sister.

“Don’t worry,” said the incredible girl who had rescued them high into the air. “I think centipedes are gross too. I’ll get you two to safety.”

Both the elven children looked at the girl who had rescued them with awe.

Naira thought the girl was extraordinary.
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Elven spearman Kelenthial Rivermist wrenched his weapon free from a slain beetle. Blood gushing out from the insect’s carapace, staining Kelenthial’s spear.

He looked around the battlefield with dismay.

The monster insects were just too powerful. He’d already lost his squad to the horrific creatures.

He was now fighting futilely on his own.

It was just a matter of time before he ran out of energy and was devoured by one of these repulsive insects.

At that very moment a giant spider appeared, looming over him.

He sent mana into his spear and slashed the spider, but it shot out a web projectile, locking Kelenthial’s spear in place.

Crud.

He pulled at his spear and it wouldn’t come free from the web.

The spider had trapped him.

Risk his life and hope to get his spear back or run and surely die in the battle without a weapon.

Just as Kelenthial was losing all hope, a huge hole burned through the spider from the other side. A fist emerged covered in bright orange flames.

What power is this!?

As the giant spider burnt into an ashen crisp, the fighter who had dealt the powerful blow was revealed.

It was none other than Queen Alice Grace of the Volsungar Kingdom.

Kelenthial was amazed.

The human queen was not just beautiful, she was certifiably a fierce and valiant fighter as well.
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Edgar felt an overwhelming tension all throughout his body. A squeezing and twisting pain. The agony had no precise location. It just jolted and jerked through every fragment of his body, from his pores to his organs to his bones. A harsh spasm keeping him paralyzed on the platform of Sister Selene.

Even attempting to move his eyes caused agonizing discomfort. The paralysis currently had him facing downwards, staring at the wooden ground of the ancient tree. Shuddering, he slowly pushed his eyes to look upward, fighting against what felt like insurmountable pain.

In his swaying vision, he could make out the figure of Lilith.

The insect queen was floating high above them. Green blood spurted out from her shoulders. Emerging from her back were two more tentacles, growing out from the holes that had just popped from her back. The tentacles elongated. She whipped them at a tall tree where elven citizens lived.

The tentacle attack had enough power to cause a crack in the tree. She whipped at it again. A cracking sound echoed all through Sylvenstride, cutting through the noise of battle.

She’s so powerful, Edgar thought. If Mildred and I failed to defeat her, there’s only one person who might remotely stand a chance.

Edgar wanted to look over to the gold dungeon gate, but it was too painful to do so.
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Behind the frontlines of the battle for Brother Solis, the gold dungeon gate continued to flicker unimpeded. A portal to another world. A realm far from the fighting and bloodshed of Sylvenstride.

The portal swirled with energy. The movement of the energy spiraled from the outside in, as if drawing an onlooker’s eye deeper and deeper, inviting one’s focus into the vortex before one even stepped foot inside it.

A dungeon gate—a gorgolath as the elves called it—would have been a sight of terror at any other moment in the capital city of Sylvenstride.

But as the battle for the heart and soul of the Glittering Forest raged on, the dungeon gate was ignored, allowed to merely ripple with energy peacefully.

That was why when a figure emerged from just outside of it, nobody immediately noticed it.

The figure was none other than a black-haired swordsman returning to this world with newfound strength and power.
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Sam took a step forward away from the gold dungeon gate. Screams of rage and terror echoed all around him. The battle cries were intermixed with alien-sounding hisses and squeals from the deadly insects.

Sam had been given no moment of respite between completing the challenges of the gold gate and returning to the real world.

He had no way of knowing when in the dungeon gate how much time would pass between when he entered and when he would return. Exiting the dungeon gate to find the battle for Sylvenstride already underway wasn't what he had been hoping for, but he was prepared for such a scenario, nevertheless.

The wind blew Sam's hair back. The stench of smoke and blood filled Sam's nostrils as he moved forward.

In the distance, he could see a huge battle raging on between the elves and Lilith’s insect army. It was all chaos. He could only glimpse fragments of the violence and turmoil through the fog of battle. Arrows flew one way clashing with shots of bright green venom. An axe tore through a giant ant. A huge centipede devoured a group of injured elven spearmen. The onslaught of destruction went on and on, no end in sight.

Sam knew his friends were somewhere in that theatre of bloodshed and darkness. Klara, Toby, Olivia, and Brock. Part of him wanted to rush in there and help them, save them, make sure they were alright.

That was one of the hardest parts of being a soldier in war. Accepting the uncertainty—not just of your own survival, but that of your comrades. They all had their part to play in this battle, and Sam couldn’t play theirs, just as none of them could play his.

Sam had to focus on the task at hand.

His mission was simple: he needed to find Lilith and finish her off.

When she had finally been defeated in his first timeline, her entire bug army had disintegrated into dust; Lilith was the queen of the hive, the central brain and nervous system of every being in her army, when she died, they all died.

Sam quickly triggered his mana sense. His sensors exploded with mana activity, but he could see one hugely powerful dot in the distance with two slightly smaller dots nearby. The former dot was definitely the strongest mana activity within the vicinity, which meant it had to be Lilith.

He hurried in the direction of Sister Selene. As he got closer, he could see a small figure floating in the air, massive tentacles swirling from her back. Her skin was an alien grey and her eyes glowed an unnatural green.

Lilith.

At her feet were two other figures, paralyzed and shivering on the ground. It took Sam a second, but then he saw that it was Guildmaster Redfield and Mildred Cross. The old man trembled on the ground, like all of his muscles were twisting and tightening inside of him against his will. Mildred’s red face and shivering body suggested she was undergoing a similar level of agony.

He hated to see two Travelers he had so much respect and admiration for weak and injured on the ground like this. It also changed the dynamics of the upcoming battle with Lilith in a way he didn’t like. If he attacked Lilith now, she could use his emotional attachment to these two against him; force him to protect them while taking blows from her.

He knew what he needed to do.
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Lilith’s whole being was filled with rage. She was angry, thirsting for blood and destruction.

The feeling of bloodlust rushed through her as the senses of all of her minions battling flooded through her. Killing elves, devouring them, tearing into their flesh. Soon the enemies that threatened her and her army would all be gone. She wouldn’t let a single one of them remain in this world. She planned to kill them all.

She whipped her pincer tentacles against the grandiose trees of the forest city. Her whole body shuddered as she whacked the tentacles against the tree, battering at it like a lumberjack trying to chop it down.

As her bugs destroyed the elves, she’d destroy their physical homes. Destroy the cowering innocent civilians hiding there.

None of them deserved to live.

There was also a part of her that she couldn’t even admit to herself that wanted to focus on destroying the living quarters of the elves because it kept her from making a decision about the two older humans lying below her.

She hated them. She felt an overwhelming feeling towards them, but somehow she felt as if she couldn’t kill them. It was a perplexing feeling for someone like her who relished in the pleasure of hunting and destroying her enemies.

As she whipped her tentacle pincer at the arboreal residence, her mind sensed a new hostile threat.

She spun around to see a blue floating mirror of some kind. Or was it a shield?

She didn’t have time to figure out what it was because next thing she saw was a massive crimson ball of fire through the reflection of the mirror.

She spun around and swerved to dodge the incoming fireball.

Her heart raced.

Where had that come from?

She didn’t have to ask as she felt a powerful blow knock against her back sending her tumbling in the sky.

She’d been hit.

She frantically scrambled to get her bearings as she tumbled below.

The fireball must have bounced off that shield and hit me, she quickly surmised, taking in how she had been tricked.

She got her bearings in the air and flew back to where she was to destroy whoever had bested her, but when she returned the platform was empty, including the two humans she had paralyzed.

What is this!? she thought with rage. Where are my prisoners?

Then, walking down the passage to the platform where she had fought the older pair was a new human.

He had shaggy black hair and gleaming red eyes.

The final showdown of the Battle for Sylvenstride was about to begin.
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Lilith’s eyes narrowed as she took in the puny human swordsman walking towards her.

The harsh clamor and roars of the battle between her insect army and the elves raged on nearby, but her focus was solely on the black-haired boy approaching her.

She remembered everything she knew about this young man, all the information she had gathered from her underlings.

The boy used a form of blood magic along with other trickery.

She quickly noticed the ground below her. There were countless dead carcasses of summoned spiders, lying in pools of their thick yellow blood.

Her previous battle had left the environment more in her opponent’s favor than she would have liked.

It was time to rectify that.
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Sam moved forward, ready to take on Lilith.

The insect queen hovered high above him. Her thin mosquito-like wings fluttered behind her.

He was pleased that his strategy for rescuing Mildred and Edgar had worked. He had sent the Arcane Aegis high in the sky, followed by a massive blood flame ball attack to keep Lilith distracted as he quickly carried and moved the two paralyzed Travelers to safety further away.

Of course, nowhere in Sylvenstride was currently safe, but outside the direct gaze of the insect queen was a step up from where they had been situated before.

It also removed one of his potential disadvantages from the upcoming fight.

Now they were on a more equal footing.

In fact, Sam thought he might be in a better position—what with all the yellow spider blood spooling everywhere on the platform.

Time to take advantage, he grinned.

He materialized his shadow blade. The sword’s hilt appeared neatly between his fingers as he went from gripping the air to his new blade of choice. Black mist swirled around the master-tier blade.

At that very second, Lilith threw down a small orb on the ground.

Sam readied himself to take on a host of spider monsters, except hatching from the strange orb on the ground was a small insect with a massive tube for a mouth.

Within seconds, the strange creature sucked up all the yellow blood, removing it from the battlefield.

I see, Sam thought.

He was impressed.

Lilith was using her knowledge of his abilities that she had gained from battles with previous minions of hers.

She understood the importance of blood to many of his abilities and therefore was limiting the amount of blood magic he could use at the start of this fight.

Sam quickly considered the moves that Lilith would know he had from the previous battles he’d had with mind-roach infested Travelers and some of her insect creations.

Based on the previous battles, Sam surmised his opponent had a basic understanding of Pain Ring, Blood Flame, Blood Teleport, and Hurting Hook. She was also aware of his Arcane Aegis’ shield abilities.

That meant he had about five abilities she wasn’t aware of.

Those abilities included: Blood Vision, Shadeslayer’s ability to attack opponents’ shadows, the two abilities connected to his silver dragon armour set (pain transfer and dragon defence), and then finally, the new ability he had unlocked when hitting journeyman-tier with his legendary Death Lord class.

Those were the main tricks he had up his sleeve; everything else the insect queen would be ready for.

That’s fine, he thought. I know what I need to do.
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Lilith smiled, watching her minion bug suck up all the blood from the battlefield.

She then sent the creature a telepathic command to go walk over to the edge of the platform and fall to its death.

She didn’t want the swordsman slashing the minion open and letting all the blood she’d just removed leak all over the platform once more.

She was well aware from her memories of her mind-roach minions that the boy carried vials of blood with him to artificially create what he needed in battles.

She had a plan for that if it came up.

She stretched out her hands on either side. Her hands took on a bright glow as she channelled mana directly to the center of her palms. The bright glow took on a spherical quality within the grip of her fingers, slowly morphing from a yellow luminescence to an eldritch green.

Lilith’s strategy was simple: limit the human’s most complicated and tricky abilities, force him to make a mistake, and then just overwhelm and destroy him with her sheer advantage in power and strength.

She whipped her hostile magic at the young man as he rushed towards her.

He strafed along the platform dodging the blows.

A red circle then shot forth from the young man’s chest, creating a large crimson radius around the battlefield.

Here we go, Lilith thought.

The red circle gave him advantages over time so long as he stayed within it. She also knew that ranged attacks would gain the increased power advantages as well. That was how her minion, Damian Blackthorne, had ultimately been defeated.

She floated further away from the swordsman and continued to lob hostile projectiles at him.

The coward continued to zig-zag and dodge the attacks.

She kept waiting for him to materialize a vial of blood so he could attack her from long range, but he didn’t.

Why isn’t he doing that?

Only as she asked herself that question did it dawn on her: the kid might have a ranged attack that she didn’t know about.

At that very moment, gashes and cuts opened up all across her body out of nowhere, like an invisible sword was slashing at her.

More than that, the attacks had pinpointed the specific spots where her exoskeleton was weakest.

She screamed with pain as blood poured out of her and she collapsed to the floor.
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Sam caught his breath.

Lilith’s body collapsed onto the ground in a destroyed heap.

Looks like my strategy worked, he thought with satisfaction.

Knowing that Lilith knew most of his abilities already, Sam decided it was best to bide his time while gaining more and more power from inside his Pain Ring, and then when he deemed he was powerful enough he used Shadeslayer’s ability to attack enemy shadows.

The ranged attack was strong enough due to all the added power from being inside his Pain Ring along with his Blood Vision ability telling him the exact places to hit that would harm Lilith the most.

