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Chapter 1

Stone Flesh


Theo wasn’t sure if he was curious, mortified, or happy when he started to hear their voices in the distance. He, Nero, and Stig had travelled down from the [World-Tree], landing just a hundred meters or so from the portal to not hit the crowd that had started to form, but even from here the curses didn’t stop.

"If you bunch of knife-ears think you can stop, you’re as mad as a wedge!" a deep voice shouted. Theo couldn’t see the source, though the might’ve been because of the crowd standing shoulder to shoulder, everybody up on their toes in an attempt to catch a glimpse of the action. Theo couldn’t call himself a fan, especially when none of the civilians allowed him to get by. "Those twig arms aren’t going to hold me, tin can."

"Please show the slightest bit of decorum, so I won’t have to shut you up properly," Reginald could be heard requesting in a tone that Theo hadn’t heard since they’d been thrown in jail after the bout in the arena. Looking at Stig, he knew neither of them had expected these kinds of words to fly. The audience around them seemed to love it, however. "If you think it’s acceptable to brandish warhammers in elven territory, stone-skin, you are sorely mistaken."

A frown crossed his face when the sound of swords being pulled came around. Being nice to those around him wouldn’t work anymore, and Nero had already seen the method of getting through the crowd.

In a way, it was their fault for trying to stop a rabbit with the same weight as a horse, Nero simply walking forward with no regard for who was in front of her. Those smart enough to step to the side were granted mercy. Those who didn’t got the experience of being stepped on and losing all the air in the lungs. Nobody suffered permanent damage, and Theo could see that she didn’t hit any heads or necks when it was possible, but the ruckus alone was enough that they had a clean path to walk on by the end.

And, even better, it allowed Theo to witness what everybody was so hysterical about. The [Arch Portal] wasn’t showing the snowy landscape of Linrel anymore but instead what looked like the insides of a massive hall made of black stone. It somewhat reminded Theo of what had been inside the [Storage Facility] which he’d visited in the north, but this one had the addition of massive statues in the distance.

Massive statues of dwarves in full armour brandishing hammers and axes alike. They were quite detailed.

Must’ve been easy to transfer their appearance to the massive stone statues, though, since they were already one step of the way there from the get-go. Theo hadn’t first been able to believe it when Eirene and Reginald had said "stone-skinned," but the sight before him more than proved that.

Skin made of stone, eyes made of stone, and what were clearly bulging muscles made of stone. The armour and weapons were made of a light-grey metal, however, including the ones being pointed at him. Their entrance had apparently put the seven-man large group of dwarves very suspicious.

"Ah, you finally arrived, Theo. I was worried my men wouldn’t be able to find you," Reginald said, putting his sword away as an obvious statement of peace. The guards below him did the same, though the stone-skinned dwarves didn’t copy the action. "People of Obon, I present to you the rune-crafter that helped us with the portal. We didn’t hide him, we didn’t lie to you about trying to find him, and we didn’t stall for time to rob you. Can you now please put your weapons away?"

Theo felt seven pairs of eyes on him instantly, all looking him up and down. The dwarf at the front, with a long beard made of grey hairs prominently sticking out under his helmet, didn’t seem pleased with his appearance.

"This is the rune-crafter?" the stone-skinned dwarf questioned, suspicion clear in his voice. "This scrawny thing?"

Scrawny? Theo wouldn’t say he had the perfect physical build, but he wouldn’t be hard-pressed to match up against an amateur bodybuilder these days. His armour couldn’t hide everything, right?

No matter. It seemed a small demonstration would have to work. With a relaxed pace, Theo pulled his pistol, manually opened up the cylinder, inserted one of the rounds, and aimed it at the floor beneath him.

He fired, making the bullet [Teleport] up into the air instead of in the direction it’d been pointed. A second of airtime was had, the bullet making a howling sound until its peak had been reached, where it then exploded with the power of a [Tier 5 Explosion Rune]. The wave of force that carried through the air was the sweetest of music to Theo’s ears.

"I am a [Rune-Crafter], yes," Theo confirmed, getting everybody’s eyes back onto him. While he was clearly dealing with experienced warriors, few would be able to take their eyes away from the sky to study the explosion that had just occurred. The sound alone made some in the crowd complain about their ears ringing. "I didn’t make that portal myself, but I’m the one who actually brought it to Rootdale and activated it. What do you need from me?"

The stone-skinned dwarf at the front studied him a moment more before grunting, warhammers and axes put away. He put out his hand, and one of the others behind him searched through their bag before pulling out a scroll and putting it in the leader’s hand. With that, the one at the front walked forward and handed it to Theo.

"The duties of the rune-crafters are being called upon, as the agreement made 571 years ago dictates," the stone-skinned dwarf said. "The surge in the ley line has disturbed Umnir’s slumber, a slumber that we were told would never be disturbed, and now the rune-crafters must hold their promise."

Theo opened the scroll hesitantly upon hearing the man’s words. While he did so, noting that the stone-skinned one and Stig were having an uneasy staring contest, he was faced with a blue box from the [System].

The agreement for the [Umnir Stasis Project] has been detected in the user’s possession!
As per the fundamental rules that all [Rune-Crafters] agreed to when they were granted full status within the [Citadel] and its community, it is vital that all within adhere to the agreements made with other groups. Ruining the reputation of the [Rune-Crafters] by lies, deceit, and trickery is one of the gravest sins, and, therefore, the [System] requires that the user read the abstract for the [Umnir Stasis Project]. While it does not require the user to read the full contract, it would advise the user to do so at their own pace in the near future.

Abstract for the [Umnir Stasis Project]:
The ultimate goal of the project is to put the [Primordial] by the name of Umnir in permanent [Stasis], forever stopping their ability to affect the world around them. This project is done in conjunction with the people of Obon, due to their location being right above the home of the [Primordial], but also because of their thousand-year-long line of research into containing him. While they have been unsuccessful in causing a permanent lockdown on the [Primordial]’s home, they have been able to slow their progress in escaping into the world enough that the [Rune-Crafters] have been able to take over.
A [Stasis Field] has been created around the area where they reside, permanently locking them in the same three seconds in time. This does not stop the [Primordial]’s mind from experiencing the passage of time but stops the area from being degraded and the body from amassing power.
The [Stasis Field] is self-sufficient and does not require manual powering, due to its direct connection with the main ley line paths that connect Vrasis to Arari. As a backup for this, there are also five separate connections to other ley lines that will be used if the former is destroyed.In the event that this connection is stopped, there are several [Mana] battery connections to make the [Stasis Field] last for several months while [Rune-Crafters] are called in to repair any damage made by the [Mana] deprivation.
If the worst comes, or an emergency which hasn’t been planned for arrives, it is the duty of every [Rune-Crafter] to assist with the rebuilding of the [Stasis Field] and to locate experts on the subject to further reinforce the field so that the same damage cannot be repeated.
Please contact the [Stasis Department] in the [Citadel] if any of the below issues occur, as they have already been experienced and handled before.

A long list of minor issues and breaches was noted down, Theo seeing about a hundred entries that seemed entirely mundane and fixable, along with the dates for them. The stone-skinned dwarves had apparently required a lot of help in the starting two hundred years of the [Stasis Field] being in operation, but the number of notes had reduced with time, and about a hundred years after that point, nothing new had popped up. From then on, it had been smooth sailing, with no issues in the slightest.

And now…a new issue had finally appeared. An issue that hadn’t been seen before, one which hadn’t needed to appear after several hundred years of the [Runes] working fine. When he reread the abstract and found the mention of using the ley lines that travelled between Vrasis, the continent they were currently standing on, and Arari, it did become slightly more clear.

Even in death, Rina had caused issues.

"If I were to guess," Theo said, looking at the stone-skinned dwarf before him, "the [Runes] suddenly began to dim by an abnormal amount before, a few minutes later, getting an extreme surge sent through?"

"...So you were telling the truth about being a crafter," the dwarf said after a few seconds of deliberation, sighing as he took off his helmet. Grey stone-hairs could be seen falling to the sides as he did, a few strands unsuccessfully sticking to the metal as he pulled it away. "It is as you say. All the warning systems your forefathers put into place all activated at once, and the field itself was nearly destroyed in the aftermath. The connection to the ley lines was totally shut down as a security measure, but, even now when the ley lines are working normally again, it’s written down that only the rune-crafters can re-establish the connections to the power."

Theo did not feel happy with his so-called forefathers at that moment. They had made a system which contained a very dangerous entity, one which could cause very serious damage to the world if allowed to walk around in the world, and they then made the very integral part of keeping it in its cage dependent on their continued existence. Theo supposed that they had a track record of not being destroyed for many years before the start of the project, and most certainly also for a few hundred years after, but the arrogance that led them into thinking they’d be around forever was astounding. The dwarves of Obon had been left to protect the cage themselves, but they had been refused the keys that made it possible to repair the damage. Theo could understand if it required some actual knowledge about making and repairing [Runes], but this sounded too close to just needing to push a button.

"I…I can help with this," Theo finally got out, seeing the obvious relief on the other dwarves closer to the portal. "From what I can see, it might not be an overly complicated fix, as long as it’s a block that the system made willingly and not because something was destroyed during the surge."

"Trying to fix it and failing is better than refusing to try at all," the stone-skinned dwarf said, putting his hand out towards him. Theo accepted the armoured hand, the two shaking on the deal. He tried not to show the very serious pain that ran through him as his hand was nearly crushed by the dwarf’s grip. "The name’s Morrik, of the Coalborn family."

"Theo Locheim," Theo said in response before the warrior’s eyes shifted to the [Space Mage] beside him. While there was an initial pause of uncertainty about whether the two dwarves had any desire to even interact, it was quickly put aside when a shared goal was had.

"Stig, of the Goldfeet family," Stig greeted, Morrik repeating his words with a grey-toothed grin. "It’s not often I get to see a stone brother."

"Neither do we get to see our own surface-dweller variants," Morrik said, his grin infecting the other. "Only makes sense, though. The air up here is too stuffy. Too…dense."

"I could probably call your own air down beneath too light as well," Stig countered, the two laughing at what Theo hoped was banter. "Theo, if this won’t take too long, I think we could just pop down there and back before the sun goes down the horizon entirely. I imagine that those at Linrel aren’t too happy with the portal not working."

The thought of what those in the north were thinking wasn’t fun. Since there still weren’t any proper ways to communicate outside of the [Arch Portal], or having somebody travel there manually, they were still without any information. Even Eirene wouldn’t be able to send a message, since her reach wasn’t far enough.

"Not a terrible idea," Theo mused, looking at Reginald who was more than happy to stand on the side quietly. "Could you make sure nobody else tries entering the portal while we’re inside? Hopefully, this shouldn’t take more than a few hours."