The insect queen didn’t stand a chance.

He walked over to her fallen body, only to take an instinctual step back full of repulsion.

Lilith’s corpse began to bubble and contort.

Sam’s guard was instantly up again. Something very strange was happening.

He quickly materialized a vial of blood and whipped it at the bubbling corpse and triggered Blood Flame.

Even as the strange morphing carcass was covered in flames, it didn’t appear to take any damage, almost as if it was immune from attacks in this current transitional form.

Sam had a feeling his battle with Lilith was far from over.
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Lilith’s Traveler profile raced with new information.

Hatching new mode…

Lilith’s second form…

Objectives: kill black-haired swordsman. Unleash full power.

Lilith felt her eyes glow with burning green energy as she found herself coming back from the dead.
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Sam’s eyes narrowed as a new bulkier figure emerged from behind the smoke.

As the air cleared, a muscular monster stepped forward. It had the same gray skin and glowing green eyes that made it undeniable that this creature was Lilith—but it had to be some new more powerful form of hers. Her arms dangled at her sides with thick claws at the end of them, a large tail slithering behind her back. Her jaw was large with an accompanying set of razor-sharp teeth.

Sam stretched out his arms and opened his palms wide. The yellow blood on the ground began to glow and the droplets flew up from the ground, taking on a crimson glow. The glowing particles flowed to both his hands until he had two swirling blood flame balls in his palms. He took a step back and wound up his arm before hurling one fiery sphere at the incoming monstrosity.

The blast flew across the platform and smashed into the creature’s chest. The powerful flame diminished within seconds as it failed to burn against Lilith’s toughened skin.

Sam whipped out another ball and once again the blood flame ball did nothing.

Lilith kept trudging forward to Sam, unimpeded.

Sam generated another two blood flame balls and whipped them once again. Except this time, he was aiming for above and behind Lilith. Within milliseconds of throwing out the blood flame projectiles, he materialized his shadow blade, and began slashing with a furious frenzy.

For a brief moment, the blood flame balls he had whipped out into the air, had created enough light to cause Lilith’s now grounded body to cast a shadow towards him.

Sam slashed and slashed at the insect queen’s shadow.

“Take that,” he yelled with a violent fury.

The insect queen’s new form was so much more powerful from her previous one. The attacks that had destroyed her last time were doing nothing now.

In a split second, Lilith went from walking to charging at him. She moved with such speed she was in front of him before he had a second to react. With her clawed fist she punched Sam in the gut. Pain rushed through his entire body. His vision blacked out for a second. He had gone from standing upright to suddenly smacking down into the ground.

Lilith’s punch must have sent him hurtling across the platform.

He rolled over and put his hands on the ground to push himself up. A shadow loomed over him. A huge foot was about to come down and squash his head and brain into nothing but pulverized flesh. He rolled over and dodged the blow. He jumped back on his feet and scrambled back into the Pain Ring.

He felt his vision wobble from the pain from Lilith’s blow. It had done a powerful number on him. He tried to regain his composure in the face of Lilith rushing towards him.

As the hulking insect queen came towards him, she suddenly split into two. A transparent facsimile of her was swerving to the right to come at Sam’s side. It was his level 3 evolution of Pain Ring coming online: split-second vision. After enough damage had been taken within the Pain Ring, Sam could begin seeing where his opponent was going to move.

He dodged Lilith’s attack and landed a powerful blow to her back.

The hulking monster groaned in pain and lashed out in a fury. Once again, Sam knew exactly where to move to avoid her attacks.

By the third time, Sam managed to dodge and attack her, Lilith roared with rage. She then leaped into the air. A horrifying popping sound took place, followed by the sound of mutating flesh squishing together. Lilith grew another set of wings. These ones thicker and webbed. Alongside her grown wings, she started sprouting more tentacles.

The tentacles rushed towards Sam.

There were too many to count or track even with his advanced split-second vision.

He dodged one and slashed his sword, cutting one of the tentacles off.

The tentacle flopped on the ground as the main arm grew back more.

Then he felt a wet slimy sensation around his ankle.

He looked down to see the tentacle tightening around his leg.

He pushed forward only to be held back by the incredible strength of the tentacle. Soon his arm was caught and then so was his other leg.

He triggered Blood Teleport, but the ability didn’t take hold.

What the⁠—

There must be some spell-cancelling power to the tentacle’s grip.

He squirmed, trying to break free of Lilith’s hold over him, but he was completely stuck. He fought and tried to contort his body in different ways, but it was no use. She had taken complete autonomy of his arms and legs away from him.

A loud squishing noise came from Lilith’s back as another tentacle grew out of her. This one had a sharpened pincer-like stem.

It began to slither towards Sam’s chest and heart, moving with a rapid and eager pace.

He only had a few more seconds to live.

He knew it was now or never.

He had to unleash his newest ability.
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Lilith’s slimy gray tentacles wrapped around Sam’s legs and arms with an increasingly tight embrace. All along the tentacles, sharp white spikes began to protrude out from the skin. The deathly sharpened points punctured Sam’s skin and flesh. He screamed out in agony and pain. The spikes went deeper and deeper. Sam’s legs and arms began to dribble with thick dark red blood.

Sam’s whole vision swayed. He was losing blood fast. Too fast. He’d be unconscious in a minute if he didn’t do something.

Not to mention the sharp pincer seconds away from stabbing him right in the heart and ending his life forever.

He had to trigger his newest ability. The one he had unlocked by hitting journeyman-tier with his legendary Death Lord class while in the gold dungeon gate.

It was the only option he had and he didn’t even know if it would work.

The tentacles paralyzing him had rendered him unable to use his Blood Teleport ability; did the tentacles cancel out all spells and abilities or just ones related to spatial occupancy and movement? Sam hoped for the latter, otherwise he’d be dead.

He then triggered the new ability.

Dark blood dribbled down his body, but as Sam initiated his new power, the blood began to move in a different direction. The leaking blood began to flow upward, sliding up Sam’s skin. From the open wounds in his arms and his legs, all of the blood leaking out of him coalesced on his back. The blood blurred and mixed together. It bubbled and stretched and contorted in odd ways, until the blood began to push outward as two cylindrical objects making a V-shape. The two points began to take on more of a recognizable form, finally emerging as two whole new arms with elbows and hands composed entirely of dark blood emerging from the openings in Sam’s silver dragon armor.

The blood arms reached out and grabbed hold of the incoming pincer just before it stabbed Sam right in the heart.
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Lilith winced with pain and struggle.

The swordsman’s new blood arms held her tentacle pincer back. The hand then gripped down on the tentacle and twisted. A huge burst of pain went through all of Lilith’s system. The swordsman twisted so hard that there was eventually a loud cracking sound as the sharp protrusions beneath the tentacle flesh snapped and cracked.

What power is this? Lilith thought as she squirmed in agony. She raced through all of her memories from her minions—not once hearing about a blood manipulation technique like this one.

Seconds later, the swordsman completely tore Lilith’s tentacle arm apart, yellow blood falling and splashing onto the ground violently. The sharp pincer fell to the floor and flapped helplessly like a fish on land.

With the pincer threat now removed, the swordsman reached up with his new blood limbs and with either blood hand took hold of the tentacles holding up his arms. They reached down and gripped the tentacles. The fingers of the blood hand then sharpened into claws, tearing into the tentacles, and ripping them to shreds.

Horrific agonizing pain coursed all through Lilith’s body.

With the swordsman’s regular hands free, he materialized his shadow blade. He slashed downward, slicing cleanly through one of the tentacles gripped around his leg with utter ease. Yellow blood sprayed out from the sliced open tentacle while its missing portion wriggled on the ground at his feet. The swordsman quickly removed the other tentacle as well, completely freeing himself from Lilith’s tentacle paralysis.

Lilith scowled with rage.
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Sam knew it was time to push the limits of his new ability.

His journeyman-tier Death Lord ability wasn’t just the power to grow extra blood arms.

No.

It was way more powerful than that.

It was now or never to finish this fight.
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Edgar Redfield lay on the ground in agony. His vision blurry and wobbling. It started to focus and, for a second, in the distance, he could see a black-haired swordsman.

Sam.

Except, Sam was doing something Edgar had never witnessed before.

The boy had two arms composed of blood stretching out from his back. The blood arms then began to morph and change. The fingers and hands folded in on themselves, until they started to grow back differently. They grew longer in each direction, turning into elongated forearms while a thin layer of blood mutated downward, creating the membrane of a bat-like wingspan.

Incredible, Edgar thought, eyes widening in amazement.

With his new blood wings, Sam kicked off and flew into the air, heading straight for Lilith.

Edgar watched in awe.

The young man’s strength was truly astounding.
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The enemy swordsman soared through the air, gripping his shadow blade in one hand and conjuring a flame ball in the other. He whipped the flame ball at Lilith, but it was useless. The boy couldn’t get a good shot so long as Lilith kept up her onslaught of tentacles chasing after him.

Lilith roared with rage. She was getting more frustrated by her tentacles’ inability to catch the swordsman that she decided to start chasing after him herself.

She had nothing to fear—so long as she didn’t get near a set of his powerful blood arms. Otherwise, the boy’s silly shadow blade could do nothing to her in this new form.

The swordsman soared away from Lilith, only to suddenly stop. He then slashed upwards with his shadow blade.

“You’re too weak, remember?” hissed Lilith, unafraid of his attack.

Just as she finished speaking, her eyes bulged as she realized her mistake. Her arm suddenly flung off into the air and a huge spray of yellow blood shot out from her side.

They may have been fighting in the air, but they were still in the confines of the Pain Ring below them.

She had fallen directly into the young man’s trap.

She only realized this as she felt the swordsman’s blade slice right through her neck.
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Sam stood over Lilith’s headless corpse. His body heaved as he sucked in air from the exhausting battle.

He was relieved that the fight was over. He had done it. All thanks to hitting journeyman-tier in his Death Lord class. When training in the gold gate, he had no idea what kind of ability he was going to unlock when he reached the new rank, but it had been exactly what he needed.

The new ability for the Death Lord class at journeyman-tier was called Blood Manipulation. It allowed him to take blood leaking from his body and manipulate it to do new things, including creating new limbs or even wings. It was a truly incredible and frightening new ability.

Sam couldn’t wait to test it out in new ways.

But that would have to wait.

A loud crack echoed from Lilith’s corpse. A large opening had formed across the insect queen’s exoskeleton. The crack began to pull apart like a hatching cocoon.

Here comes the difficult part, Sam sighed.

He looked over, as between the exoskeleton was a small baby. She had black hair, pale skin, and large bright green eyes. She had specks of freckles on her face with a greyish hue, a remnant from her earlier form as the insect queen.

Sam was not shocked at this turn of events. It had happened in his previous timeline too. This baby had been disposed of immediately upon the defeat of Lilith.

It had been Sam’s original plan to do something similar. As much as the idea had irked him, he had no idea how else to rid this world of the destructive force that was Lilith.

But now he wasn’t so sure.

Edgar had said something to him when he had rescued him earlier. Words that were now echoing in Sam’s mind.

“Save…her…if…you…can…”

Sam looked down at the young child.

Maybe, he thought.

Maybe there’s another way.
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Toby swerved on his feet as a giant blue-skinned cockroach leaped towards him. He stretched out his hands, quickly moving through the gestures of his spell.

The ground just below the shadow of the cockroach began to glow.

The cockroach was now making its descent in the air, mandibles ready to chew on Toby’s flesh and bone.

The wizard shut his eyes, hoping he hadn’t cast his spell too late.

Just as the cockroach was about to be out of the target range of Toby’s spell, a huge geyser of water shot out from the glowing dot on the ground. The explosive force of gushing water smashed right into the cockroach’s underside, sending it hurtling into the air.

Toby quickly caught his breath and stretched out his arm. He kept his palm wide open as he channeled mana there and created a swirling pool of water.

Now he would wait for the giant cockroach to fall in the air before finishing it off with this targeted blast.

Except the cockroach never came back down to the ground.

Toby looked up and the sky was empty but for the foliage of the grandiose Sylvenstride trees high in the air, and the cascading water from his geyser blast.

Then, he noticed a giant ant ahead of him had frozen in place. A gray hue was travelling up its body as if it had been affected by a petrify spell of some kind. A second later, the ant had gone completely gray to the point that it looked like a statue rather than a living creature. A second later, the whole ant crumbled into tiny particles of dust. The wind swept it away until there was nothing but air standing where the awestriking creature had once stood.

Toby looked across the battlefield to see the same thing was happening to all the insects of Lilith’s army.

He looked around in the distance to make sure everyone he knew was okay. He could see Klara, Olivia, Brock, and Queen Alice all looking at the quickly disappearing insect army with exhausted relief.

He then turned to the platform of Sister Selene.

Sam, Toby thought with a deep sense of admiration, you did it.
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Up at the top level of Mother Gaia, Curtis kneeled over the burnt husk of his father.

Eryndor Ashgrove was no more.

Curtis gently closed the dead elf’s eyelids—a gesture of respect towards the non-living.

He kneeled in silence, looking at the older elf who had caused him so much pain and suffering over his lifetime. He then stood up, refusing to shed a tear over the man.

He walked over to his sister and materialized a healing potion to help her recover from her wounds.

As he nursed his sister back to health, her eyes slowly opened.

“Curtis…” she said, slowly. “What happened?”

Curtis didn’t say anything at first. Finally, he said, “It’s over.”

In the weeks ahead, elven scholars would write about this battle between the great father and his two children.

They would write about how Curtis had done the impossible.

Something unthinkable.

They would write about the narfelan—the disgrace, the elf without a Path—who had managed to defeat the mighty Ardoniel, Eryndor Ashgrove.

They would go on to write legends and songs about this elf.

The moniker of “Banished One” would disappear from usage and in its place would come one that would inspire equal parts hope and fear.

They would eventually call him Curtis, the Pathless.
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Edgar felt the stranglehold of the paralysis venom dissipate.

His fingers twitched. He could once again move them properly.

He got up onto his feet and saw Mildred across from him do the same.

The cries of battle and death had disappeared all around them.

He couldn’t believe the horrific battle could truly be over.

A sinking feeling filled his stomach.

Lilith. The insect queen. Some part of her had been him and Mildred’s daughter.

Is that really the last time we will ever get to see her?

Edgar felt his lips quiver with pain and sadness. He wasn’t sure what was worse. Never seeing their daughter or only getting to see her once. Both were a horrible agony he would never wish upon even his greatest of enemies.

“Is that it?” said Mildred, her eyes brimming with tears.

“Wait,” said Edgar, turning to face behind him. “Look.”

In the distance was Sam, walking towards them. He was carrying something between his arms. It took them a moment to realize what it was. Or rather, who it was.

Between Sam’s arms was a small baby girl.

The baby Mildred and Edgar had never truly been able to meet.

It was a miraculous reunion of a mother, a father, and their darling baby girl.
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Reunions were happening all across Sylvenstride—as elven citizens who had formerly been under the control of the mind roaches climbed up from below the city, no longer affected by the reginald-weed, and embraced their families in tear-soaked hugs.

A joyous relief filled the elven capital city.

Sam and his companions had averted yet another historical tragedy from his previous timeline.

The words ‘Elven Genocide’ would now thankfully never grace the scrolls of history.

And so concluded the bitter conflict that came to be known as the Great Battle of Sylvenstride.
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In the weeks following the Great Battle of Sylvenstride, the elven capital city was bustling with activity.

Bodies of the fallen soldiers were collected and taken down to the ground level district of the city known as The Sacred Soil.

Those elves who followed the Path of Crafting, Woodwork, and other such practical vocations banded together to work on repairing the damages to the city left in the wake of Lilith and her insect army.

But of all the things that needed doing, it was firmly agreed amongst the majority of the elves that the most important of them all was to inaugurate the next Ardoniel of the Glittering Forest.

It was time Thalia Ashgrove took on the position she had been preparing for decades since Curtis’ birthright was lost due to his inability to wield old magic.

To Thalia, it felt extremely odd that after such a bloody and gruesome battle, they would host a celebration of her becoming Ardoniel, but elven tradition insisted that it must be done. In fact, the historical precedent of Ardoniels dying in the course of big significant battles was a frequent enough pattern over the course of elven history, that it was the primary reason the celebratory ball for the Ardoniel was traditionally held a few days after the inauguration. This was done typically to make room for the funeral that would have to take place between the inauguration and the celebratory ball.

Such was the case for Thalia’s father when he took over and Eryndor’s father before him.

It was such an important tradition that in all the hustle and bustle of the weeks that followed the great battle, a group of elves who followed the Path of Frost were sent down to the sacred soil to keep the bodies of the fallen cold to avoid decomposition before the burial ceremony.

And so, for the elves to move forward they needed to inaugurate their new leader, bury and mourn their dead, and then celebrate the collective start of a new era.

That was how Thalia Ashgrove found herself standing on the platform of Brother Solis in a long flowing white dress, surrounded by a huge crowd of onlookers. A path was cleared for her procession across the city with throngs of elves gathered behind barriers to watch as she went passed. She could see smiling faces of young elves still in their Long Childhoods, grinning from windows in the arboreal apartments they called home.

Thalia walked slowly as the crowd of onlookers tossed flower petals to symbolize their love and acceptance of the new Ardoniel taking over.

She smiled and waved to all the elves waving and grinning at her.

This was her job as the new leader of her people. She needed to put up a strong and contented front so that her people could be allowed to release their burdens of pain, mourning, and suffering.

And so, she smiled as she walked from Brother Solis where countless had died, all the way to Sister Selene where the evil insect queen had been defeated.

As Thalia continued her procession, she caught sight of the Travelers cheering and waving at her.

There was the young wizard boy and the fierce spear woman, standing side by side together.

Then the Guildmaster of the Travelers and the powerful guardian of the Queen of Volsungar. The woman was holding in her arm a young baby that she hadn’t seen before. The baby’s green eyes made Thalia deeply uncomfortable, and yet the girl’s unabashedly cheery disposition made her less worried. The three of them looked undeniably happy, which filled Thalia with joy.

Nearby stood the human queen, clapping reservedly for Thalia’s ascendancy to leader of the elven race. Thalia could tell that the girl more than anyone here knew the burdens of leadership, of transforming from a person to a symbol for so many people.

Beside her was the young swordsman who had undeniably saved her and her people. The young man had so impressively destroyed the evil insect queen Lilith. The impressive display had done enough to rock even the elven conception of old magic as superior to new magic. Young elvish kids were discussing whether it was better to pursue a Traveler class or a Path now.

The elders won’t be happy with that development, Thalia thought. Just add it to the pile of issues Father has left me to deal with.

The only person she couldn’t see was Curtis.

She thought he might be beside the dwarf—who could not be missed amongst the crowd of elves.

She was probably the first Ardoniel to be inaugurated with a dwarf in the crowd.

I guess there’s a first time for everything, Thalia mused.

As she approached the final leg of her procession, she caught sight of Curtis. He was standing at the bottom of the stairs that led to the great tree of Mother Gaia.

He smiled at her.

The jerk, she thought, this responsibility should be his and he knows it.

But then his smile revealed something else to her. That it was a smile of encouragement. Not just to become Ardoniel, but to become the Ardoniel worthy of their family. Not of Eryndor Ashgrove, their father, but of the two of them.

Don’t worry, brother, Thalia thought to herself. I’m already ahead of you. Just you wait.

Thalia climbed the steps to Mother Gaia and at the top two ceremonial elders came and placed a crown of roses upon her head.

All of Sylvenstride clapped and cheered.

Thalia looked out to the sea of faces, all clapping and cheering for her ascendancy to Ardoniel.

She spoke out to the crowd before her.

“Thank you, everyone,” she said. “This is a beautiful and celebratory occasion, but it is not without its sadness. We have lost many in the Great Battle of Sylvenstride, including my father, the previous Ardoniel. Times are changing and my ascendancy illustrates that. So, in this moment of great transition, I want to make promises to all of you. I promise to not be an Ardoniel like my father. I promise to not let the traditions of the elves of ancient times suffocate and strangle us into weakness.”

The crowd cheered with excitement.

She smiled out to the Travelers and said, “I promise to not let our pride stand in the way of making allies and friends with those who live beyond the Great Perimeter of the Glittering Forest.”

The crowd cheered even more, inspired by her sense of hope, optimism, and belief in change.

“Finally,” she said, and she smiled at her brother who was at the foot of the great stairs of Mother Gaia below her. “I promise to accept every elf who lives in the Glittering Forest no matter what Path they take, whether they take any at all. My rule will be one of acceptance and change. Thank you all.”

The crowd cheered.

“So, citizens of Sylvenstride—please, welcome your new friends and allies.”

The sound of an epic mana-powered guitar solo could be heard in the distance.

Stepping into the streets of Sylvenstride was none other than a group of dwarves, led by the famous dwarven bard known as Shredder. The group carried barrels of dwarven ale and other dwarvish goods they wished to share with the elves.

The dwarves also helped carry a massive mobile pool of water that had a group of mermaids and fishfolk, smiling and waving at the elven citizens.

Behind them was an envoy of humans from Volsungar, handing out pamphlets for the soon-to-be-opened Glittering Forest branch of the Beak Boutique along with morale-boosting peanuts.

The entire crowd cheered loudly with excitement.

Many would look back on that day—as the exact moment that the dwarves, mermaids, elves, and humans of Volsungar became a united group of friends and allies.

A group that together could take on anything.
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A few hours after the inauguration, most of the city’s citizens returned to their homes in preparation for the major funeral that would be happening the following morning.

It was meant to be an evening of quiet reflection.

As Edgar Redfield held the wailing baby girl in his hands, he reflected on the fact that he no longer knew what quiet was anymore.

He hadn’t slept in weeks. He was exhausted.

“Why won’t Lily stop crying?” said Mildred, looking at the screaming girl with concern.

Lily.

That was the name they had decided upon. It was pretty and beautiful just like the flower and yet, in another way, it still called back to the young girl’s history as the fearsome insect queen Lilith.

Edgar gently swayed the girl back and forth to no avail.

Nothing they seemed to do was helping the baby girl calm down.

Not her mother’s milk.

Not food.

Not water.

Not warmth.

Not anything.

Mildred looked away and with dismay, sighed, “Maybe we aren’t cut out for this.”

She went and sat down on one of the two single mattresses that had been set up in that room.

Edgar felt his stomach sink at the woman’s words.

No, he thought, after all this time we’re not giving up.

He handed the young girl to her mother and said, “I’ll be back. I know what will help this baby,” and then stormed out into the night.
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Edgar headed down the arboreal apartment and exited into the main streets of Sylvenstride.

He knew there would be shops selling specialty elven baby food or toys or something. Edgar planned on purchasing everything.

After years of waiting for a kind of miracle that would bring him closer to Mildred once more, he wasn’t going to give up at the first obstacle. Even if that obstacle was the seemingly incurable cries of their daughter, Lily.

Edgar looked in horror when he arrived at the first shop to see that it was closed.

Of course it is, he thought, his head falling downcast with dismay.

Not only was it late in the evening, but there were major celebrations and events happening both earlier that day and the following one. Shops wouldn’t stick to a normal schedule given these circumstances.

Still, Edgar held out hope.

In every major holiday in Resfall, there was always one extra-practical shopkeeper who stayed open, hoping to catch all the business that people still wanted over the special season.

And so, Edgar continued his search.

Over the next two hours, he travelled all over the city and couldn’t find anything.

He eventually realized he would have to give up his search and return back to the apartment.

Edgar was downcast.

He considered in his head, other ways to soothe the baby that maybe they hadn’t tried yet. Lullabies they hadn’t sung. Alternative rhythms to sway the baby to in his arms. Anything.

He would try everything and more.

As Edgar returned to the arboreal apartment, an older elf woman was waiting for him.

The woman smiled at Edgar as he approached.

“Are you part of the young couple with the new baby?” said the older elf woman, kindly.

Edgar nodded.

He was worried the woman was about to berate him, complain about her inability to sleep with the constant cries of the baby next door.

The woman then held up in her hands a wooden elven pacifier. It had tiny runes etched into the wood.

“I used this with my child many hundreds of years ago,” said the older woman. “I hope it might be of some help to you.”

Edgar’s eyes filled with tears and instantly he hugged the older woman.

“Don’t waste your time hugging me,” said the older woman with a smile. “Go help your wife.”

“She isn’t,” Edgar paused. “It isn’t like that—we’re just⁠—”

Edgar knew he didn’t have time to explain. He just rushed up the apartment building until he got back to his room.

He entered to find Lily still crying, Mildred helplessly swaying the baby in her arms.

Edgar approached and gently placed the elven pacifier near Lily’s mouth.

The girl latched onto it and began sucking, happily. Within seconds, the girl was dozing.

Both Edgar and Mildred sighed with relief.

[image: ]


An hour later, Edgar took a moment for himself on the balcony, overlooking the beautiful city of Sylvenstride.

Lily was fast asleep, and Mildred was resting.

He was so thankful for that older elf woman who had helped him.

As he took in the quiet night, he felt the sudden gentle hands of someone hugging him from behind.

It was Mildred. She leaned her head against his back.

She used to do that a lot.

A long time ago, that is.

“When we get back to Resfall,” Edgar said. “I don’t want to take turns looking after Lily throughout the week. I want to be together. I want to do this right. I want to be with you. So long as you’ll have me.”