Giving orders to the head guard seemed wrong, but nobody called it out. Reginald just nodded as he started shouting at the others to push the crowd away from the portal. Some of the more curious, and slightly insane, had already started to sneak their way around to get in and have a closer look. Stupidity and luck were two traits that ran together too often.

On that note, however.

"Shall we?" Theo asked, gesturing at the [Arch Portal]. Morrik nodded gruffly, a single hand gesture being all that was needed before the six other stone dwarves lined up on the side and allowed them entry into the portal first. A mild wind could be felt as they went through, along with a mildly jarring sensation of gravity changing below their feet. It wasn’t the most extreme difference, but…it was different enough that they had to wonder if there were a few [Large-Scale Gravity-Reduction Runes] floating around somewhere. "So this is all underground?"

"This top layer is just a few kilometers below the surface, don’t you worry," Morrik promised, Theo’s eyes widening as he looked upwards. The roof of the room couldn’t be seen, only darkness being above him after the first few hundred meters. This wasn’t like the compressed space of the [Storage Facility]. All of this had been dug out, several cubic kilometers’ worth of rock removed to make space for the grand area before him. Intricate wall designs, statues next to them showing dwarves with various warrior’s getups, and more than enough golden metal to make every rich man feel inadequate. "It’s small, I know, but your people did not want to build their own entrance together with our city when we first began trading with them."

Trading? Theo wondered what could truly be traded to people who could create most metals out of thin air. Knowledge, maybe? Or there were perhaps some metals that couldn’t be recreated as easily.

Walking further along, leading the group of six guards down the massive hallway lit up by giant torches every fifty meters or so, Theo wondered just how long this had taken to build. Already he knew it had been inhabited by the dwarves for at least the past fifteen hundred years, but…this was larger than life. If Morrik’s words about it going further down were true, the [World-Tree] had an actual chance of fitting down here.

"I have to ask," Stig said as they reached what Theo thought to be their way down. It was a lift attached to an ancient metallic pulley system. A few operators stood on the side, greeting Morrik with a salute as they carefully stood on it. Theo didn’t like how it swayed. "How did you know that you would find a rune-crafter by using the arch portal? They’ve been sitting around for several hundred years now. Was it just luck?"

Morrik chuckled at his words.

"Wouldn’t have minded a bit of luck, if I’m being honest," Morrik said before calming himself. "But, no, we’ve known somebody with rune-crafter levels of access interacted with one of the arches since two months ago. Some of the lights indicating a possible connection lit up back then, and, a week ago, the next light came on, which showed off that there was an ongoing connection between two destinations. It was a system you crafters put in place, so we could connect ourselves to your system if we had some emergency. Good that you did, since it allowed us to find you."

Theo smiled understandingly at his words, though it also brought him no amount of displeasure. They’d been able to see that he’d turned them on, but they were also able to just hijack the [Arch Portals] so they connected to their own? Theo was somewhat elated that it had apparently been a conscious decision on the [Rune-Crafters]’s side, however.

That meant he could change it himself. He wasn’t really sure how he would change it, but spending a few messing around with it would be worthwhile. It had to have some kind of pinging system in place, along with a potential central hub that listed all open [Arch Portals]. However it worked, Theo needed to stop the automatic connections.

A whitelisting system doesn’t sound too bad.

Twenty full minutes passed while the lift moved the row downwards into the darkness. There was a light attached to the lift itself, of course, which lit up the walls that they passed. A few areas around them actually had a few houses and lights as well, though those wouldn’t be seen often. It was only during the final five minutes, when the light from below began to be seen, that Theo felt the need to speak.

"How many citizens do you have again?" he asked, the low rumbling of noise reaching his ears. He could feel it when Nero opened her eyes from her nap, the [Familiar] able to hear the vibrations at a much higher precision. She understood.

"In Oklir?" Morrik asked, thinking for a few seconds. "I think we passed seven million somewhere around this decade? We have a few million more scattered around smaller cities nearby as well, though they like to be thought of as separate."

Looking out into the endless expanse of stone pillars holding the roof up above a stream of houses, Theo could only gulp.

Rootdale was a village in comparison to this. The layered building style was something both cities shared, though, as there were houses on top of houses with a few more houses on top of those. Everything was stacked, including walkways, statues, and everything else imaginable. It was close to an Escher painting with how mind-bending the roads and staircases were.

"How does anybody find their way around here?" Stig muttered, to which Morrik and the others laughed again.

"Live here for fifty years, my friend, and you might be able to find your own house in this mess," Morrik joked, uproarious laughter starting from his words. Theo just shook his head, bracing slightly as the lift finally hit the ground. Operators at the bottom were ready to help them out of their seats, ushering them away from the lift before it could start to rise again. The armoured guard talked a bit with one of the guards stationed there, in a tongue Theo had no clue about, before a harsh nod was made. "The head of the repair team wants to meet you before we go down to the stasis field."

There was more? Theo should’ve guessed, just shaking his head as they began to travel through one of the streets. They were down a set of stairs, through countless smaller hallways, and up a set of stairs before they reached their goal. Theo had to crouch down to get through a doorframe, almost not spotting the stone dwarf standing right before it was too late.

"I’d rather not get trampled today, thank you," the man said, taking a step back before Theo’s stomach could hit him, and the two others followed him inside afterwards. The goggles the dwarf wore on his forehead to stop his hair from hitting his face was somewhat unique among the nearest people. Theo realized now that he was the only stone dwarf not wearing a helmet or armour of any sort. Everybody around them was just geared up for a fight, huh? "Morrik, I can only assume this is the rune-crafter?"

"That he is, sir," Morrik confirmed with a voice of respect. Theo wouldn’t have guessed that the guard would be below the dwarf with the goggles, though he supposed that the mad scientist of this city might just be more important. What insane machinations were required to keep a city this large fed while not having an inch of sunlight to use for crops had to be something special. "Might not look like it, but he’s the real deal. Even guessed the issue before I could say it."

"That might just be a lucky guess mixed in with a healthy dose of mind reading," the goggled man said, looking Theo up and down before studying Stig and Nero as well. When his eyes fell onto the [Familiar], he did glance between Theo and her a good dozen times before scrunching his nose. "Low-sized hivemind?"

‘What?’ Theo and Nero thought at the same time, making the dwarf’s eyes widen to the extreme.

‘Oh, don’t tell me you can hear our thoughts as well,’ Theo sent through the [Familiar-Bond], Nero knowing to ignore it. The dwarf reacted with more confusion. Maybe he just couldn’t understand the words. Theo found himself a little more relaxed by that idea. ‘Coincidence, maybe?’

‘Maybe,’ Nero supposed, though she was quick to formulate a plan on how to get rid of him if needed. She’d grown to despise anything akin to mind reading in recent times, and it took some quick action from Theo to stop her from outright attacking on suspicion alone. ‘We could take him.’

‘Just because we can doesn’t mean we should,’ Theo replied, sending a pointed look at her before honing back in on the real world. The perk of mental communication was that it took a split second, allowing for the pause not to be too obvious. "No hivemind to be found, though she is my [Familiar]."

"A smart one at that," the goggled dwarf agreed, warily looking at Nero when her fur began to create more fog than usual. "Could I ask why I feel like she wants to kill me?"

So he didn’t have the direct ability to hear their thoughts but was tuned into the magical spectrum enough that he could feel her very blatant aggression. Theo supposed that was fair, since he clearly had some form of magical abilities.

"She thinks you’re a mind reader, and…she likes her privacy," Theo explained, the dwarf nodding along. He looked entirely calm by the end, seemingly accepting the idea of a giant winged rabbit rather quickly.

The other stone-skinned dwarves didn’t, of course, since even Morrik was making extra glances at the entity who had a decent chance of killing everybody in the room without a single wound on her body. Theo thought it was a fair reaction. They’d grow to love her once they understood her sparkling personality.

Or at least the one he imagined she had.

"I would love to dive into this dynamic between you two at some other time, but we must remember you were called here for a reason," the goggled dwarf finally said, taking a step forward to shake both Theo’s and Stig’s hands. He tried to do the same with Nero, but she didn’t reciprocate and he didn’t push. "My name is Magni of the Ironheart family."

Theo and Stig made their usual greetings in response, with one of the two wondering how many times they would need to do it today.

"Were you the one to discover the issue with the [Stasis Field]? Theo asked, Magni nodding as he led them through the building. Stepping through another dozen doorframes, where Theo only hit his head on the final one due to its even smaller size, they led him into a…he didn’t actually know what to call it. The best description was the observation deck for a nuclear reactor. "It started with the different sections of the field giving us a red alert about dangerously low amounts of energy coming from the ley line."

He pointed to a set of screens near the top which were currently showing a bunch of different graphs. Some had green lights next to them, while those in the middle had continuously red ones along with a low beeping noise attached. It was drowned out in the movement of the dwarves already in the room, however, many shuffling around as they punched buttons and keys on the many panels around, seemingly following the procedures written down in the papers they were all holding.

"Something akin to this happened three hundred years ago when the world tree on Arari had expended more energy than normal for a flower festival," Magni explained, leafing through a series of papers left on the floor before the proper one was found. He handed it to Theo quickly, starting again as the [Rune-Crafter] was made to look at a page filled with words he couldn’t read. "That caused what can be thought of as a six-month-long drought in mana gained from the Vrasis-Arari ley line. Back then, the rune-crafters were brought in to assess the emergency, they noted down that the ley line was providing too little, and they implemented it so that the other ley lines would automatically be set to take the brunt of the work for the next half year while the main source would regather its supply."

Theo could see where the issue started.

"Once we identified that the previous season was when the world tree had started to prepare her fruits, we put in the protocols for the other ley lines to pick up the workload under the assumption that the next six months would be without much energy from the main one," Magni continued, pausing only briefly while he got his thoughts in order. "As it turned out, this was a new occurrence, one where the main ley line returned in full order and then tripled the regular output for a whole five minutes."

Three times the regular input from the main supply while they were also taking as much as possible from the emergency ley lines.

"The system was never built to take in so much at once, since it wasn’t thought possible for so much to be accessed," Magni said, face red as he kept himself standing by grabbing one of the tables. "This was the worst possible scenario for this kind of failure, but the internal system was nonetheless able to automatically close down the connections to all ley lines before everything went up in flames."

"And now you’re here, with the source of the power closed off and the [Mana] batteries on a finite supply that will run out within the next few months," Theo concluded, Magni nodding to his words. Looking around again, trying to see some kind of system in how everything in the room was built, Theo found little. "I assume that everything about the field can be controlled from here?"