Mildred gestured with her hands that she wanted Edgar to turn around.

“I was hoping you might say that,” she said.

Then for the first time in almost seven years, Edgar and Mildred kissed.

It was the best day of Edgar Redfield’s life.
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The morning after the inauguration of the new Ardoniel, all of the elves gathered in the Silverleaf Elmway, clad in long cloaks and dresses. Unlike the traditional black of human funeral attire, elves wore an assortment of colors: green, orange, blue. Elven funerals were all about honoring the fallen’s return to the natural world and to showcase that they wore colors that represented the natural world for them.

Many rangers who followed the Path of the Bow wore green, whereas elves who followed the Path of Water wore blue. Of course, either elf could wear a different color if they wanted but given that they had devoted their life to a certain Path that focused on one part of nature—be it the forest or the sea—they honored the fallen most by dressing in the color of their favored element.

Sam and his companions and the other foreign visitors had been given special brown robes to wear as guests. The only people who received different colors were Queen Alice and Toby. Alice received a red robe after her impressive display of phoenix magic in the Great Battle for Sylvenstride and similarly, Toby received a blue robe for the talented use of his water magic.

Interestingly, Curtis was given a brown robe.

Sam noticed but figured he wouldn’t comment. He hadn’t had a chance to catch up with Curtis since the battle. He had played a pivotal role in defeating the mind-roach corrupted Eryndor Ashgrove—which must have been awfully heart-wrenching for Curtis, given that the man was his estranged father. Sam figured Curtis had chosen to wear brown as wearing a white or yellow robe to represent his power over electricity might be disrespectful when burying the former Ardoniel who had once wielded such elements himself.

It was very early in the morning when the elves gathered. The sky above the thick foliage of the great ancient trees of Sylvenstride was still dark, though bits of faded pink and orange were beginning to poke through. The smell of fresh dew and wet flora filled the air.

Clad in a dark navy robe to represent the night sky, Thalia Ashgrove—the new Ardoniel—moved forward, leading the crowd one by one to the platform of the ancient tree of Brother Solis.

She headed towards the edge of the platform and took a step onto a piece of fungi, she then gently took another step and then another. A spiraling staircase of mushrooms growing on the side of Brother Solis allowed her to descend downward to the bottom layer of Sylvenstride.

The elves followed the Ardoniel, one by one, heading down the fungi steps.

When it was Sam’s turn to begin the descent, he felt his stomach lurch, at the height and narrowness of the mushroom staircase. Only elves with their nimble and gentle movements would ever think to use mushrooms growing on a tree as a functioning stairwell.

The fungi steps went on and on and Sam was amazed to find himself lost in the middle of these grandiose ancient trees. It got darker, cooler, and mistier as they descended further down.

Small lanterns had been posted along the tree to provide light.

By the time they reached the bottom of Brother Solis, the whole area was surrounded by a thick gray mist. The bridges, platforms, and homes of Sylvenstride were nothing but shadowy silhouettes far above.

Sam had arrived at the area of the city known as The Sacred Soil.

And true to its name, the ground was a long stretch of soft brown dirt. His boots sunk into the soil as he stepped off the final fungi step and onto the ground below.

The elves all gathered in a big crowd on the sacred soil, surrounding a large open hole in the ground. Lying in the ground were the bodies of the fallen soldiers and innocent casualties who had died in the Great Battle of Sylvenstride.

Elves were not buried in caskets but were put directly into the ground where they could return to the soil of the world and hopefully grow anew in nature.

The faces across the crowd were solemn and quiet.

When everyone had arrived and descended the steps, Thalia bent down and picked up a fistful of soil. She then tossed the soil into the hole full of fallen elves.

Everyone then was expected to follow.

Sam bent down and picked up a fistful of soil and threw it into the large hole full of bodies.

He felt overwhelmed with emotion. He was grateful and thankful that he was not tossing dirt onto any of those closest to him. Yet he was also angry and frustrated that even with all of his knowledge of the future, death was still inevitable. It could not be escaped.

He knew he had to focus on the good: that for the hundreds that had died, many thousands more had been saved due to his averting of the Elven Genocide.

Still, Sam couldn’t help but feel that there was always more he could have done.

It was just part of the burden that came with the responsibility given to him by the goddess when she sent him back in time.

After everyone had thrown dirt onto the bodies, the families of the fallen then stepped forward and began to shovel the dirt and bury them for good. The shoveling was seen as not just an important duty, but also a means of letting go.

The crowd was quiet as the families of the fallen shoveled the dirt to cover their bodies and bury them for good.

Faces were pale and grim. Tears were shed.

To his side, Sam noticed a tear roll down Guildmaster Redfield’s cheek

“Don’t be afraid to cry,” said Edgar, tears falling from his eyes. “Sometimes the bravest thing you can do is cry. Cry and honor the emotions and the people you cry for.”

Sam couldn’t remember the last time he cried. Soldiers weren’t meant to cry. Neither were Travelers. They were guardsmen. Stoic saviors. Crying was for the innocent. Crying was for⁠—

Sam’s eyes filled with tears. His whole body shuddered.

It didn’t feel safe to tell his companions his knowledge of the future, and yet, he could let some of it out here and now. Some of the stress. Some of the burden. Some of the guilt and sense of responsibility. He could let it out through his tears and cries.

And as he cried, he saw that his friends Toby and Klara were crying as well. So were Olivia and Brock. Mildred and Alice.

All of them crying for the fallen and those who had passed away too soon.

And so, they wept.

As did the elves.

The elves believed that crying for the dead was one of the highest forms of honor and respect one could show those who had left this life for the next one.

They had a saying: Liraeli thirene sildanor.

Tears nourish the soil of the fallen, feeding their spirits so that their lives can grow anew.

On that morning, those still alive offered those who had passed everything they had.

With their tears, they offered them a feast.
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Curtis left the funeral early.

He strode up the steps of Brother Solis, rushing away from the event happening below.

Everyone around him felt sadness and all he could feel was anger. Resentment.

Were these people really weeping for the death of his father? The Ardoniel who allowed so much destruction to happen on his watch? He wasn’t a great man worth mourning. He was a tyrant. A goon.

He didn’t stop moving. He couldn’t stop. He just wanted to get away from the funeral. Get away from everyone down there. He wanted to get away. He couldn’t take it.

Curtis was moving so fast, his heart was racing and his chest was heaving.

He closed his eyes and shook his head.

He didn’t know where he was going. He just wanted to be alone.
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Weeks ago, back in the final moments of the Great Battle of Sylvenstride, Curtis caught his breath as he stood over his father.

The old elf twitched on the ground.

Curtis’ attack had been strong enough to render even the Ardoniel of the Glittering Forest powerless.

By Curtis’ calculation, the old man had less than a minute to live. As he strode towards the dying body of Eryndor Ashgrove, Curtis wondered if he had any last words he wanted to say to his father.

What he wasn’t expecting was to see that his father had final words for him.

“Curtis…”

The way the man spoke immediately made the elf Traveler tense.

There was something about the way the older elf said his name that made it feel like it was no longer the mind-roach speaking, but rather his actual father.

But that’s not possible?

“There’s… no… time… to… explain,” gasped the dying man. “Bottom…drawer…my…office…”

Curtis fell to his knees.

“What are you talking about? You’re not making any sense,” he said.

Curtis shook his head. His face was going red as anger and frustration began to swell inside of him.

“Why are you doing this?” he said. “I hate you! You made me hate you! No apology will make up for it, and yet even here dying, you can’t even do that. What’s wrong with⁠—"

The man’s eyes faded away. He was gone.
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Curtis marched and marched until he suddenly found himself right in the place he had been avoiding for the last few weeks.

His father’s office.

As Curtis caught his breath, he stared at his father’s desk. The man’s final words echoed through his head: “Bottom…drawer…my…office…”

The last thing Curtis wanted to do was follow his dead father’s instructions. The man who had shamed him. Disowned him. Banished him from his family and people. Why should Curtis do anything for this man?

Curtis cautiously stepped towards the desk.

The top of the desk was empty but for a lamp. The man had always been obsessively tidy and orderly.

Curtis moved around to the other side.

He crouched down, staring at the bottom drawer. Trembling, he reached out and placed his hands on the drawer’s handle. He paused. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest.

Do I really want to do this?

Do I really want to confront whatever Father has left for me?

He just wasn’t sure if he had the strength to confront one last bit of shaming and insult from his father. Not now that the man was dead and gone, being buried in The Sacred Soil that very minute.

But there was something that compelled Curtis to keep his hand on the handle of the drawer. He wasn’t ready to walk away, even if he wasn’t sure he wanted to take the step forward and actually see what was waiting for him from his father.

Yet, Curtis knew it must be important.

He had studied the mind roaches. He knew that only someone of incredible strength and fortitude would be able to fight through its power, even for a few seconds to speak consciously as one’s original self.

Curtis’ father had used that strength and that tiny bit of time to tell him to come here to this drawer.

He couldn’t ignore that. Not even if he didn’t want to. Not even if he hated his father.

Curtis sighed. His arm trembling, he pulled the handle of the drawer, opening it up.

His eyes widened as he peered inside.

It was empty.
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When Curtis was only ten years old, his father would play with him. Teach him games. Laugh with him. Tickle him.

No one had seen such light jovialness from the Ardoniel since the start of his romance with his wife, Curtis’ mother.

“Look here,” said Eryndor to Curtis one afternoon in his office.

The young boy walked over to his father, who was sitting behind his desk.

“Do you want to know a secret?” asked the man.

Curtis nodded.

Secrets were fun. They were mysterious. Precious. A sign of closeness between two people.

“Okay,” said his father. “But you have to promise not to tell anyone. Can you keep that promise?”

Curtis nodded again. This time, eagerly. He was getting impatient. He wanted to know what the secret was already!

The old elf smiled and opened up his bottom drawer.

It was empty.

Curtis was immediately disappointed.

“Look,” said Eryndor, and he pushed down on the bottom of the drawer and it tilted up, revealing a hidden section beneath.

He then pulled out a small candy and handed it to Curtis.

“Wow,” said Curtis. “A secret shelf.”

“Yes,” said Eryndor. “A secret shelf for only you and I.”
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Curtis’ lip quivered as he stared at the bottom drawer.

So he hadn’t forgotten, Curtis thought to himself.

His throat suddenly felt intensely sore.

The father who had showed him the secret section of the bottom drawer was a man long lost to Curtis’ memory. The man had been kind and loving. Warm and playful. That man had faded away after Curtis’ mother passed, and then completely disappeared after Curtis’ Day of Passages.

Curtis thought that man had long been gone.

He reached down and tilted the bottom of the drawer. It tilted upwards, revealing the secret section. Waiting there alone was a letter with Curtis’ name on it.

He pulled the letter out.

He held it between both hands and stared at it, shivering.

What could his father have possibly wanted to say to him that he hadn’t told him already?

Was this one last chance to tell him how worthless and shameful he was, what an utter disgrace he was to the entire Ashgrove dynasty?

Curtis closed his eyes.

If that’s the case, he thought, so be it.

If he didn’t read the letter, a piece of his father would always be with him, haunting him. Yet, if he read it, he could finally be rid of the man.

Put like that, the choice was simple.

Curtis opened the envelope.

Two sheets were inside, written in elvish. Curtis began to read.

Dear Curtis,

I have thought about writing this letter for years and yet now as I sit down to write it, I am at a loss for words. I have no idea how to close the gulf that exists between us. It feels like I’m on one side of an excruciatingly large chasm and I know somehow you exist on the other side and yet I cannot even see you. Not even a tiny speck. That is how far away we are from each other.

That distance, that separation, that is all my fault.

I am the one to blame.

I should mention I’m writing this on the eve of the human holiday of Hallow’s Haunting. It is the year 1768 of the Royal Westrian Calendar.

Curtis paused, reading the letter.

So, his father had written this last year. It must have been shortly before he had been infected with the mind roach.

This was probably some of the last of his writing before his mind had been taken over and corrupted.

He continued reading.

Oh Curtis, I don’t know where to start. I don’t know where to begin. How does one commence apologizing for decades’ worth of failures?

I guess I’ll simply start at the beginning.

I failed you as a father.

First, when your mother passed, and I disappeared into my own pain and suffering and forced you to fend for yourself.

Then again when you didn’t unlock a Path.

You see, my father had failed me: showing only an emotionless path forward of order and rules and tradition. I had sworn when I was younger that I would never be like him and yet somehow, I became him without even realizing it.

But do you really need me to tell you this? You know this already. What is even the point when all the pain and suffering has been already dealt and hardened within your soul? What benefit is there to me apologizing if it will only make me—the wrongdoer—feel better and less guilty?

I imagine this apology might land on deaf ears.

My realization. My guilt. My shame. Those are mine to bear. I cannot take away your decades of suffering and pain.

So maybe I will turn away now from attempting an apology that will never suffice.

I will write more now about the recent past and present.

After I regretfully banished you from the Glittering Forest, I still managed to keep tabs on you.

As the years went by, I heard about your accomplishments.

Rising through the ranks of new magic wielders.

Helping save the city of Resfall from a hostile takeover.

And most impressive of all – singlehandedly breaking a thousand-year-old grudge with the dwarves. (If we ever see each other again, I would love to know how you managed to pull that off).

Every time, I learned of a new feat of yours, I considered reaching out.

But I was too weak.

Too scared.

Too frightened to say the things I had once failed to say to you when we were together in the Glittering Forest.

Even now, I wonder: will these words be enough, when they have come so late?

I’ll say them anyway.

You’ve not only grown into the man I had always hoped you would be—you’ve far surpassed it.

You’re a son that any father would be proud of.

I am proud of you.

I miss you.

I love you.

Sincerely,

Your father

Tears dripped down onto the parchment.

Curtis’ hands shook as he held the letter.

He read the final lines over and over.

“I don’t think these words will ever be enough,” his father had written.

Curtis shivered and thought to himself: they are enough, Father. Why didn’t you just say them to me sooner? Why couldn’t you see that? Why couldn’t you say that?

Curtis had been too angry at the man who had shamed him, abandoned him, and banished him to mourn the loss of the other version of his father who had disappeared so many decades prior—the father who had been loving, warm, and kind.

Only as Curtis finished the letter, did he realize that that kind man had still been there hidden and repressed away.

Yet now, even that man, the father who he couldn’t hate, the father who he had once loved and admired, was dead and gone like every other part of him.

Only upon that realization could Curtis truly begin to grieve and mourn the significant loss facing him.

He fell to the floor and sobbed.

I miss you too, Father.

More than you’ll now ever get to know.
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Curtis spent the next hour in his father’s study, reading the letter over and over again.

Only after an hour did he feel himself regain some semblance of composure.

He wiped a tear from his eye and considered finally standing back up.

His thought process was interrupted by the sounds of lumbering boots bashing into the floorboards.

“There you bloody are,” said Brock. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you!”

Curtis perked up at the sight of his dwarven companion.

Brock could see that something wasn’t quite right, and his face immediately softened.

“Are you okay, Curtis?”

He moved towards him.

“My father…” Curtis croaked. “He’s gone…”

Brock frowned and waddled over to his friend. He then collapsed onto the floor beside him, shaking the floor a little bit. Dwarves were clearly not made for elven architecture.

“I know,” he said, solemnly. “And I’m sorry. And I know you didn’t have the best relationship with him either.”

“I just never got to know him…”

“I know,” said Brock, softly. “But think about everyone you have gotten to know. Me, Olivia, Guildmaster Redfield, the talented little upstart Travelers that are going to be overtaking us any day now. I know your father was your biological family—but biological, shmiological—we’re bloody family, damn you. You’re my brother in arms and a brother in my heart. Don’t forget that.”

Curtis sighed. “Thanks for saying that. You don’t have to be nice to me just because I’m sad. You don’t have to⁠—"

“I know I don’t have to,” said Brock. “But I bloody want to. For such a smart guy, you can be bloody thick sometimes.”

Curtis laughed. “I thought you were supposed to be comforting me?”

“I gave up on that ten seconds ago when I remembered how irritating you are,” he grumbled.

Curtis smiled. “Thanks, Brock.”

The two friends then sat there together in silence.

Brock only interrupted once to say, “I’m bloody pissed off—I don’t think the elves are gonna make me a statue like the dwarves did for you!”
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The following day, Toby found himself in the backstreets of Sylvenstride’s market district.

An elf stood over barrels and barrels of fruit, looking Toby up and down with impatience.

The young wizard Traveler couldn’t truly believe he was even there doing what he was about to do.

“Look,” said Toby. “Times are changing. You heard the new Ardoniel. Things are opening up around here. I’m telling you that there’s going to be big business in Resfall for elvish delicacies.”

The elf shrugged and sighed. “I wouldn’t even know where to start. What you call a ‘delicacy’ is everyday food to me.”

Toby nodded, mustering up the courage to continue persuading the elven wholesaler.

He had practiced this all in his head the night before.

“You’re absolutely right,” said Toby. “If we bring all the delicious options elvish food has to offer we’ll flood and confuse the market and be all the poorer for it. That’s why we need to be simple and straightforward. Bring just one elvish item to the market first.”

“But what would we choose?”

Toby was practically salivating and had to hold back screaming with excitement.

He then spoke calmly, “Well, it would have to be pink-cantaloupe of course.”

Toby’s heart raced as he waited to hear what the elf said back.

The elf shrugged. “Sure. Just let me know how much you’d like to buy, and we can work out a shipping arrangement.”

Toby’s eyes lit up.

He then materialized a huge handful of gold coins, which hardly put a dent in all the riches he had accumulated as a Traveler so far.

“How much will this get me?”

The elf’s eyes lit up.

“I hope you like pink cantaloupe.”

Toby’s eyes lit up as well. “Oh, I do.”
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A few days later, Edgar Redfield’s eye twitched from lack of sleep.

Lily was crying again.

Even with the miraculous elven pacifier, the baby still found time to start crying in the middle of the night.

Mildred rolled over in the bed they were sharing and said, “It’s your turn, my love.”

Edgar picked himself up out of the bed and walked over to the crib where the baby was squirming.

He reached down with his burly hands and took the young crying child in his hands and began to nurse her in his arms.

He was grumpy and sleep deprived and couldn’t think of a single moment in time when he had been happier.

“Shh, it’s okay,” said Edgar. “Papa is here now.”

The baby’s face softened and quickly fell back into a restful state of calm.

Edgar continued to hold her. He didn’t think it would ever get old.

“Do you think we need to worry?” said Mildred, sitting up in their bed.

“About what?” asked Edgar, rocking the baby.

“About everything concerning Lily,” said Mildred.

Edgar didn’t know what to say. Lily was a miracle. Lily had brought the two of them back together. Lily was now one of the most important people in his life.

Still.

The girl brought more than the hundreds of complications any normal newborn child would bring upon any set of parents’ life.

It brought up questions of the girl’s development.

It brought up questions of the dungeon gate system itself.

Questions that Edgar hadn’t asked himself since years ago when the dungeon gate system had given him hope of a family and then ripped it away from him.

Clearly, the White Gate was more complicated than they ever realized.

The Travelers had always assumed that accepting a class was a purely positive thing. It gave you power and more; but perhaps it was more of an imposition on their bodies than they had ever realized.

If such a theory were true, it would mean that the dungeon gates had helped lead to the pregnancy of Mildred to create their own mediator to bring about the destruction of Westria. More importantly, it would mean that the dungeon gates potentially had a conscious will of their own. That the gates operated with more purpose than as a sheer unthinking actor of chaos and destruction.

Edgar considered these things quietly, though he knew these were not musings for the middle of the night.

Mildred cut him off from his thoughts, “Are you not worried the elves will want to take her away from us if they knew? Destroy her even?”

Edgar shook his head.

“They’ve seen us with the baby already and they haven’t done anything,” said Edgar. “Our Lily, is not the same as Lilith. This is the daughter we lost. The daughter who was used as a vessel to create a dungeon-born Traveler. Our daughter has come back to us, and I know that together—we’ll raise her to be someone who will stand up and protect others rather than destroy everything around her.”

Mildred smiled and then fell back onto the bed.

“What?” said Edgar. “No retort?”

“No,” said Mildred, smiling. “I just always knew you were going to be a good father.”
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A day later, the evening of the inauguration ball finally arrived.

The ball was held in an opulent hall in the ancient tree of Mother Gaia. Like so many rooms and spaces within the ancient tree, it was hard to tell when one was exploring the deep insides of the tree or rather standing in an adjoining attachment to the magnificent natural structure. The ballroom was in the latter camp: a grandiose room with smooth wooden floors, columns with ornate architectural flourishes, and magically floating chandeliers. The most striking thing about the room, however, was the massive tree sprouting out from the center of it, creating a beautiful green ceiling of foliage.

“Just so you know,” said Curtis to Sam as they stepped into the ballroom, clad in their tuxedos, “That isn’t even a tree. It’s merely a branch of Mother Gaia.”

Sam looked on with wonder. He had never visited Sylvenstride or the Glittering Forest in his first lifetime. He was so grateful and appreciative that he got to see the glorious splendor of the elven homeland for himself.

“I dunno,” said Brock, “I think underground cities are nicer. This is just a glorified treehouse.”

Curtis rolled his eyes. “Of course, you’d say that.”

As elven nobles filled the room, more and more of them greeted Brock with enthusiasm.

“You know you’re a minor celebrity in Sylvenstride now,” said Curtis.

“So I hear,” said Brock. “I would have still preferred a statue.”
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The night began with Thalia giving a speech, followed by an elven minstrel band playing live music for all the guests.

Amidst all the hubbub, Olivia found herself being asked to dance by multiple elven nobles. She expected there would have been more, but she kept noticing out of the corner of her eye, Brock, Curtis, and Shredder discouraging them from asking her. She couldn’t tell if the three men were spreading bad rumors about her or simply threatening the elven nobles with violence.

Eventually, an unexpected person came and took her away from the dance area all together.

Guildmaster Redfield.

He very quietly said he’d like to speak with her and they headed to a secluded corner far off from the main excitement of the ball.

“Sorry to drag you away from all the fun,” said Edgar. “With all the chaos of the last few days, I didn’t know when I would get a chance to speak with you on your own.”

“You mean all the time you’ve been spending with Mildred and Lily?” said Olivia, grinning.

Edgar laughed. “I guess that is partly what I mean by the chaos.”

“Don’t worry, sir, it’s nice to see you less grum—I mean, happy.”

“It has been nice to reconnect with Mildred,” said Edgar. “And Lily⁠—”

Edgar looked off in the distance, his eyes going glassy.

“Lily is a miracle,” he finally said.

Olivia smiled up at him. She still wasn’t entirely sure what Edgar wanted to talk to her about. She figured it went beyond him waxing poetic about his new budding romance and the mysterious little girl he was calling his daughter.

“Anyways,” Edgar continued. “I want to talk to you about the future. Specifically, your future. With Lily and Mildred, I can already see my life and priorities changing. It’s making me think of my time on this world and what I want to leave behind if I so perish.”

“That won’t be for a little while, surely,” said Olivia, feeling a bit uncomfortable with Edgar’s candidness about his own mortality.

“Maybe, but maybe not,” said Edgar. “Basically, what I’m trying to say is, we need to kickstart your training to eventually take over as guildmaster of the Traveler’s Guild. I don’t want to waste any more time. I’ve known you’d be my successor for a long time now.”

Olivia was shocked. Overjoyed, but shocked. She had been working towards this for so long. Part of her couldn’t help but feel a sense of doubt.

“But what about,” said Olivia, turning away and blushing.

“What about Sam?” said Edgar.

“Yeah,” said Oliva. “He’s growing so fast, surely he’ll surpass me sooner or later. I thought you might be eyeing him up as successor.”

Edgar shook his head.

“Sam is an interesting one,” said Edgar. “I would say he might be the person to succeed as guildmaster after you, but right now, the role doesn’t suit him. He’s too much of a lone wolf, a wild card. It’s better for him to not occupy such a political and diplomatic position as guildmaster. He’s needed more in the shadows, doing work a more public figure wouldn’t be allowed to get away with.”

Olivia nodded, taking in the guildmaster’s words.

“So, Captain Olivia Reeves,” said Guildmaster Redfield, holding out his hand. “You ready to take it up a notch?”

Olivia grinned. She felt a wave of happiness and excitement rush through her. Far more excitement than she would have felt dancing with anyone in the ballroom that night. This was what she dreamed of. This was why she got up every morning.

“Guildmaster,” said Olivia. “It would be my absolute pleasure.”
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Mildred watched Edgar speak with Olivia in the distant corner of the ballroom. The woman held Lily in her arms, nursing the little girl back and forth, as she watched Edgar have an important conversation with his protégée. It reminded her that she needed to speak with Alice. She was dreading having the conversation and had been putting it off.

Just as Mildred was thinking this, Alice appeared in front of her.

“Mildred,” said Alice. “Can I speak with you?”

Mildred wasn’t entirely sure what the queen wanted to speak with her about, but she agreed, nevertheless.

They moved over to a quiet area outside the ballroom in a quiet corner of the ancient tree palace.

“Mildred,” said Alice. “It’s been a huge joy to see you so happy over the last few days. I’m so glad Lily has entered your life.”

The girl’s eyes then began to fill with tears.