"Everything and more," Magni confirmed, guiding Theo to the main floor of the place and away from the entrance. Those already there paid him no heed, walking around the two like they were just a piece of the room itself. "Technically, it should also be possible for us to make the system reconnect to the ley lines as well, though…those without rune-crafter privileges aren’t allowed to do as much, for whatever pointless reason."

"It does seem like you would’ve been in extreme danger if it hadn’t been possible to find one in time," Theo agreed, much to the surprise of Magni. Nothing was said about it, and he was studying the controls until he spotted what looked like the surface of a regular [Terminal]. "If I may?"

"Have at it," the dwarf was quick to encourage. So, while the others looked on, Theo put his hand onto the stone tablet. Energy went through him like expected, a brief pain felt in his arm before it accepted his identity as a [Rune-Crafter]. "Oh my."

The light show as lines of blue began to spread from the [Terminal] to all other parts of the room must’ve looked impressive, though Theo could only try to focus on the whispers filling the back of his mind. It was what felt like a bunch of useless data, endless amounts of numbers and strings with random words.

Only when the entire room was covered did it stop, and a blue box appeared in Theo’s vision.

[Full Scan] of [Umnir Stasis Observation Deck] complete!
Time since last [Rune-Crafter] inspection: 240 years, 11 months, 26 days, 9 hours, 4 minutes, and 53 seconds.

The [Umnir Stasis]’s [System] requests that the user manually remind the [Citadel] of the agreement to make mandatory checks every 50 years at a minimum.
What does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with today?

So it could connect to him without too much issue. Good news on that front.

"What is the current status regarding connections made to ley lines?" Theo asked. When he was asked whether he wanted diagrams as well, he accepted instantly. Different images popped up on the screens on the wall a few seconds later as the blue box in front of him was filled out. While he didn’t understand the words that were on the different graphs, Magni must’ve. That string of curses couldn’t come from anything good.

[Selective Scan] of [Umnir Stasis Ley Line Connections] complete!
Vrasis-Arari Ley Line: Stable
Vrasis-Arari Ley Line Connection: Disconnected, due to [Overload-Protection Protocols].
Unan-Igul Ley Line: Stable
Unan-Igul Ley Line Connection: Disconnected, due to [Overload-Protection Protocols].
Otis-Ticai Ley Line: Stable…

It just continued for another ten different clusters, each of them disconnected due to the aforementioned [Protocol].

"Well, we have confirmation that they were all cut off by the [System], at least," Theo said, preparing himself for the next order. If this didn’t go through, there would be a lot of headaches in the near future.

But who knew? Maybe that month-long vacation was actually a possibility for him now.

"Reconnect all ley lines with standard flow usage," Theo ordered, using the phrase that Magni had supplied. It would be an issue if it was restarted while everything was opened to take in as much as possible and they just repeated the previous failure. "I think it’s working."

It certainly looked like it did, as the blue box that appeared a second later implied.

Order for reconnecting all [Ley Line Connections] accepted!
Estimated time until order completion: 00:02:00
Please do not remove your hand from the [Terminal] while this process is ongoing.

Two minutes to open massive connections to ley lines seemed like a reasonable amount of time. Before he could even request it, a circle slowly being filled in appeared on one of the screens above.

"This should hopefully work," Theo told the others, a relieved sigh working its way through the tens of workers that had watched on. The scrambling had stopped, and eyes were just focused on the different numbers displayed on the many screens. Many began to fluctuate when the first thirty seconds had passed, though the others didn’t seem incredibly concerned by it. "Are those red lamps normal?"

"Not in the slightest," Magni answered happily, much to Theo’s confusion. "Those right there show the amount of vibration that’s coming from around the cage. It’s mainly used to see if Umnir is being extra rowdy in their prison, but from a guess, I would say it is picking up the movement of the ley line connectors."

Wait, what?

"They’re actually, physically moving?" Theo asked, his voice showing off how little he understood a bit too clearly. The workers closest by didn’t hide their grins while the goggled dwarf laughed at him. "I’m sorry, but I don’t see the reason they’d do that."

"Oh, it wasn’t always like this, I promise you," Magni assured him. "Used to be that the connectors would just reject any energies that tried to enter through when we didn’t want it, but that apparently wore them down too quickly to repair in the long term and accidental injections into the system became a little too common. The fix was to build mechanical structures down there to make more of a physical separation. Took three decades to do, but we haven’t had issues with worn-down runes since."

Well, that was actually intriguing to hear, since it forced Theo to reconsider just how [Mana] removed the [Durability] of his creations over time. He’d previously thought that it was because of their usage that they were slowly destroyed, but…could it be that it was because of the general interaction with energy instead? And, if so, was there a way to optimize the way they interacted to cause the least amount of damage? Theo knew that his own way of interacting with [Mana] had changed over the past months, and he was clearly able to channel more of it without feeling himself burn out, but could those techniques be carried over to his constructs?

…

He needed to know the second they were done here. Already, he’d thought up several ways to test it, though most were focused around [Intent]. Using different [Materials], he could also—

Warning!
Order for reconnecting all [Ley Line Connections] has been disengaged.

Theo’s thoughts about experiments were forced to stop when the timer on the screen flickered out of existence, its need to be here removed. While the dwarves around him shouted in disbelief, however, he tried to figure out why, sending in the mental order to review the log and reasoning for the disengagement.

Log for [Ley Line Connections]:
Order for reconnection of all [Ley Line Connections] received.
Clearance-check for reconnection order made.Clearance-check failed.
Clearance-check overwritten due to no sustainable energy source.Reconnection sequence engaged.

…

Sentient [Life-Form] found in the area of [Ley Line Connections].Danger-rating calculation engaged.

…

[Life-Form] determined to be [Priority Life-Form]. Continuing operations determined to be lethal to [Priority Life-Form].
Overwritten clearance-check overwritten.
Reconnection of [Ley Line Connection] suspended.

"Shit," Theo muttered, looking over to Magni who was already staring at him. "The [System] can’t do it because there’s apparently a [Priority Life-Form] down there. Any clue on what that might be?"

The stone dwarves were muttering before he could finish the question, paging through their books at incredible speeds. It took about only half a minute before they had the answer, Magni a few hundred pages into a manual.

"It’s either an elf, dwarf, human, or rune-crafter of any race," Magni said, further explaining that other races hadn’t been included due to the issues related to getting them down for scanning during initial construction. As it turned out, not many wanted to delve several kilometers down in the name of specific contingencies that were likely to never be used. Yet…as it turned out, this would be used. "Rodrick, did I not put in the order to evacuate the area yesterday?"

"You did, sir," one of the stone dwarves replied. The assistant to the leader, maybe? "All of us are either here or relaying updates to the city council. Whoever is down there isn’t related to us."

"By Thráin’s great beard, I need to crush some skulls," Magni muttered, standing in silence for a minute before looking at Theo again. "The entrance to the stasis field has been guarded for hundreds of years. There can’t be any dwarf, human or elf down there without us having noted their entry. Age must’ve made the sensors malfunction. Locheim, can you force the connection through?"

They both understood that the system wasn’t malfunctioning with detecting the [Priority Life-Form]. Regardless, the highest authority in the room wanted him to let the system connect to the ley lines again, which had already been determined as lethal to whoever was down there. Magni wanted somebody to die so that the city would be safe.

He wanted them to die so the world could be safe. More than one school of ethics made it the clear choice. A few lives for the lives of everybody else. The option that saved the most people was the best option.

But…Theo couldn’t get himself to do it. He didn’t say it, didn’t hint at it as his face hardened, but it was the truth.

"[System]," he began, his mouth dry. "Is it possible to override the safety protocols for [Priority Life-Forms]?"

Your inquiry, which is in breach of the [Rune-Crafter]’s code of ethical stances, has been logged.
It is possible to override the safety protocols due to the chance that one life might not be worth saving.
If this is done, the user will be called to a hearing at the [Citadel] to make certain that it was the only choice in the situation. If it is found that there was a better option, the [Rune-Crafter] may be banished from the [Citadel] permanently.
Knowing this, does the user wish to override the safety protocols?

No, I do not.

Looking up the [Capacity] of the [Mana] batteries, it was clear that they could hold the [Stasis Field] for at least two months without any risks. After the three-month mark, there’d be serious risks, but until then Theo wasn’t sure he could force it through.

‘That’s unacceptable, and you know it,’ Nero called out through the [Familiar-Bond], perfectly able to hear his thoughts. She’d heard it all, but she also understood. ‘I will not allow you to risk their lives for three months because you’re not just risking their lives but also ours.’

‘What am I meant to do, then?’ Theo asked. ‘Just force it, and let some idiot die?’

‘Maybe, but you don’t have to do it now,’ Nero said, meeting him halfway. ‘There’s somebody down there. If they’re found and removed, you can make it connect without somebody dying. But if we go down and find nobody…’

Theo sighed, understanding what she wanted.

‘Then we override the protocols and start it up anyway,’ he said, Nero agreeing. It was a plan he could find himself standing by, though it also involved some lying. "Sorry, but I don’t have the clearance. I have to physically go down there and do a manual inspection before it can let me override the safety protocol."

Magni and the others looked frustrated by that fact, but there was still hope in their eyes.

"A shame, but it’s still better than being able to do nothing at all," the goggled dwarf said, looking at the dwarves still standing by the entrance. "Morrik, how long until we can do an excursion to the stasis field?"

"It will take eighteen hours for the lift to be prepared, sir," Morrik answered. "Fourteen if we skip the safety checks."

"Do the full eighteen hours," Magni ordered. "I don’t want anybody falling to their deaths because we couldn’t handle waiting four more."

"Of course, sir."

Half of the guards left to fulfill the orders of the leader, while the latter half remained.

"Eighteen hours of waiting around won’t do us any good, and by that time it’ll be night once again for you two…" Magni said, seeming to briefly entertain an idea before throwing it away. "If you have to manually check through the underground areas next to the stasis field, it will be a multi-day excursion. I can’t rightfully keep you here while we prepare for it ourselves, and I can only imagine that you would need to prepare as well. I’ll have somebody bring you up to the portal so you can return to your original position for a day, and we’ll open it up again when we have everything prepared. How does that sound?"

Making sure Stig was in on the idea, Theo agreed, and that was that. He’d avoided killing somebody when it wasn’t needed and had allowed himself some time to prepare for a trip into the deep that would take several days. All in all, he didn’t see it as too bad.

‘You did also have to lie to somebody,’ Nero pointed out. ‘You usually feel bad about yourself whenever you do that.’