“And I understand if it now means you might need to step down as being my handmaiden. I’ll miss you gravely, but I’ll understand.”

Mildred shook her head and stepped closer to Alice, putting her hand on the young girl’s shoulder.

“Don’t you worry, my lady,” smiled Mildred. “I plan to look after you both.”

Alice perked up at this. “Really?”

“Of course,” said Mildred, smiling. “So long as you don’t mind if baby Lily here is also a helper handmaiden.”

Lily let out a cute little burp at the sound of her name.

Alice had a noticeable look of joy and relief on her face.

“I wouldn’t mind at all.”
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Toby stood beside Klara at the edge of the ballroom.

He had grown used to spending time with Klara over the years: eating with her, dancing with her, fighting monsters inside dungeon gates with her. Yet, even still, there came moments where he struggled to breathe or even think properly when standing right next to her. When the depth of his feeling felt like it was on the verge of flooding out of him in such a way that it would overwhelm the connection he was building with the beautiful amber-haired girl.

After the Battle for Sylvenstride, Toby knew he wanted to express a deeper feeling to Klara. Yes, they had held hands and kissed; but he felt there was something inside of himself that he wanted to share more of.

He turned to Klara.

“Hey, Klara—there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell⁠—”

Before Toby could get the words out, all the elves started yelling and chanting some kind of song.

The band at the center of the room began playing the lute with a sudden furious intensity.

Suddenly, elves grabbed Toby’s hands and pulled him away, while another set of elves pulled Klara away.

A traditional elven folk dance began.

Toby tried to stay cheerful.

I’ll just have to work up the courage to tell Klara how I feel later on in the evening.
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Fifteen minutes later, the elven dance came to an end.

Toby returned to the side-lines of the ballroom. He couldn’t see Klara anywhere.

He did see one familiar face though.

"Brock, do you have any hype juice?"

"Kid, didn't I tell you that true hype juice exists inside yourself?" said Brock.

"Yes, but I know you have the more artificial liquid courage kind," said Toby.

"I did," said Brock, "But I ran out. All these elves are making me nervous myself."

He burped.

Toby sighed. Some help he was.

The young boy searched across the ballroom, scanning the faces of the different guests, his eyes hoping to land on Klara’s and yet they never did.

He started to wonder if she had gotten tired and left the ball early, but he figured she would have told him.

He eventually tried the large outdoor garden balcony.

His eyes lit up when he saw Klara standing in her gorgeous dress, the moonlight illuminating her incredible beauty in the nighttime.

Just as he took a step towards her, he then saw her looking up and talking to an elven noble.

A tall elven noble.

A handsome elven noble.

Toby suddenly felt his stomach sink with dismay.
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Klara was struggling to stay awake listening to the elven noble drag on and on about his family and how important he was.

She didn’t know how to politely excuse herself from the man; and they were kind of like ambassadors for all the humans of Volsungar so she didn’t want to cause trouble for her friend, Queen Alice, or get them all in some kind of diplomatic squabble.

She was about to say something about needing to use the bathroom when in the corner of her eye she saw the guy she’d been hoping to spend most of the evening with, Toby.

Oh, he’ll be my rescue!

Except she saw his face and could see he was leaping to the worst possible conclusions.

Her own stomach sank at the thought of that.

She cut the rambling elf off and said, “Sorry, I have to go⁠—”

She hurried after Toby who had turned back inside to the ball.

The serene calm air of night quickly disappeared as she stepped back inside the ballroom, filled with music and the hum of chattering couples and groups.

She saw the back of Toby moving through the hall.

She rushed after him, picking up her dress so she could move faster.

“Tobes,” said Klara, grabbing his shoulder. “Where are you off to? You’re not⁠—”

Toby wiped a tear from his eye. “I’m not nothing. I love you, Klara. I’ve always loved you and I’m sick of pretending as if I only just ‘like you’ or ‘think you’re great’. I think those things too, but I also feel so much more for you.”

Klara smiled and embraced him.

“I love you too, Toby,” said Klara. “I’m so happy you’re in my life.”

The two kissed and danced to the music.

The two had never felt happier.
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Sam looked out across the elven ball, smiling at all his friends.

Olivia and Brock were locked in an intense drinking game with a group of elven nobles.

Thalia and Curtis were chatting and laughing, sharing memories old and new.

Klara and Toby were dancing together, beaming with bliss and happiness.

Edgar and Mildred were standing together, smiling down at the baby that had brought them back together, reuniting their love, and giving them the family they never thought they would have.

It was a beautiful and wonderful night.

The kind of evening one cherishes when one knows there are so many dark ones still to come.

Amidst all of this good feeling, Queen Alice Grace emerged beside him.

“Oh hello,” said Sam.

“Hi,” said Alice, blushing.

They stood awkwardly for a moment, not speaking.

Eventually, Sam piped up and said, “Would you like to dance, Alice?”

“Yeah, sure,” the queen smiled.

Sam blushed and took her hand as they walked out to the dance floor. Alice wrapped her hands around Sam’s neck, while he took hold of her lithe thin waist.

“So,” said the queen. “I was thinking. Over a year ago, we pretended to be engaged. How would you feel if we went on an actual date?”

Sam’s heart fluttered.

“I’d love to do that,” he said. “That is, if you don’t kill me beforehand.”

Alice’s eyebrows furrowed and pinched the back of Sam’s neck.

“Stop that,” she said with a smile.

Sam looked down at the beautiful girl looking up at him.

“It might be complicated though,” said Alice. “You and I going out on a date.”

“Why is that?”

“Well, I am Queen,” said Alice. “There’s a power imbalance. I’m a well-known figure, whereas you⁠—”

Sam smiled at her. “I’m what⁠—”

At that very moment, the elven minstrel band stopped playing music to announce they were going to play a new song. One they had learned on the road. They had encountered a young girl, a singer. She had written a ballad about a great warrior, a black-haired swordsman.

And then the elf began to sing and Sam knew for certain it was a song written by Aria Nightshade of the Celestial Caravaneers.

Sam grinned and looked at Alice.

“What were you saying again? Something about me not being that well-known?”

Alice grinned and shook her head. “Have I ever told you how much I hate you?”

“Too many times, your highness,” said Sam, smiling. “Too many times.”
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The following evening, Thalia Ashgrove entered a special meeting room where a group of hooded elves were waiting for her.

“An impressive start to your new role as Ardoniel,” said one.

“Very impressive,” said another.

“Bold,” said one more.

Thalia knew very well that they despised everything she had done so far: letting in the humans and dwarves, promoting peace and change.

She knew her promises to the elven people were going to be hard to keep, that even with her power of Ardoniel, she would have an uphill battle to make some of the changes she wanted. Even still, she planned to fight for what she believed in.

“Yes,” said Thalia. “Which brings me to the first order of business: what are we going to do about the varendi situation. There’s obviously a time constraint, which is why I’m bringing it up now.”

The members of the council bristled at the word.

Varendi.

Foreigner.

“They are honored guests and we will allow them to stay, of course,” said one member.

“That is not what is being discussed and you very well know it,” said Thalia.

“No varendi has ever been taught the secrets of aethelum and old magic,” said another. “It would be sacrilege. You can create lots of change across our society and culture without doing that.”

“No varendi has ever been in a position to learn our teachings,” said Thalia. “That’s what makes this situation different.”

The hooded figures shook their heads.

“We are only an advisory council,” said one of the members. “You can defy us if you wish, though you know where we stand.”

Thalia was hoping for a different outcome, but defiance would be fine by her.
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A few hours later, Sam found himself woken up in the dead of night.

A shadowy figure loomed over him.

It was Curtis’ sister.

The new Ardoniel.

Thalia Ashgrove.

He blinked, confused at what was happening.

“Come with me, young man,” said Thalia. “It’s time you unlocked your Path.”
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Chapter 1

Max watched the clock as the hour hand struck three. The school bell rang and students pushed their seats out from their desks. Idle chatter surrounded him, but he ignored it all. It was time to leave and he didn’t have a second to waste.

He lifted his wrists off the armrests of his wheelchair and slowly moved himself out from his desk. Even the simple gesture of rolling his wheels to move backwards was enough to make him wince with pain.

The other students in the classroom paid no attention to him. Some were gossiping in the corner, while others were enquiring about extra credit assignments with the teacher.

Max was grateful for their lack of concern. As a person with a disability, people generally only interacted with him in one of two ways: he was either willfully ignored or pitied. He’d take being invisible over pitied any day of the week.

Max exited into the hall. He looked cautiously up and down the corridor. It was flooded with students, gathering their stuff and hanging out by the lockers. He saw no sign of Seth and his pals.

Maybe today’s my lucky day, he thought.

Max’s own locker was only around the corner, but he knew to take the long way round.

He pushed himself forward, rolling the wheels of his chair. He winced with every push. The bruises on his arm ached every time he moved them.

He turned the corner into a near empty hall, when a voice snarled behind him.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Max shuddered.

It was Seth.

“Where you going Maxie-pad? Your locker is the other way.”

The other students in the hall quickly gathered their stuff. They knew just as much as Max did: Seth was trouble.

He had been suspended more times than anyone else in the history of the school and the only reason he wasn’t expelled was because his dad worked for the mayor’s office.

Even still, some of the nearby students hesitated. They didn’t want to pick a fight with Seth, but it was clear on their faces that they thought bullying a kid in a wheelchair was perhaps a step too far.

“Don’t worry about me,” said Max, mustering a smile for the nearby students. “You can leave. It’s all fine here.”

They weren’t going to be able to help him, Max figured, so he’d rather them walk away scot-free than let them get a target on their back like he had.

The students nodded and hurried away.

Max still hadn’t even turned around to face Seth.

Maybe if I ignore him, he’ll leave me alone, Max thought.

He pushed himself forward down the hall.

Two shadows emerged. Two of Seth’s goons stepped into the hall at the other end.

“What? You thought you could just ignore me, Max? Run away? Oh that’s right—you can’t, can you?”

Seth’s goons snickered at the dumb joke.

Max looked around the hall. There wasn’t a teacher in sight. Even if there was—they’d be no help to him. They’d ignore them, not wanting to get in trouble with a powerful man like Seth’s father.

Max took a second to assess the situation. He knew the best form of self-defense for a wheelchair user was to get the heck out of there. To not fight at all.

Escape was no longer an option though.

He’d try negotiation.

Max spun around on his wheelchair to face Seth.

The tall boy stood with his arms crossed and a patronizing smirk stretched across his face.

“What do you want?” said Max, keeping his voice calm.

“What do I want?” snickered Seth, taking a step towards him. “What—are you some kind of hostage negotiator now, Max?”

The boy took another step towards him, the clap of his shoes echoing across the hall.

“You know exactly what I want,” snarled the boy. “I want to see you cry and whimper on the ground like the little bitch that you are.”

“Tell him, Seth,” said the goons behind Max.

He could tell by their voices that they were coming towards him now as well.

Negotiation was out the window then.

With all his strength, he angled and swerved his wheelchair to maneuver around Seth, but the boy just jumped in front of him.

“There’s no getting away from your daily treatment,” snickered Seth. “Maybe it will help you walk again.”

The boy grabbed Max by his shaggy red hair and yanked him off of his wheelchair and threw his body to the ground.

They kicked him and stomped on him as he lay there helplessly on the ground.

“Take your treatment,” they laughed.

Max closed his tear-strewn eyes and let the beating take over.

They wouldn’t stop until they thought he couldn’t take any more. The best thing he could do now was let them have their sick sadistic fun and hopefully it would all be over a little bit sooner.

Then something different happened.

The kicks stopped.

A hand caressed his leg, slipping inside the right pocket of his jeans.

They’d never done this before. What were they doing?

The hand pulled out Max’s wallet.

“We’ll be taking this as a souvenir,” said Seth.

Max’s shoulders straightened at those words. He was no longer passively taking the beating, but very much alert.

They can’t take my wallet, he thought.

Elle’s note is in there.

The bullies walked away, leaving Max on the floor with his aching bruised body and tears.

“Should we go shoot some pool?” said one of the goons.

“Maybe the arcade?”

Their malicious beating of Max from mere seconds ago was already a far away memory to them.

“Agh—what the⁠—”

Max clutched onto Seth’s leg and dug his nails into his calf.

“Give...me...my...wallet...back...” said Max.

Max had dragged his pained body across the hall to catch up with Seth and his gang. He wouldn’t let go until he got his wallet back. Until he made sure his letter from Elle was safe and secure.

“Ugh,” said Seth, repulsed, trying to shake Max off his leg. “What are you doing? Get off me you psycho cripple!”

Max didn’t let go.

“GIVE ME MY WALLET BACK!”

Seth looked down at the boy with drool and blood leaking out of his mouth. He pulled the wallet out of his own pocket, drained it of the few measly bucks that were in there, and then tossed it down the hall.