‘Not this time, furball,’ Theo replied, not able to hide the smile appearing on his face as they were escorted back to the lift that would bring them to the [Arch Portal] once again. Even better, however, was the fact that Nero very clearly wanted to react to the nickname he’d sent her way. Others had said it multiple times, but she hadn’t been able to send a ball of flame their way, since Theo forbade that. When it came to Theo himself, however, he wasn’t able to have such tight restrictions. ‘I humbly request that you don’t burn my hair off while I sleep.’

‘I won’t,’ Nero promised pointedly, Theo able to look into her mind and see that she was fully intending to do it while he was wide awake. ‘If you don’t buy me dessert, that is.’

‘And if I do?’

‘You might survive with just a quick burn.’

‘Deal.’

With the safety of his body secured, Theo could relax while travelling to the portal. It seemed they had actually turned it off after they had gone through, which forced them to wait for a few minutes while everything was prepared.

"It’s one of the safety features, apparently," Morrik told them during the wait. "Makes sure that nobody is walking through the portal by making a barrier around it when it switches. No…accidental halving of people, I suppose."

A gruesome concept, and certainly one Theo was happy they’d accounted for during the creation of the portals. After another minute, the other side could finally be seen, letting them step through while a crowd of people watched on.

On the horizon, the barest hints of the sun came. The entire night had been spent below ground, apparently.

"We’ll return in a day to bring you back," the dwarven guard told them. "Please be on this side of the portal tomorrow, so we won’t have to spend half an hour figuring it out for ourselves."

"I promise we’ll be here at the designated time," Theo said to Morrik, the stone dwarf taking his answer as good enough before stepping back on the other side of the [Arch Portal]. A small wave was everything they got before it closed, revealing Linrel like normal once again. "So…back into the depths tomorrow."

"So it would seem," Stig replied. "Twenty-four hours before we have to be underground for several days in a row. I have to be honest and say that it doesn’t sound fun in the slightest."

"It will be a living hell," Theo agreed. They left the crowd behind quickly, finding the car where they’d put it before.

Within a minute they were flying towards the [World-Tree]. Theo had something to try before they had to leave for the depths, though that also included getting to the [Storage Facility] afterwards. "We’ll survive. Trying to find some idiots isn’t the worst way to spend a few days."

"Better than the alternative," Stig agreed, silent for a moment until he looked over at Theo. "So, I just have to be sure. You did have the option to ignore the safety feature, right?"

…

This damn punk saw right through his trickery.

"Was I really that obvious?" Theo asked, Stig laughing at his expression when he finally gave in. "I really thought that my acting was up to par."

"It was good enough to fool the others," Stig assured him wholeheartedly. "I’ve just known you for enough time to spot that lying face any day of the week."

Theo couldn’t contain himself at that, the two most certainly in a good mood as they flew into the space where they’d been the day before. Setting the car down on the floor of the room, they found that Eirene was already beside it, ready to welcome them.

"I was not expecting you to be back so quickly," she said as they walked through the place. Theo was briefly able to see the conference room they had utterly destroyed two days before. No traces of their influences were left. "Ah, yes, I took care of everything you four had left behind after the battle. You were surprisingly thorough when it came to caving in the tunnels."

"Oh…sorry about that," Theo apologized, though Eirene was quick to wave off his attempt at making excuses. A moment later, she opened up a section of the wall, pulling out a rolled-up piece of cloth. "Is that it?"

"Indeed it is," the soul of the [World-Tree] confirmed with a polite smile. Putting it on the table that hadn’t been there an instant before, she unrolled the cloth to reveal the artefact which had almost killed her not long ago in its current state. Time had not made it recover from being snapped in half, and from its inert state, that wasn’t going to happen in the future either. "Jakob wanted to throw it in the ocean or an active volcano on his way back to his enclave, but I decided it would be best to keep it for myself. While the demigod who forged the staff died long ago, it would not please me if the power of this artefact was recreated."

That was more than fair, and Theo could see why she’d want it. After making sure he was allowed to do as much, he inspected its handiwork. The original imprints were beautifully structured in floral patterns on the top of the staff. His own [Runes] were…also there. They weren’t as pretty, nowhere near it, in fact, but they got the job done.

[Connection Rune]
Mana-Purity: -
Tier: 0
Material: Godsteel
Capacity: -
Activation: Passive
Durability: 7518/9999

And that [Durability] was incredible as well, even if it was slowly degrading over time. Whatever power had inhabited the [Material] was gone when the original [Enchantment] had shattered.

Didn’t stop the [Material] from being, as the name implied, godlike, and Theo had no intention of leaving it be if he could. Getting out his shield and pressing it against the [Godsteel], he attempted to copy it over using [Material-Manifestation].

All his [Mana] left him in the blink of an eye, and there was no sign of it having done the slightest. Confusion spread through him as he triple-checked that it wasn’t just some small spot that had been covered. Nothing.

"If the rune-crafters could copy godsteel, I promise that they would have lined the walls of their citadel just so they could feel a little more superior than they already did," Eirene said, mirth clear in her voice. "But, alas, this metal sits solely in the hands of the gods. The gods of the various metals can all create the steel, demigods can forge it into artefacts, and regular mortals might enhance their abilities if they wish. Some would think the last one’s additions are crude, but, from what I can see, your addition vastly improved the staff."

Her words were certainly flattering, even if Theo felt disappointed at not being able to harness the power of the metal for himself. He did ask if he could shave off a chunk of the staff and use that for himself, but even this was rejected by the [World-Tree]. The staff was too dangerous.

Arguing with the entity who had stopped a megalomaniacal demigod of trickery in one strike was pointless, so they were forced to take their leave again. A brief visit was made with Reginald to inform the guard that the bikes wouldn’t be finished for a while, but it was taken in stride. After then securing the [Engraver] that Theo had left in the [Fabricator] prototype, it was through the [Arch Portal] and towards the [Storage Facility].

Theo had noticed, among many things, a few flaws in their current communication system that he would be very happy to solve, and the solution to his problem was inside that [Facility].


Chapter 2

Communication


The [System] of [Storage Facility 003-B] greets Theo Locheim!
Warning: Only [Directors] and above are permitted into [Storage Facility-B] locations without a direct invitation.
Notice: Rejection overwritten because of [Emergency Protocol "Last Salvation"]. Theo Locheim has been deemed worthy.

"It has to do the entire raising of the entrance every time we want to get inside here?" Stig asked with an edge of annoyance as he and Theo waited around for the needed minutes before the [Storage Facility] would open up properly. "It just feels a little redundant when we’re the only ones left who would have any interest in it."

"I promise that there’s a lot of people who wouldn’t mind getting in here if they knew what was inside," Theo replied, even when he knew that he wouldn’t have minded that this step would go a little faster. The first time that he had seen the large slabs of black stone float into the air to form the staircase into the facility, he had been enamoured. Now that he was being made to watch it again…it wasn’t as spectacular. "Would’ve been great if the [System] allowed me to keep it open, though. This is kinda boring."

"That’s what I was saying!"

An hour ago they had gone through the [Arch Portal] over to Linrel. While they had been very attracted to the idea of staying behind and chatting with the [Druids], he and Stig had been on a very strict timer, meaning that they had likewise kept the car at its maximum speed while flying to the destroyed enclave where the [Storage Facility] could be found. As it happened with [Tier 5 Force Runes] when pushed as much as they wanted to, it was not a very time-consuming trip.

Going down the steps with a quick pace, they entered back into the endless expanse of floors filled with [Storage Units]. There was no obvious system to anything, no pattern, but Theo didn’t mind it anymore. Pressing his hands on one of the [Terminals], he was shown precisely where they needed to go.

At least the general area of it, since the last step had been to identify the room based on its name. Since they…didn’t have anybody capable of doing that anymore, they would need to fool around with the different doors until they found the right one.

"What do you think that cloud elemental up there actually does?" Stig asked as they took the elevator up another twenty floors. In direct contrast to the room where Elgriva Dulka’s work was stored, the [Long-Distance Mobile Communication Iteration 4.2] was much closer to the more secure storage containers. Theo couldn’t say why anybody would think that something that brought on the apocalypse was less vital to secure than something that was akin to a primitive telephone network, but he didn’t let it get to him. "Really, I’m somewhat drawing a blank on what benefit it gives to this place."

"An extra layer of security to make sure nothing is stolen?" Theo supposed, but Stig shook his head.

"That can’t be it," he replied, not sounding convinced in the slightest. "Every wall is already lined with those runes that send us to the abyss, right? Just how in the world would an elemental that shoots lightning be better security in comparison to that? The literal abyss, Theo. The thing that demons come out of."

He had something close to a point with that one, though Theo could still see one way it’d be an upgrade.

"If you give somebody a few good years, they might be able to infiltrate the network on the [Abyss Runes] and deactivate them," Theo countered, before pointing a finger to the lightning elemental that had a very angry face as it looked at them from above. "Not sure how to shut down that without actually fighting it, which is…not something many would survive."

…

Stig gave the elemental one extra good look, a brief staring contest had between the [Space Mage] and an entity made of lightning, spite, and everything not nice.

…

"Fair enough."

Another ten minutes passed while they walked up and down the floor, Theo trying every single door until one finally gave way and allowed them to get inside. Room [10308-PL] had been successfully found.

Access Granted!
Does the user expect to visit the [Storage Room] for more than 30 minutes?

"Most likely."

Answer detected!
The longer stay inside [10308-PL] has been noted in your record. Be warned that your entry has been logged and sent along to the [Facility-Supervisor] or the nearest current equivalent.

Alert!
[Apprentice Theo Locheim] has entered room [10308-PL].
Access granted on account of [Emergency Protocols]. This is their second usage of this protocol to gain access to a restricted area.
The [System] advises the user to investigate the entry.

At some point, the [System] had to realize that there was nobody around to take the warning on the security people’s behalf. Sighing at the lack of staffing around this place, or any other [Rune-Crafter] facility for that matter, he pushed the door open before venturing inside.

In contrast to Elgriva’s area, this place was actually somewhat comfortable. A small sofa could be seen on one side, a table with a few chairs on the other, and then several tomes on a bookshelf that Theo would need more than a few months to read through completely.

"If that’s the basic theory behind how this works, I’m going to cry," Theo confessed to Stig as he pulled out the first of the tomes.

"If I have to read all of that out loud to you, I’m going to cry as well," Stig replied back with quick wit, before reciting the first few pages of the tome to Theo. It was all forewords, introducing the man behind the communication as well as the long history of [Rune-Crafters] before him that had made the original designs. "This person really does like talking about himself."

They skipped a good twenty pages of endless history before the actually important part began to show itself. It was also known as the table of contents.