“There you go, psycho cripple,” said Seth. “It’s all yours.”

Max let go of Seth’s leg, only for the boy to give him another walloping kick to the gut. Pain coursed through his whole body.

“Next time,” said Seth. “Stay down.”

The bullies walked away.

Max slowly dragged himself across the empty school hallway.

He pulled himself towards his black leather wallet on the ground and clasped it with relief.

The late afternoon sun shone through a nearby window. The city and its skyscrapers stood stoic and apathetic to the life that swirled around them. So too did the tower at the center of the city, shooting out beyond the clouds and as far as the eye could see.

The tower.

How was it possible that something so wondrous existed within a world full of such cruelty?

Max opened up his wallet and pulled out a piece of worn parchment paper.

He looked over the words. The penmanship. The flourish of each letter.

This note—which he had mysteriously received a year ago—was the only thing in his life that gave him hope.

He read the words once more.

Max,

Don’t forget your promise. Find me in the tower.

Elle

Chapter 2

Max had already gotten back on his wheelchair and was wiping the blood off his face, when Sarah rushed into the hallway.

The girl had black hair that she kept in a long braided ponytail and large rimless glasses.

“Max!” she cried. “What happened? I was waiting at our meeting spot?”

Sarah and Max lived together at the same group home for orphans and so walked home together every day after school.

The girl was fourteen, two years younger than Max. She would have been his sister’s age if she was still around.

Max appreciated Sarah’s kindness towards him, but he knew that her association with him was causing her trouble within the social circles of her year. For someone kind like Sarah to suffer because of him was the last thing he wanted. So he devised the meeting spot: a corner a few blocks from the school where they’d meet after school, away from the prying eyes of the rest of the student body.

“I got held up,” said Max.

Sarah’s eyes watered. “Seth again?”

“It’s no big deal,” he said.

He lifted his arms to roll himself forward. A sharp pain ached across his whole body. Max grimaced from the hurting bruises all over his body.

“Here let me get that,” said Sarah, going around him and taking the handles behind Max’s wheelchair to push him forward. “And before you protest, all the other students have gone home now. So you can’t worry about me.”

She beamed a smile down towards him and Max craned his neck back with a groan.

“Fine,” said Max. “You win today, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to make this a regular thing.”

“You realize your wheelchair has these handles for a reason, right?”

“A design flaw, if you ask me,” Max joked as they left the school.

It was a sunny day, so they took the long way home along the canal.

The city of Zestiris lay before them: the tall skyscrapers, the giant wall that separated the outer-rim and the tower-zone, and, of course, the always looming mysterious tower at the center of it all.

“I just don’t understand why you chased after them,” said Sarah after Max had relayed the whole story of the incident with Seth. “Like, you didn’t have that much money on you. You don’t have a credit card or something hard to replace. Would it have been so bad to lose your wallet, save yourself from that final blow to the stomach?”

Sarah had a point. It had been stupid to fight back, but then he thought of Elle’s note. It was the only thing that connected the two of them. The only proof of her existence.

Until that note had randomly appeared in his locker twelve months earlier, Max had assumed his sister had died in the same car crash from ten years ago that had killed his parents and left him with two immobile legs.

“I couldn’t leave Elle’s note behind,” said Max.

“Oh,” said Sarah.

Sarah’s realization hung between them, anchoring the conversation into silence.

She was the only one Max had ever told about the note. The only person he remotely trusted out of everyone he knew. Even still, he could tell Sarah struggled to believe him. She wanted to believe him, but she struggled to.

“I know you don’t want to hear this,” she said. “But how do you know that note wasn’t a prank?”

“I don’t,” said Max, staring at the looming tower beyond the wall. “But here are the facts. Our lockers don’t have any slits in them. So the only way someone could sneak a note into one of them was if they had my lock combination—which, as far as I know, nobody does—or they snuck it in when I had it opened, but surely I would’ve noticed in that case?”

“So how did it end up there then?” asked Sarah. “Magic?”

“Why is it so hard to believe a note magically appeared in my locker,” said Max. “When every day we’re confronted by a freaking tower that appeared out of nowhere?”

This was the curious and frustrating question that every citizen of Zestiris who lived in the outer-rim had to confront day after day. How did one go about their daily life—full of all of its mundane activities—while unexplainable magic loomed over them and stared them right in the face in the form of a tower that had appeared out of thin air?

The tower had first appeared forty years ago in 2045. It emerged in the middle of nowhere on the northeastern coast of the United States, between Concord, New Hampshire and Boston, Massachusetts.

A decade later, a city with walls and rules had been erected around the tower, and that city came to be known as Zestiris.

The reasons for the tower’s appearance remained a mystery to this day.

“Yeah, that’s a good point,” said Sarah, pushing him along. “But how are you going to find your sister in the tower? Even people in the outer-rim can’t enter the tower-zone?”

“You mean most people,” said Max. “Some people can enter. The mayor. Politicians. Scholars. Archaeologists. People do get access to the tower. So that’s my goal. Study as hard as I can so I can get a job like that and get my way one step closer to the tower.”

“But what about all the monsters that exist in the tower-zone and the tower itself?” said Sarah. “Only climbers who can wield magic can survive in such a dangerous area. That’s why they have the walls in the first place.”

Two walls surrounded the city of Zestiris. There was the wall that surrounded the tower-zone and its inhabitants and then a greater second wall that encompassed both the tower-zone and the outer-rim.

“I’m not afraid of any of that,” said Max. “If Elle needs my help. I’ll go wherever I have to.”

Sarah went quiet behind him.

“That’s amazing, Max, really,” she said. “I wish I had a goal like that. A dream to pursue. All I think about is growing up and getting out of our orphanage. Away from Mr. Grimes.”

“Is he still looking at you weirdly?” said Max.

Sarah shuddered behind him. “He never stops.”

Their conversation soon moved onto lighter topics such as homework and random gossip from the students in Sarah’s year. Fifteen minutes later, they arrived back at the orphanage.

Sarah sighed. “Home sweet home.”

They were back in the foyer of the orphanage for less than thirty seconds when a horrible voice emerged.

“Look who’s come home? Useless,” said the voice.

That was Mr. Grime’s nickname for Max. Useless.

The group home manager appeared in the hallway. He was a slimy man with nostrils full of prickly nose hairs.

Mr. Grimes resented Max because his disability meant more paperwork and regulations to follow for the running of the group home.

The man came over and grabbed Max by the arm. He squeezed down right on Max’s bruises. The boy winced in pain.

“I received a phone call from your school today. You were bringing up the tower in class!? Talking about outer-rim citizens entering the tower-zone!?”

Max shrugged. He had asked a question during history class. He hadn’t thought it was a big deal.

“Are you crazy? If you weren’t in high school, the government would arrest you for that kind of talk.”

“I guess I’m lucky that I’m in high school then,” said Max. “Why aren’t we allowed to talk about the tower? It’s right in front of all of us. It’s crazy that we don’t talk about it.”

“Useless, Useless, Useless,” said Mr. Grimes, wiping his sweaty forehead with an already damp handkerchief. “I can’t talk to you any more. There’s work for you in the kitchen. Go.”

Max turned to wave goodbye to Sarah and made his way to the kitchen. When he got there, he found loads of dirty pots and pans to wash.

Mr. Grimes always gave Max work to do. “You have to work for your privilege to live here,” he always said.

There was no arguing with him. Mr. Grimes had power over his whole life. He could send him back to one of the larger orphanages, which were even more horrible. Or make a false claim of assault and have him sent to a juvenile center, which was no worse than a jail for teenagers.

So Max had to do Mr. Grimes’ bidding, unless he wanted to trade his crappy life for an even crappier one.

Max sighed and got to work on the dishes.

Two hours later when he finished all the chores, he could hear stomping sounds in another part of the group home.

“Sarah...” slurred a voice.

Uh oh.

It was Mr. Grimes. He was drunk and stumbling around the group home.

All the residents knew to avoid Mr. Grimes when he got intoxicated like this, and Max probably would have done the same, if it weren’t for the fact that the man was slurring the name of his only friend.

Max made his way to the end of one hall to get a better idea of what Mr. Grimes was up to.

The older sweaty man was leaning against a door, knocking against it.

It was the door to Sarah’s room.

“Sarah...” slurred Mr. Grimes. “I need to speak with you...”

Max did not like what he was seeing.

He accepted the blackmail Mr. Grimes lorded over him and the horrible tasks he made him do. A pile of dirty dishes was not something worth fighting over, but what if the group home manager made a similar threat to Sarah? But instead of dishes, he forced her to do something far worse...

Max had to stop this before it went even further.

“Hey!” he said, rolling into the hallway. “Leave Sarah alone!”

Mr. Grimes’ tilted his head slowly towards Max. His eyes were bloodshot. His whole face was slimy with sweat.

“Are you speaking to me, Useless?” slurred Mr. Grimes.

This was it. Max was distracting him. He needed to lure him away from Sarah’s door.

“That’s right,” said Max.

Mr. Grimes snickered and then did something Max wasn’t expecting.

The man simply ignored him.

He returned to the door, knocking on it.

“Come out, Sarah...”

So the man was just going to ignore him. He’d have to distract him further.

Max made his way so that he was right beside the man. He lifted his arms and grabbed Mr. Grimes’ wrist.

“Leave her alone,” said Max.

“What’s this...” said Mr. Grimes, continuing to slur his words. “Assault? I guess I’ll just have to send you to juvenile hall.”

Max gulped. If protecting Sarah meant going to a juvenile center, so be it.

“You’ll have a record though, Useless,” said Mr. Grimes. “And you know what that means? No way in hell would you ever get documents to enter the tower-zone.”

He laughed, spit flying into Max’s face.

If he couldn’t enter the tower-zone, he’d never be able to find his sister. He’d never be able to fulfill the promise he made to her.

“Now remove your hand from my wrist, Useless,” spat Mr. Grimes.

Max ignored him. He just kept thinking about never seeing his sister again. Failing at his promise.

“Let go of me,” shouted Mr. Grimes. “Can you not hear me? Are you an idiot and a cripple?”

Max wasn’t hearing the man. He saw his sister in his mind. They were much younger, playing in a field.

“As your big brother,” he had said. “I promise to always protect you.”

SMACK!

Mr. Grimes slapped Max across the face.

The pain scorched across his cheek.

“If you send me to a juvenile center,” said Max. “I’ll tell everyone about you. All the evil things you’ve done. You’ll be finished. And guess what—you won’t be able to do anything about it. Make me do the dishes? Clean the showers? You won’t be able to make me do anything because I’ll be far away.”

The man perked up at that.

“Don’t you threaten me, Useless,” said Mr. Grimes. “I’ll take you at your word.”

“Leave me and my friend alone and you got a deal,” said Max.

“Nope,” smiled Mr. Grimes. “You’re a loose end now and do you know what I do to loose ends? I snip them away.”

Mr. Grimes reached out and grabbed Max by the hair and slammed his head against the wall.

Max blacked out.
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Max woke up in darkness.

He lifted up his hand and felt a metal surface above him.

Where am I?

He heard the thrum of a car engine. The crackle of a wheel rolling over a stone.

Was he in the trunk of a car?

The car came to a stop and the engine cut out.

He heard a murmur of voices.

What the heck was going on?

The last thing Max remembered was yelling at Mr. Grimes before the man hit him. Had he blacked out after that? So it seemed logical that the only place he could be was in the back of Mr. Grimes’ car.

But what was he planning on doing with him?

Max pushed himself so his ear was against the metal surface. He could make out the voices outside.

“Remember that favor you owe me,” said Mr. Grimes.

“You couldn’t have picked better timing,” said the other voice. “A monster wave has just started. The kid will get torn apart. No evidence, no problem.”

Mr. Grimes popped open the trunk and grinned maliciously at Max.

“Wake up, Useless,” said Mr. Grimes.

The group manager turned to the other figure. It was a soldier, but the uniform he was wearing wasn’t a normal military outfit.

He must be a tower-zone guard. What was he doing interacting with Mr. Grimes?

The two men picked Max up by either side.

“Let me go,” said Max, squirming between them. “Where are you taking me!?”

They carried him over to a gateway.

Mr. Grimes snickered. “You wanted to enter the tower-zone so badly, well, here you go, Useless.”

With that, they swung him forward into the dangerous world beyond the wall.

Chapter 3

Max watched as a metal door slid shut in front of him.

His whole body ached. For the second time that day he could taste blood in his mouth. He spat it out, then coughed.

Holy smokes.

They’d just thrown him beyond the wall. He was no longer in the outer-rim of Zestiris, but the tower-zone. Since receiving his sister’s mysterious letter a year ago, all he had wanted was to enter the tower-zone.

But never like this.

And what had that guard meant when he said, monster wave? That didn’t sound good.

Max blinked. He had to make a plan and make one fast.

He tilted his head and took in his surroundings.

He was on a paved road. Across the street was a park—lots of green trees, grass, benches, and lampposts.

Okay new plan, thought Max. Get off this road. Head to the park. Find someone to help him and then go get Mr. Grimes arrested.

Max dragged himself forward across the road. His whole body ached as he did so. He gritted his teeth and winced at the pain.

He stretched his arms and chest then dragged his lower body forward.

He gasped in exhaustion when he finally got his body fully on the grass of the park.

He looked around and contemplated screaming for help. No one was in sight though and he needed to conserve his energy.

He was slightly perplexed by the park he was in. It was like any normal park in the outer-rim. He wasn’t expecting something so, normal.

KABOOM!

A massive force of energy rippled across the park and shot Max’s hair back.

What the heck was that?

It sounded like an explosion from deeper in the city. No wonder no one was around in the park. It sounded like there was a city wide emergency going on.

Max had to rethink his plan. He would have to drag himself through this park and get to the nearest tower-zone police station.

He dragged himself forward.

His body slid across the grass, his clothing getting tainted and damp with dirt.

Rustle, rustle.

Max stopped.

What was that?

Were there animals in this park? Could that be someone walking their dog?

Max’s heart suddenly started racing.

“HELP!” he screamed.

He pulled himself forward faster than before, hoping to get the attention of the dog walker.

He dragged himself across the grass. Stretch, pull, stretch, pull. Repeat.

He got closer to the rustling sound and then through the shadows of the trees, he saw glowing red eyes. Angry eyes. Demonic eyes. Eyes that did not belong to a dog or even the most zealous of dog walkers.

Words from before echoed in his mind.

A monster wave just started.

Could that thing in the distance be...a monster?

Okay, Max thought. New plan 2.0: get the heck away from whatever monstrous creature is stalking the park right now ASAP.

He pivoted around on the ground and started dragging himself back the way he came.

Stretch, pull, stretch, pull, stretch pull.

The monster was still moving behind Max. He could even hear the hissing breath of the unknown creature.

Max ran through every type of monster he’d ever read about: trolls, ogres, demons, orcs. The faces of angry mythological monsters helped him drag himself across the ground even faster than he had before.

Rustle, rustle, rustle.

The monster was moving faster now.

Based on what he was hearing, Max didn’t think the monster was coming from directly behind him any more. The monster was changing its direction. It was going to sneak attack him.

Or was it toying with him?

How vindictive were monsters?

There was no way he could escape a monster that was hunting him. He looked around. There were a few fallen branches. Maybe he could use those as a weapon?

Who was he kidding?

There was no way he could fight back against a monster.

If he couldn’t escape, he needed to try and hide.

He turned around and that was when he came face to face with the glowing red eyes.

Stepping out from the shadows was an eight-foot tall minotaur with dark brown fur, horns, and massive clawed hands.

The monster stared at Max as it stepped out of the shadows.

Its eyes glowed with bloodlust.

Chapter 4

Max trembled with fear.

He crawled backwards, hoping to get away from the monstrous minotaur looming over him.

The minotaur hissed and made more incomprehensible noises.

Max had no idea what to do next. His body and mind were telling him to get away, but he was dragging himself around like a snail—no way he’d be able to escape a fully-grown minotaur.

But fighting it was an even worse option.

“Please...leave...me...alone,” said Max, as he pulled himself backwards away from the monster.

The minotaur hissed and exhaled through his nose like a bull gearing up to charge.

More explosions echoed from deeper in the tower-zone.

Every blast and ripple of energy from afar was a message to Max. One simple message. No one was coming to help him.

The minotaur flared its nostrils once more.

“Please...” said Max.

The minotaur’s body began to glow with a yellow aura around it.

The monster then cocked its clawed fist back and then shot it forward at Max.

This was it...

There was no way he would survive a powerful hit from a minotaur...

He blinked.

His heart was still beating.

He was alive.

He didn’t even feel any pain.

He then opened his eyes and almost threw up at the horror.

The monster had torn through the flesh of his legs. Broken bones poked out from his bloodied skin.

And yet he wasn’t feeling anything because neurologically he had no response to anything below his waist.

It was like a messed-up form of invincibility, thought Max. Not really though, as he still stood a pretty good chance of dying from blood loss or shock.

The minotaur huffed and paced around him.

Why didn’t it just rip me to shreds as fast as it could? Max thought to himself. The creature wasn’t expecting an opponent to not fight back. It kept expecting me to come back at it with something. It was going to kill me with caution.

Max trembled and dragged himself backwards, leaving a trail of blood.

The world around him was becoming blurry as he moved.

“HELP!” he screamed once more.

If he didn’t get help, he was dead. No doubt about it.

The minotaur stepped forward. It inhaled and exhaled deeply, readying itself in the same way it had attacked last time.

Its body began to glow yellow again and it cocked back its fist.

“Someone! Please! Help!” screamed Max with his last remaining energy.

Max didn’t see himself surviving another blow from the minotaur’s powerful smash attack.

The minotaur threw down its fist towards Max, before suddenly jerking back in pain.

A bright blade of energy appeared by the creature’s shoulder and ripped out a piece of its flesh.

The minotaur wailed in pain.

“What...the...” gasped Max.

That energy blade—where had it come from? It had saved him.

A blurry figure laid a bruising punch into the minotaur’s back and sent it hurling across the park.

Max was at a loss for words. He looked up to see the figure who had just damaged the minotaur so easily.

It was a woman. About twice his age. Early thirties.

She had long black hair and wore a dark green leather jacket over a black t-shirt and jeans. She had a ruby badge pinned to her jacket with the letter B on it.

Max looked up to her surprised.

Was this the power of a citizen of the tower-zone?
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Sakura Sato held up her arms in a fighting stance and took in the situation.

The minotaur groaned and was picking itself up off the ground. Behind her was the kid with the torn up legs.

“Are you some kind of idiot?” she asked, not even turning around to face the boy, keeping her eyes focused on the minotaur. “What are you doing out in the middle of a monster wave? You should know better.”

“I...uhh...”

The boy was too shocked to reply properly.

There was something fishy about all of this, Sakura thought. A minotaur—most likely a copper or silver-ranked monster—had broken through their defensive line and had almost made it to the wall of the tower-zone? Something wasn’t adding up here.

She shook her head. She would piece the reasons behind this debacle later. She needed to focus on the fight.

The minotaur was back on its feet now, glaring at her.

She pounded her fists together, hyping herself up. “Alright, tough guy, your little jaunt through our city is over.”

Based on the fact that she was able to send the monster flying with a single punch, Sakura figured she was higher ranked than this monster or, at the very least, it just had a very low endurance stat. Either way, there was no way the defense climbers would have allowed for any monster higher ranked than silver to make it this far.

RARGH!!

The minotaur charged at her.

The kid behind her screamed.

Oh crap, thought Sakura. The dumb teenager behind me. Now I understand the rules of this fight. This kid is my handicap.

“Get out of the way, kid!” she yelled over her shoulder.

Sakura had to rethink her strategy on the fly. She stretched out her hand and triggered her slice skill.

A bright golden shard of energy stretched out before her.

The minotaur kept charging towards her, roaring with all of its might.

One hit should do it, thought Sakura.

She stretched out her arm and, as if she was manipulating the bright shard of energy in front of her, the shard stretched out further as well.

The shard of energy grew in length at such speed and velocity it had become a deadly projectile like a throwing spear.

The bright shard of energy dug into the minotaur’s chest.

The minotaur screamed in pain.

Sakura waited for the creature to fall to the ground, but it didn’t. Any moment now there should be a big gaping hole of blood and flesh in the minotaur’s stomach.

The glowing energy shard of her slice move dissipated in the air, revealing a large bloodied wound on the minotaur, but no hole through the flesh from one end to the other.

Impossible!

Her slice ability had broken through the monster’s hide and wounded it a little, but nowhere near as much as she was expecting. The ability should have easily torn through the monster’s flesh.

Unless...

A red aura surrounded the minotaur’s body as it glared at Sakura once more.

ROAR!!!!

The monster let out a massive howling roar.

“Get back,” Sakura shouted to the kid.

The kid was severely wounded, thought Sakura. He needed medical attention pronto. She needed to finish the battle as quickly as possible.

There was one major problem though: this monster was higher ranked than silver. Gold, possibly? Maybe even ruby rank? If the latter, that meant this creature and Sakura were evenly ranked. It might even be more powerful than her. She had screwed up big time by underestimating this creature.

The howl created a ripple of swirling energy, picking up dirt and pebbles. Sakura held up her arms to keep the dirt from getting in her eyes.

The minotaur kept screaming. The swirl of energy got more and more intense, until the ground was trembling. Trees were swaying.

CRACK!

A group of trees fell and piled onto Sakura, pinning her down to the ground.

I need to get out of this bind, thought Sakura.

She readied her slice move to break through the tree trunks piling on top of her.

But before she could, the minotaur rushed her and with its clawed hands shoved the fallen tree trunks right against her body.

Her future was looking bleak.

Death by crushed trees or death by suffocation. As her airflow started to cut off, she joked cynically to herself: take your pick, Sakura. Take your pick.

Chapter 5

Max caught his breath behind a nearby tree. He focused on inhaling and exhaling.

Remain calm, he thought as his mind drifted and his visions swayed from the blood loss. The fight will be over soon and I’ll be given medical attention then.

He peeked his head out to check on the battle between the impressive climber lady and the deadly minotaur.

“Oh crap,” he gasped.

The minotaur had bested the climber lady. She was pinned to the ground underneath a pile of tree trunks.

Any normal human would have been crushed and killed by that many trunks falling on them. The fact that she was even still alive was impressive.

The climber lady squirmed and cried out, but her gasps were feeble and weak due to the minotaur pushing the trunks against her lungs.

The minotaur snarled as it held the trunks over the woman, deadly focused on ending her life.

“...Hrlg...”

The woman was in bad shape. Max had to do something to help her.

But what?

What could he do?

“HEY OVER HERE!!”

He yelled at the minotaur, hoping to get its attention. But it was so focused on killing the woman, it ignored him.

Crap.

What else could he do, but distract the creature?

He was weak, he realized.

Voices echoed in his head. Painful quotations he didn’t want to hear.

Psycho-Cripple.

Weakling.

Useless.

Max wiped tears from his eyes.

He started dragging himself across the mud once more.

Stretch, pull, stretch, pull.

The climber lady squirmed and groaned beneath the fallen tree trunks.

The voices in Max’s head got louder. Mr. Grimes. Seth. Everyone who didn’t believe in him. Who thought he was too weak to do anything, too pitiful to even acknowledge his existence.

He kept dragging himself across the ground and his bloody immobile legs behind him.

He was halfway across the ground towards the minotaur.

The woman kept squirming. She didn’t have much longer to live.

Psycho-cripple.

Weakling.

Useless.

The words became a mantra in his head, a marching drum, propelling Max forward.

He wouldn’t let those who didn’t care for him bring him down anymore. If he died here, fine. He didn’t care anymore. But he wasn’t going to sit there and bleed to death while someone who actually tried to help him died for her actions.

A powerful rage swirled in his body, energizing him. His heart beat rapidly as he dragged himself forward.

The adrenaline pulsed through his veins. He suddenly felt unshackled. His mind clear. His determination fierce.

He got to the foot of the minotaur.

The woman was barely making any noise now.

It was now or never.

If yelling at this monster wouldn’t distract it from its murderous intent, maybe something physical might do the trick.

Max lifted up his right arm. He clenched his fingers into a fist.

One punch. That was all he had. Hopefully, it would be enough to distract the monster for even a moment. Enough time for the woman to catch her breath. Maybe even free herself.

He held his fist up and suddenly a yellow glow surrounded his arm and hand similar to when the minotaur had attacked him.

What’s this?

He didn’t dwell on it. There was no time.

He slammed his glowing fist into the minotaur’s leg.

“ARGGGHHH!!”

The minotaur shot across the park. The creature flew with such force in the air, it smashed through trees, breaking down the trunks.

With the lower half of his body limp and still bleeding out on the ground, Max stared at his fist. The yellow energy still burning off it.

The minotaur was stunned across the park.

I...

Max couldn’t believe it.

I...did...that?

(Continue Tower Climber by clicking the image or link below to see more!)
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Join The Knights of the Tannerverse (Jakob Tanner’s Reader Group) on Facebook today!
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Join The Knights of the Tannerverse Discord Server Today!
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Join the LitRPG Group on Facebook!

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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If you’re looking for more places to chat about LitRPG and GameLit, consider joining these facebook groups and forums as well.

LitRPG Books (Facebook Group)

LitRPG Forum (Facebook Group)
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