"Okay, all of these tomes are mainly just repeated schematics of the same idea but with different applications," Stig explained, muttering to himself for a while as he skimmed through the page. "Apparently this modified version can only work with very specific proportions depending on the size that it’s being made in? There are also some parts about how to make it ‘a matrix of networks that can be grouped into one full connection or separated into individual connections based on the user’s intent.’ I’m pretty sure that’s the one you wanted?"

"You got it," Theo agreed with a grin, his hopes increasing to the maximum as Stig pulled out the fifth tome on the bookshelf. Going from page to page for a few minutes, the [Space Mage] was finally able to find the proper schematics.

"This should be the general design for that communications network at the size where it would be possible to make handheld or put in a bag," Stig explained. "Still, I have to say your request was pretty specific. Is this design really that heavily used back in your old world?"

Phones? Being overused?

"Like you wouldn’t believe," Theo promised, though the dwarf once again didn’t seem to understand why that was the case. The grand network of information sharing over vast distances without a second of delay didn’t seem applicable to most of Stig’s daily life, and the dwarf couldn’t fathom why somebody would need several thousand pictures of cute animals sent to the inside of their house. "It’s an addiction you grow to love."

"It’s an addiction that shouldn’t be possible to have," Stig fired back, but gave up quickly as he settled onto the sofa. Nero had likewise already begun to nap in the corner of the room, unbothered by the ruckus while her mind relaxed. "Let me know when you’re ready to move. We should have twelve hours to work if we hurry back after.

Theo wasn’t sure he could survive with only twelve, but there wasn’t much to push away. They needed some form of rest after getting on the other side of the [Arch Portal], lest they be awake for nearly two days in a row. And, while Theo had withstood such issues before, he didn’t feel like making it a habit again. Several months of semi-healthy sleeping schedules truly had ruined his ability for triple all-nighters.

Focus.

As one could expect it to be, the [Long-Distance Mobile Communication Iteration 4.2] was as complicated as the name was long. It was designed to work over several kilometers, through stone and air alike, and was meant to work from any given number of positions. Permanency was not the name of the game here, and the schematics made that clear with how some parts were actually moving.

[Runes], engravings on solid [Material], moving around on the aforementioned solid [Material]. Logically, it didn’t make any sense in the slightest. When it came to [Runic] theory, however, it was a godsend.

Theo wasn’t actually sure how it applied to different scenarios, but the several sections moving around somehow made the design extremely energy efficient. It would require about a hundred meters of distance before communications would take more than 1 [MP], and, while the scaling of cost in relation to distance wasn’t linear, it wasn’t as exponentially growing as Theo’s previous designs. These could handle tens of kilometers before the communications would start to become single-usage. That they even worked at those distances was enough for Theo to feel faint, though.

Other than being extremely energy efficient, they also used a very different type of communication than the one Theo had used when it came to the [Transmission Runes]. With his previous work, he would send through some form of [Intent], which would then be encoded, sent along in long strings of [Mana], and be decoded on the other side and sent through the required connections. It worked great with [Runes] that needed specific instructions, but using it to communicate complex ideas to other people was somewhat impossible.

That was where the difference was clear. This design didn’t send intent. It sent a sound. Actual sound. The sound of a person’s voice. Theo had to make Stig repeat it to make sure that it was true, and it was! The device had the ability to figure out who one user wanted to send a message to, after which they could just talk into the device and have it transmitted to the other device any given distance away.

The world of cellular communication was becoming a reality, and Theo was at the forefront of giving it to the normal population. With how battery-efficient this design was, and how easy it was to charge it since it had one obvious pocket for filling in [Mana], Theo could easily make an extra charging station that people could just put their devices on to see them charged in seconds. Each full charge could last several hours of use, letting people streamline so much communication.

It was a dream come true.

But first, he needed to make sure he had a little more understanding of how it actually worked. At the centre of the design was a very far variant of Theo’s own [Transmission Rune]. The core shaping of it was somewhat similar, but anything beyond that was radically different. When put alongside the fact that it was apparently [Tier 6], he began to grow a little concerned about whether or not he could craft it reliably.

Throwing that aside, he looked at the other connections closest to it. The new variant, while very powerful in its own respect, couldn’t actually do long-distance without a lot of assistance, which was where these [Amplifier Runes] came into play.

They weren’t as groundbreaking as the name implied. Instead of amplifying the power of everything magical, which would’ve made Theo instantly put them on everything he owned, they amplified the magical presence of already-present auras. It was outright useless with nearly everything, but the cost of amplifying an aura was much lower than naturally having it be at such a high level, which meant that the variant of the [Transmission Rune] could have a very low-powered signal boosted by around ten [Amplifier Runes]. And…just like that, it could be heard across the country.

As long as you were honed in on an ultra-specific type of signal, of course, because that was where the next parts came in. It was amplified and scattered out to a level where it wasn’t reliably heard by normal sensors, and the variant was designed to take in a too-general range of auras, which meant it was useless. This meant that an entirely different section was about honing in on the amplified auras and decoding them into something recognizable.

Theo didn’t fully understand how those worked, as the section used mainly [Runes] within the [Aura Domain] that seemed entirely unrelated to the topic at hand, but they were passively able to pick up the amplified energy and send it through the variant while having basically no operation costs. It was beautiful in its own right, and Theo had zero idea of how anybody had thought to do it like this.

Crazy people who had ten years to perfect a single design, of course!

That summed it up pretty easily. Internally thanking the insane population of this world, he took it a step further and looked at the final list of optimizations.

There, of course, was a [Tier 5 Sound-Detector Rune] that picked up what was spoken into the device as well as a [Tier 5 Sound-Emitter Rune] that sent out whatever noise the other side of the conversation would make. Both were rather simple, with most notes just detailing how their placement inside the inner circle allowed for a finger-width-shorter distance for [Mana] to travel and therefore had a 10 percent decrease in costs.

Then came the details of how, once the initial connections had been made in a group of devices, the [Amplifier Runes] would only send out the aura in those specific directions. It was a togglable setting as well, since while decreasing the operational costs by almost 80 percent, [Teleportation] had a habit of making it go haywire.

Not the best when having a [Space Mage] on your team.

Throwing that aside, though, Theo looked through the design another dozen times before accepting that he knew enough about it to work on the initial prototype. The list of [Materials] that the design could work with luckily included [Carbon Steel], which Theo could easily get himself a chunk of with the help of [Material-Manifestation].

At that point, it was just thirty minutes of slowly using [Air-Engraving]. His higher internal [Mana] reserves happily allowed for it nowadays, letting Theo study the design while comparing it to the version on the schematics. Unlike Elgriva’s design, he could even do different sections separately without risking any real kinds of failure.

"Thank you, Mister PL, for not making my day harder," Theo muttered while redoing the [Tier 6 Reverberation-Transmission Rune] for the seventh time. That disk area where a part would be moving was incredibly hard to visualise properly. It was his first time actually doing it, and for the love of god, it was a headache to do. [Air-Engraving] very much allowed for its creation, but Theo was forced to constantly remember its non-static position in relation to everything else. If he didn’t, it would just solidify and become like everything else in the flying diagram, which forced him to remake it. "It’s for efficiency, Theo. Don’t forget that."

He almost forgot it when he hit the double digits in the number of failed attempts.

By the thirteenth try, however, he was able to somewhat hold a steady idea of what he was working with, a sense of serenity moving through him as everything moved like it needed to. A circle of perpetual motion upon a solid [Material] was entirely normal once you gaslighted yourself enough.

And, really, that was the most important step when working with the magical spectrum of idiocy.

A moment of tenseness was felt while Theo allowed it to solidify on the surface of the [Carbon Steel], and there was a second of fear of it not working before a chime could be heard going through his head. It confused him until he realized it was the sound of the metal being burnt away to allow for the moving part, the specific chunk replaced with a near-perfect imitation of the [Material] except that it still looked and felt like regular [Steel]. And yet Theo could clearly see that it was nearly pure [Mana] beneath the surface. A curious find, especially when it continued to have the properties of the metal around it.

Something that could be abused? It was an idea, though Theo just sat back and enjoyed it as he allowed the assault of [System Notifications] to fill his vision. He briefly remembered that he hadn’t actually allowed it to do as much after the fight with Rina, which did explain the sheer volume that appeared now.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Partial Material-Assimilation] has been increased from [Novice 7] to [Novice 9].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Transfer] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 5].
Skill has been [Fused] with [Barehanded Mana-Channeling].
The limitation on who [Mana] can be transferred to has been removed.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Novice 6] to [Novice 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
User is now able to discern information about other people. Level of information depends on the person’s power relative to the user.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 8] to [Initiated 9].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Initiated 4] to [Initiated 7].Natural resistance to [Mental], [Physical], and [Spiritual] attacks has increased drastically.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 5] to [Initiated 8].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 4] to [Initiated 5].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 7] to [Initiated 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 10] to [Adept 1].

The world of [Runes] has opened up to the user. Advanced techniques are now within the realm of possibility to perform.
Note: While the user’s [Mentor] hasn’t granted the user full [Rune-Crafter Status], reaching [Adept Rank] in any [Rune-Related Skill] is enough for a mandatory consideration. Please report to the [Citadel] or any high-clearance [Facility] and speak to any [Master] regarding the promotion. They can be contacted through any [Terminal].

That burst of boxes was more than enough for Theo’s mind, but the [System] still had two more to give him before it could end properly.

[Demigod] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [31] to [35]. [8] points have been granted.

[Stat] increase detected!
+2 to [Willpower]
+2 to [Perception]
+1 to [Wisdom]
+1 to [Endurance]

…

Theo needed to let the blue boxes appear more often. He’d actually gone three days without looking at them and this was the consequence of his actions. More upgrades than he could reasonably consider at once, a rank-up to what came after [Initiated Rank], and four entire levels from just being in the same room as Eirene when she’d killed Rina.

He needed to do this one step at a time.

[Mana-Transfer] had apparently been used at some point, to the point where its limitations had been cast away and fused with [Barehanded Mana-Channeling] so he could give anybody [Mana] at any time. Not terrible, and the increased outreach worked well with the upgrade to [Mana-Sight].

That addition was actually a curious thing. Allowing him to see information about another person sounded a lot like just seeing their [Status Screen]. It wouldn’t be a terrible ability to have, which made him look over at Stig to see if it worked as advertised.

Status

Name: Stig Goldfeet
Level: 29
Class: Space Mage
Profession: Origin Shaper
Title: -
Health(HP): 150/150
Stamina(SP): 250/250
Mana(MP): 240/240

Stats

Strength: 19
Wisdom: 24
Agility: 20
Intelligence: 26
Endurance: 25
Perception: 35
Vitality: 15
Willpower: 27
Toughness: 11
Available Points: -

"Holy shit," Theo said without thinking, drawing Stig’s attention from the sofa. "It actually worked."

"You got the phone to work already?" Stig asked, eyebrows furrowing. "Only been about an hour."

"What? Oh, no, the [System] just unlocked the ability to let me see the [Status Screens] of other people," Theo said, not able to blink before Stig had [Teleported] into the chair beside him, making him recount every part of his [Status] before anything else.

He did so, of course, but commented afterwards on the [Profession]. "I can’t say I remember you becoming an [Origin Shaper] at any point. Did you get some new trick without me noticing or something?"

"Nothing that I’ve noticed," Stig replied, seeming similarly confused. "Maybe I just hadn’t noticed it before? I’ve only been doing the whole normal teleporting thing until now."

"Could be that," Theo guessed. "I’d say just try doing random stuff until something works?"

Since he wasn’t able to open up the [Space Mage]’s [Skill-Collection] no matter how hard he tried, that seemed the only option left. Stig was quick to start out his own experimentation afterwards, making Theo return to looking over his own upgrades.

Moving away from [Mana-Sight], he saw there was an increase to [Spirit of Aegis]. It was only a [Passive Skill], but he didn’t mind the extra [Resistance] to attacks from all sides. If it meant he could stand against a trickster even slightly the next time they manipulated his body to their bidding, he would be happy.

The last important upgrade to one of his [Skills], though, was [Rune-Mastery] and its new [Adept Rank]. The natural perks of the upgrade weren’t too extreme, and more than likely just the effect of Theo being able to successfully use the moving parts on the [Tier 6 Reverberation-Transmission Rune], but he also supposed that the larger chunk of the upgrade came from the fact that he was able to stop the artefact from blowing up back in the [World-Tree]. Being under pressure back then had apparently made him work at levels of quality leagues above his usual manner.

Not too bad at all, and the notification by the [System] regarding the upgrade wasn’t bad either. Gaining full [Rune-Crafter Privileges] had been a dream of his since the start, though it had always required approval from his [Mentor]. Since he didn’t actually have a [Mentor], however, that had always been impossible. Now? It was something he would try out when they left the [Storage Facility] behind.

The last two boxes that had been thrown his way were just general perks. Even when he hadn’t done much of anything to Rina, summoning Eirene from her slumber had apparently made the world think he needed a smidgen of the true vault of experience that the demigod had collected over the years. He could only dream of what he would’ve gotten if he had actually gotten a blow on her.

But, alas, he would have to survive with eleven levels’ worth of points. Truly, it was only despair that could fill his heart.

With 8 points to allocate into his [Stats], Theo’s instant idea was to dump it all into [Wisdom] like always. It was what he’d been doing for the past while, and it had always worked back then, but he felt like he was starting to reach the peak of what good it could do.

The current cost for upgrading a [Rune] to [Tier 5] was 1100 [MP]. If he wanted some semi-rare variant, that could easily become 1250 [MP]. With a basic [Overfill], and his current capacity charged with [Arbor], he could get to 1180. If he pushed [Overfill] a little more, the last 70 [MP] weren’t too hard to get either.

Not that he wanted to go more than 100 percent his regular amount, since that usually made his nerves jittery for a few hours afterwards, which meant that Theo could see a reason to increase his [Wisdom] to 60, but…after that stage, the benefits didn’t make much sense. To upgrade to [Tier 6], he likely needed somewhere around 2000 [MP]. Even with [Overfill], that was another 40 points into [Wisdom], better known as 20 levels straight. He was only level 35 right now, and that had taken several months.

Did he really want to not progress in anything else for that long just to get the ability to upgrade his previous work into [Tier 6 Runes], when he could already find some lying around elsewhere?

He didn’t need this much in regular fights either, since his tools had their own [Capacity] which was more than enough to last him most battles. Honestly, Theo didn’t see a reason to continue on his current path. His other [Mental Stats] had been left behind, and it was time for them to be upgraded as well.

5 points were inserted into [Wisdom] and the remaining 3 were thrown into [Intelligence].

Status

Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 35
Class: Mage
Profession: Runebound Artificer
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 200/200
Stamina(SP): 200/200
Mana(MP): 580/580

Stats

Strength: 24
Wisdom: 58
Agility: 15
Intelligence: 16
Endurance: 20
Perception: 18
Vitality: 20
Willpower: 17
Toughness: 23
Available Points: -

That should easily last for a while.

With that side tangent gone, however, Theo did need to return to his work with the communication design. Looking back at the schematics, his eyes flowed through the page surprisingly quickly, the subtleties of the next few sections coming to him rather easily. Was this the energy of increased [Intelligence], or had the small break just allowed his thoughts to settle?

There was only one way to find out. Delving into the intricacies of madness, [Air-Engraving] was started once more. The [Amplifier Runes] were put onto the side within a few minutes of starting, the receiving [Aura Runes] needing ten minutes more before they could settle in as well. The [Sound Runes] had some issues regarding their [Intent] not working like the ones before them, but that was figured out after he made Stig repeat a few of the notes out loud again.

No matter how much his [Stats] increased, the written word was a barrier he could not yet surpass.

After that, he applied the final variation of [Battery Runes], which could contain more [Mana] in the same space without having the same output abilities as the normal version. That was useless for most things, but Theo could see how it would work if a regular [Battery Rune] buffer was used in conjunction with them.

Throwing away that idea for later, he just relaxed in the chair, holding the final product. It was a bit scuffed around the edges, the placement and section sizing not perfectly matching up to the schematic, but Theo couldn’t find himself complaining. When prompted by the [System] to give the differing design a name, he didn’t see a reason to not call it what it was.

[Phone Circuit]
Runes used: 10x [T4 Amplifier Runes] [0/9], 1x [T6 Reverberation-Transmission Rune] [0/49], 5x [T5 Aura-Interference Runes] [0/9], 1x [T5 Sound-Detector Rune] [0/22], 1x [T5 Sound-Emitter Rune] [0/21], 25x [T0 Connection Runes] [-/-], 5x [T0 Dense-Battery Runes] [0/45]
Activation: Passive
Capacity: 0/552

The amount of [Mana] those batteries could contain within such a small surface was honestly shocking. Inserting [Mana] into them was a slow affair as well, as it took nearly five full minutes to do without overloading them.

But that hardly mattered, since the time to test out the design had come. There were no issues when initially activating it, the different sections working in tandem without any conflicts at the edges. The only thing Theo needed to do was put it closer to his mouth, press down on the side so it knew to transmit with his voice, and speak to the—

"Right, I need a second one to connect it to," Theo said, smashing down that smidge of hope he’d started to gather. "Will just take a second to do."

It took about an hour, but it was worth it.

"So, you just connect them together like this." Theo showed Stig, pressing the back of the two devices together. A moment was spent waiting before both of them made a clicking noise through the [Sound-Emitter]. "Each of them has these ten different modes where you separate the different connections into. You’re currently connected to mode one, so if you switch over to the second one you won’t be able to hear me through this, but you can then just switch back and have the connection continue without any problems."

Those ten modes were a bit primitive to Theo’s modernistic heart, but he was sure he could figure out how to make it simpler. First, however, he had to figure out how to make a proper screen.

"Sounds…understandable," Stig said. "And you just press this here and talk into it?"

"Yup!"

"Right," Stig said, awkwardly putting the device closer to his face. Pressing down the button, Theo heard a small click from his own device before the [Space Mage]’s voice doubled. "And this just—woah, okay, yeah, no, this is—"

The dwarf stopped holding down the button when the noise from one device reached the other, a stream of repeating sound working its way through again and again. Theo almost heard the beginning of a high-pitched whine before it stopped.

"Was it meant to do that?" Stig asked, looking over at an annoyed Nero that brushed her ears with her front paws. Theo sent her an apology which wasn’t received well.

"It was not," Theo replied, putting some extra distance between the two devices. "It’s more of an effect of the two being used too close to each other. Once your voice comes through mine and is then picked up by your device again, it creates a bad feedback loop."

Stig grimaced as the reasoning settled in.

"At least it works pretty well," the [Space Mage] supposed. "And you said it could handle long distances?"

While Theo confirmed as much, they both wanted to see if it was true. That ended up with each of them picking two opposite directions to walk towards, all the while commenting on their approximate distances every few minutes.

The one-hundred-meter mark came without issue, along with two hundred and three hundred. At five hundred, however, Theo reached a wall in the progression.

A literal one, though. There were still no issues with the phones in the slightest.

"I’m actually surprised that the voice is still so clean from this distance," Theo said through the device. He’d lost about 40 [MP] out of the 550 in the [Circuit], which wasn’t too bad with how much they’d been talking. "Any issues on your part? Else I think we’ll just go back to the start."

He stopped pressing it down for a moment until he remembered to add the last part.

"Over."

One issue with the system was that it actually didn’t handle sending out and receiving voices at the same time well. Some of the larger versions that had been mentioned had apparently fixed this issue, allowing for fluid conversation, but Theo had to admit that his current iteration was closer to a radio than an actual phone.

"Not a bad idea," Stig commented, his voice sounding wary as it came through the device. "That angry cloud has been eyeing me extra hard for a few minutes now. I don’t think it likes me. Over."

Looking over the railing and up at the lightning elemental, Theo did notice that it was staring into the far distance. Maybe it was Stig’s lacking clearance as a [Rune-Crafter], or maybe it was the dwarf’s abilities within the [Space Domain]. Did lighting not like space? Theo supposed that it could be because of some weakness against it.

After a bit of walking, when Theo could just barely spot Stig as a speck in the distance, he heard a call from the device once more.

"Hey, you know what? I have something I want to try," Stig said. "Stay where you are. I don’t need you moving around while I try this. Over."

"What exactly are you going to try?" Theo asked. No reply. "Over."

Still no reply. The [Space Mage] wasn’t close enough to the start that Nero could comment on what he was doing either, which left Theo just standing around in place while waiting for Stig’s work to show itself.

When another five minutes of no responses came around, he just sat down on the floor expectantly. They still had nearly seven hours to work before they would need to be present in Rootdale, but the amount of time they could spend in the [Storage Facility] was starting to come to a close. Was he going to reveal his trick yet or—

"Hey."

Stig’s voice. Had he finally decided to reply over the phone? Theo was halfway through putting it closer to his face before he realized that the starting click hadn’t been heard. The voice hadn’t come from the phone.

"Above you."

What?

Tilting his head to look directly upwards, he could spot the grinning face of Stig. Not that he himself was floating just above him. In fact, he seemed to still be standing those meters away in the distance, alongside a portal.

"You made a working portal?" Theo questioned, the grin on his face matching Stig’s as he climbed back onto his feet. While he did so, the position of the split in space slowly changed so that it still pointed towards his face.

"That I did," Stig said, looking rather pleased with himself. "Took a bit of manhandling, but I figured out how to connect to points in space at a somewhat stable rate. What do you think?"

"Is it just light and sound that carries through, or can you actually step through?" Theo asked. He didn’t try to reach towards the portal, seeing the grimace on Stig’s face as he asked.

"Technically?" the [Space Mage] replied, looking through his pockets until he found a small pebble. With a casual throw, it went through the portal and right towards Theo, who caught it. "That just took out half of my reserves."

So keeping the connection between the two points had a very low cost, but the transfer of mass had massive costs. Theo guessed it likewise had a relation to the distance between the two ends of the portal, but he wasn’t sure they had time to figure that out right now.

No matter that, though, it was exciting. A few hours of experimentation had just shown that Stig was able to do more than just simple [Teleportation]. And, while he couldn’t actually put more than a pebble through the portal, the portal was still connected to points several hundred meters away from each other. The range alone was something to be excited about.

When they had the time, they were figuring out exactly what Stig could do with this.

Before that, however, they needed to leave the [Storage Facility] behind. Getting Nero up from her napping spot, and putting the various tomes back on the shelf, they travelled out into the hallway once again.

"Actually, there is one thing I need to do," Theo said a moment before they stepped into the elevator. Going over to the nearest [Terminal], he connected to the [System]. A prompt was quick to appear and ask what it could help him with. "I’ve got a skill to [Adept Rank]. I am hoping to speak with a [Master] or the nearest equivalent about the possibility of a promotion to full [Rune-Crafter] status."

Theo was going to cry if this actually worked.

Request accepted!
[Rune-Mastery] has been confirmed to be at [Adept Rank] or higher. The [System] of [Storage Facility 003-B] will contact a [Master] or the nearest equivalent. Please wait while this is done.

He gave it a few seconds to process before it happened.

Alert!
[Apprentice Theo Locheim] has requested an audience with a [Master] or the nearest equivalent to discuss the possibility of a promotion to [Standard Rune-Crafter Status] due to one of his [Rune-Related Skills] reaching [Adept Rank]. Does the user wish to have input on this case?

"Of course, I do!" Theo accepted, continuing with haste. "No need for an in-person audience. Accept his request."

Warning!
This is highly irregular. Are you sure you wish to do this?

"Yes, I am."

Confirmation accepted!
[Apprentice Theo Locheim] has been promoted to [Standard Rune-Crafter].
Sending former [Apprentice] confirmation regarding the request.

This [System] is so damn broken.

The [Rune-Crafters] had fully expected to be alive forever, to a point where none of their protocols had prepared for the fact that nobody with a high clearance was around to do manual reviews. While there was still a hard lock on the restricted [Storage Rooms], he was relatively sure he could get access with the right wording.

For now, though, this was more than enough.

Congratulations!
A [Master], or nearest equivalent, has reviewed your case and accepted your request remotely.
Your status has been changed from [Apprentice] to [Standard Rune-Crafter].
Wear this rank well, for you are now a proper representative of the [Rune-Crafters]. At your earliest convenience, please visit the [Citadel] to be outfitted with official attire.

Theo would have to get some scuba gear to do that, but that was fine. He’d get to it in a few months. Probably.

As a first, Stig was given control of the car while they flew back towards Linrel. It was partly because he wanted to, and partly because Theo saw a good opportunity to make some more of the radiophones. Since they were going to be delving into the deep dark, it didn’t seem like a terrible tool to have for a group.

Also didn’t mean they got any easier to make when he needed several of them, but whatever. Time flew by, along with them as they reached the snow-covered village. However, while the portal was still open and perfectly viable to enter through, Theo found himself needing some time before having to rejoin Rootdale.

Settling down the car in the snow, they landed not too far from the walls so that the lights of the village could help illuminate the area. Asari was quick to appear. Even when it was night, there was little that stopped the [Dryad] from noticing their entry into her domain.

Before anything was said, Theo remembered the new upgrade to [Mana-Sight]. It was perhaps a little daring to do, but he did attempt to get some kind of information to show up regarding Asari.

[?]
?????

Figures.

"I didn’t think you three would come to visit for a while more," she said as they exited the car. The snow was rather cold to be in, but Theo was quick to start up one of the old warming tools he’d made so long ago. While they were rather primitive, one couldn’t deny their effectiveness at heating a small area up. "Aren’t you meant to join with some of the dwarves from Obon in the morning?"

"That we are," Theo replied. "Just thought we would stop by before that point, however."

Asari eyed Theo’s chest for a second, clearly seeing through his intentions.

"And Eirene did give me a leaf that she wanted me to make sure you got," he continued, reaching into his inner pocket before bringing out what looked to be an entirely ordinary leaf from an oak tree. If not for his [Mana-Sight] warning him of the sheer amount of energy it was made of, he would’ve thought it normal. "Didn’t feel right keeping it for the days we’re trapped underground."

Handing the leaf to the [Dryad], Theo saw a softness roll over her features. Memories of old times. As she pressed her fingers against the green surface, a wave of energy went up her limb, bouncing through her several times in vivid colour while everything was absorbed.

"She had kind things to say," Asari said after a while when the lights had died down around them. "There were also memories of the attack, about what was done to protect her. She didn’t recall everything, since her vision during her slumber was very faint, but she does remember that you all assisted her when she needed help."

So she had been able to witness Theo and the others battling the [Corrupted]. He couldn’t imagine it had been fun.

"It is clear to me, and my sisters, that Eirene might not have survived if it had not been for your actions," Asari continued when they stayed silent. "For that, we thank you. If there is anything you want, and we have the power required to give it to you, just ask and you shall receive."

Nero perked up from her spot at that, instantly demanding that he ask for details.

"Anything?" Theo repeated, ignoring the list of demands that the [Familiar] by his side had already started to form. Nero had apparently remembered the [Dryad]’s old mention of "a barrel of diamonds" and was very determined that as much would be given to them.

"Anything, yes," Asari confirmed, a knowing smile sent towards a rabbit who still hadn’t stopped listing off her demands. Whether or not she could hear them was entirely unknown, but she certainly knew how to spot an excited animal. Maybe it was the mildly shaking wings or the extra dose of fog escaping her that caused it. "I can assure you that the power and reach of the dryadic community is not to be underestimated. We’ve had hundreds of thousands of years to foster quite a treasury."

Theo nodded along, looking over at Stig, who was keeping silent. When his gaze was noticed, the dwarf just shrugged. He was the one who talked the most among them, so…Theo apparently had the reins on this one.

"Well, if there is one thing that I would love," Theo said, looking through the long list of demands that he wasn’t agreeing with in the slightest. "It’s one of Jakob’s apples."

‘What?’ came in a deadpan tone from Nero.

"What?" Asari repeated.

"You know, those fruits that he’s always pulling out, taking a single bite of, and making disappear again?" Theo said, getting a strange look from Stig. "What? Was I the only one noticing those?"

"No… I just didn’t think that would be what you would go for," Stig replied slowly. "I’ve got nothing I really need, though, so…yeah, let’s get some of these ‘apples.’"

While initially looking surprised by Theo’s request, the [Dryad] steadily returned to her former expression.

"I’m surprised you know the name of the fruit, to be honest with you, Theo," Asari said, though it didn’t stop her from raising her left hand. With the grass around them cleared of snow, a small root was able to sprout from the ground. An apple tree, one that rapidly grew while fruits began to appear on its branches. "It is not a type of tree that has naturally been seen for thousands of years. I assume that you saw them in…the other place?"

The [Dryad] had seen most of his memories during his first time using [Arbor], and knew most of the basic facts about Theo’s life. There were still obvious holes, however, and that was shown by her lacking understanding of the different fruits on the earth. Not that he minded, of course. That she tried to be subtle about mentioning his circumstances outright made him chuckle, honestly.

"They were very common in the other place, yes," Theo said. Before long, the apple tree in front of them was fully grown, its body bending downwards so that they could take one of the apples without rising from their places in the grass. "I could show you a memory of it all at some other time."

Biting into the fruit, Theo had to admit the taste was slightly different from what he remembered. Only a hint of sweetness in the aftertaste, along with the surface feeling thicker. Were the store-bought ones just modified? Theo wouldn’t doubt it, with how much everything else back home had been syntheticized down to all the layers of hell and back.

"Is good," he said through the chewing, going through the fruit at a quick pace. Stig wasn’t too far behind, happily accepting the offer to put a few of them into their bags. A snack for the time they would spend below didn’t sound too bad. "Thanks for giving us the chance. I can’t say I could imagine Jakob sharing if I asked."

"He can be quite blunt at times, but I think he wouldn’t mind if you asked nicely," Asari countered. She thought highly of the druidic leader. Not too bad, seeing how he’d defended the [World-Tree] with more determination than Theo or any of the others could hope to muster. Jakob had been the one to charge at a demigod ready to tear her throat out. Theo could only say he’d been at a distance with his pistol, which was honestly nothing in comparison to the former. "Really, I must admit that my sisters don’t accept this request of yours as enough. While we don’t normally show it, we dryads can occasionally be quite stubborn. Theo, we need to give you something."

This was turning into quite the conundrum.

"More apples won’t make the others satisfied?"

"Sadly not, though I can get you more if you wish for it."

"Oh, there’s no need," Theo assured her. "We already got enough to last the entire trip. Would be pointless to have more if we have to leave them behind at the surface."

While he personally thought of those words as confirmation that there was nothing that they really needed, which meant he would sadly have to bend to Nero’s whims, a spark of inspiration was spotted in Asari’s gaze. With a calm smile that grew a little wider than normal, the [Dryad] spoke.

"If you’re going into the depths, I must ask how you will manage to look around," she asked, which didn’t make sense to the three in front of her. "While Nero might have some chance of travelling through the caves, I know that both humans and forest dwarves primarily use sight to navigate their surroundings, and, last I checked, the sun does not reach too far under the surface."

Theo was about to counter back that the stone dwarves were quite adept at filling their cities with light, and that Olkir had been a breeze to walk through when it came to the light levels, but…they weren’t going to be visiting the city. That had been more than clear from the fact that the lift used to transport people down to the [Stasis Field] wasn’t constantly prepared for use. There was no reason for it to be, since no repairs or manipulations were needed down there. Everything could be done remotely.

It’s a black void down there, isn’t it?

‘Probably,’ Nero supplied, which made Theo falter. Yet again something he hadn’t considered.

"I take your silence to mean you have not formulated a strategy for that conundrum just yet," Asari commented, badly hiding her merry mood from Theo and Stig’s darkening faces. "You should not worry about it for long, however. We have something that should help you with exploration where the sun doesn’t reach."

Out from the apple tree came another branch, this one abnormally tall while also very thin. It took Theo a moment to realize it was in the shape of the plates he used for his [Runes], and, more importantly, that it had a growing sigil on its surface.

When it detached itself from the tree, Asari handed Theo the wooden plate. A second after his hands made contact with it, a blue box appeared in his vision, one with the details that proved it to be godsent.

[Darkvision Rune]
Mana-Purity: 99%
Tier: 4
Material: Arbor
Capacity: 0/74
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 99/99

"You can apply it to a person by placing the rune close to their eyes, and it’ll temporarily grant them the ability to see in even total darkness," Asari explained as Theo studied the design of the [Rune]. There were some key similarities to the enhancements that Elgriva Dulka had made for hers, though those were meant to be more about general enhancement rather than specifically letting them see in the dark. "I believe the effect lasts for around forty minutes. That is, as long as you use arbor to create it. As this is a dryadic spell, I can’t imagine it will accept many other materials."

"I’ll keep that in mind," Theo promised.

They chatted a while more, though the moon above did finally remind them of the fact that they needed to be going on an excursion in not so many hours. Before that, however, there was one more topic that needed to be breached.

"Since you saw Eirene’s memories of the fight, I assume you heard it when Rina mentioned somebody called Draven?" Theo said, Asari nodding in response. "Would you have any idea who he is? We’ve never heard of him, but apparently, he has an interest in us."

"Draven… There are many who have carried that name through the years," Asari replied, seeming deep in thought. "I know several ancient crafters, a couple of rune-crafters from a few hundred years ago, and a single somewhat prominent warlord from around the same era. None of them seems like possible candidates for this Draven’s identity, however."

Theo and Stig were forced to agree, putting the topic away from another time. There was a chance some elven royals had an idea, but, if not, it was likely a mystery never to be solved.

Hugging the [Dryad] goodbye, to which there were surprisingly few comments, they left the car in her care before venturing through the [Arch Portal] once more.

The increase in temperature wasn’t hated in the slightest, though a cold chill still crept to Theo’s bones. Some of the guards inquired whether they needed to bring the guard captain, but he politely refused.

"We’re just going to be sitting around for a few hours, and then we’ll be out of your hair for a good handful of days more. Doesn’t sound too bad, does it?" Theo said, his words quick to make the guards return to their posts without even replying. Too determined to keep up appearances, honestly. "Got more of those apples, Stig?"

One was thrown in his direction a second later. Catching it without any problem, he savoured the fruit while falling into a state of relaxation. Though it might’ve been a good idea to finish the rest of the radiophones, or even make sure he could make more of the [Darkvision Runes], his body decided that getting a few hours of sleep was the best idea of all.

It felt like the last hours passed in the blink of an eye, honestly. Before he knew it, the [Arch Portal] had changed to show Morrik standing on the other side, fully geared up.

Their time had come.


Chapter 3

Deep Rock


Theo didn’t like the darkness that filled the area around them as they travelled down the lift. He’d experienced it before when they’d been going from the top level down to the city before, but now…they were leaving Olrik behind, going further down than they ever had before. The lift they were taking had just been finished a few hours before they’d arrived as well, some of the operators still doing safety checks while they’d been boarding it.

"No reason to worry," Magni had assured them at the time. "This gentle beast worked five hundred years ago and it’ll work just as brilliantly now!"

Its age did not put a smile on Theo’s face, though he decided to just close his eyes and trust in dwarven engineering. Doing anything else wouldn’t help him, and, in the worst scenario, he had his [Runes] to fall back on. Granted, there wasn’t much he would be able to do if stranded in a tunnel leading directly downwards for hours on end, but it was a vain hope to use.

"Nerves are finally getting to you, lad?" Morrik asked from his side, the stone dwarf showing off his silver teeth as he grinned Theo’s way. "No reason for that. We’ve trained for this day many times. Isn’t that right, boys?"

A shout of approval came from the other four dwarven warriors that had been tasked to follow them down. They weren’t the same as the ones that had been with Morrik the day before. That much was obvious by the new entrance of a bronze-coloured beard that one of them was equipped with.

Rurik Goldbeard.

It was the first of the four names that Theo had been able to memorise during the initial introductions. Since they were going to be staying together for quite a few days, Morrik and the others had only thought it fair that Theo and Stig know the names of the ones who were tasked with protecting them.

Norin Ironfoot, Krag Forgeheart, and Gorn Jawbreaker were the names of the other three, though Theo did have some doubts about whether or not the surnames were placed properly. Unlike with Rurik’s golden beard, which was closer to copper colouring but he didn’t mention it, there wasn’t much to identify the three. They all had eyes like steel, bodies thick as oak trees, and long enough beards to physically slap somebody with it if they wished. And, knowing that those very same beards were made of a stonelike material, Theo was relatively sure they could be used as weapons if needed.

These people were built for battle any way you looked at it, and they were happy to show that off.

"Nerves are the least of my problems right now," Theo finally said, answering the dwarf with an uneasy grin of his own. It didn’t come from the heart, but the bark of laughter that Morrik gave in response certainly did, along with the slap to Theo’s shoulder shortly after. If he’d been a person with ordinary strength, that could’ve put the limb out of its socket. Instead, he was left to idly wonder if it would bruise in the morning. "I’d like to have the rest of these made before we reach the bottom. They’re a good tool in the event we split up."

"You did say that before, yes," Morrik commented, picking up one of the radiophones from the table that sat in the middle of the lift. While the stone dwarf took it at a quick speed, Theo could easily see how delicately the tool was inspected. There was no desire to actually harm its structure, and he was happy to see how much attention they paid to making sure that didn’t happen. Whatever negative could be said about the dwarves of the deep was truly overshadowed by their care for crafted objects. "Never had much interaction with rune-crafter tools myself, other than all those flashing rocks inside the control room. Interesting thing, this is."

"You can keep them after this if you want," Theo offered, much to the surprise of the others around. Stig and Nero didn’t give it a second thought, their knowledge of Theo’s giving personality being a bit too ingrained at this point, but the others had no such expectations of him. Some of them had even lost a bit of their grey colouring, a feat most noteworthy for people whose skin was made of literal stone. "I’m only making these so that they can be useful for this mission, and I can make more if I ever need them. These here won’t last you more than a few months, and you’ll need to recharge them with [Mana] once they’re empty, but letting you have them while they last wouldn’t be a problem in the slightest."

Only the sound of the lift’s idle creaking as it continued being lowered was heard, until Morrik once again broke the silence with a chuckle, another firm hit to Theo’s shoulder. He seemed pleased, though Theo was forced to wonder if he would need to make more [Holy Runes] to heal the damage soon.

"Rurik, you might need to invite this rune-crafter into your family with how much of a golden heart he has," Morrik commented, a roar of laughter going through the other guards while the radiophone was put onto the table. "We’ll gladly accept that, Theo of the Locheim family. It’s not often we see such kindhearted actions down here. Not the normal customs, you know?"

"Oh, it really doesn’t have to be looked at as something so serious. It’s just—"

"He really doesn’t know how to take a compliment, does he?" Morrik cut in, looking over at a mildly amused Stig. The forest dwarf just shrugged before going back to his work with the small portals. He’d been at it since they’d gotten on the lifts to begin with, apparently trying to figure out any proper usages of them that his regular [Teleportation] wouldn’t allow. For now, the current idea was to use them for spying purposes, since a small hole could easily be made several hundred meters away. "Has the giving nature of elves infected his soul?"

That made the [Space Mage] pause his work, letting the conversation have his full attention.

"I don’t know if the forest elves could really be described as giving," Stig corrected. "They might have been an era ago, but they themselves have grown accustomed to the human and dwarven love of trading. You can hardly get anything in their cities for free."

"Truly?" Morrik asked. "Other than having rather strange taste in where they wanted to live, and a rather crude figure, I thought they were very sharing folk."

"You might be thinking about the moon elves," Stig replied, quickly going into the brief history of how they’d lived as a society a few hundred years ago. Theo listened on for most of it, quite enamoured by the descriptions of shared wealth among the people along with their strict obligation to not harm until forced by others. "Since I can’t imagine that the stone dwarves leave your home underground often, the knowledge of the specific elven races might have become muddled through time."

"Perhaps. I only know of them from what I’ve heard of others," the stone dwarf agreed half-heartedly. "There are many history books about our past, but not many have the need to read them. Might I ask if the forest dwarves have it differently?"

"Oh, not at all. In my village, I might be one of three who have bothered opening up our lorebooks in the past hundred years. In fact, it has—"

And on it went, the history of the world recited along with a great deal of commentary about the lacking knowledge about it. Theo didn’t pay much attention after that first part, but he was able to pick up parts about old monsters, artefacts lost to time, the travelling methods of the overworld and how they compared to the ones below the surface, and then what kind of difficulties came with living on the two different levels.

That last topic was finally breached around the time that Theo finished the seventh and final radiophone, officially having enough that everybody but Nero could carry around one and communicate with all the others.

"Do you not have issues with overpopulation down here?" Stig asked, while Theo slowly connected all of the phones together under one shared mode. It would make it possible for everybody to hear the one speaking at the click of a button. Though…he did also allow him and Stig to have their separate channel, in the event they might need it. Nero had forced the idea on him, the rabbit’s safety concerns never-ending. "Not in the sense that you don’t have enough food, but instead that you don’t have enough space."

"Not really," Morrik answered. "Why’d you think we have problems with that?"

"Well, expanding the city down here can’t be as easy as it is above the surface," Stig explained. "Above, we might have to cut out a few trees and make a new path made of gravel to make walking easier. Down here, you’d need to carve out massive amounts of stone to make room for new buildings. Does that not take many years to do?"

Realisation hit the stone leader of the stone dwarf, along with a bark of laughter that stopped Theo from focusing on the [Darkvision Rune] he’d pulled out. They only had around an hour or two until the lift would stop and they’d be at their destination, which meant figuring out how to consistently replicate the sigil on the bark.

"If we had to cut out everything by hand, sure, but we’ve left behind those primitive methods," Morrik answered. "We have several methods, though the two most formal are using stone worms and using our machines."

"And stone worms are…?" Stig said, clearly never having heard of them. Theo hadn’t either, but he was more enraptured by the weird curves on the outside of the [Rune] in his hand. This would be quite the headache to do consistently, but the slab of [Arbor] he’d manifested was slowly getting an accurate imprint put onto it.

"Giant beasts that run rampant underground," Morrik said. "Fifty meters long at their shortest, can get up to a few hundred if you allow them to live a few decades. Not that we do, since only the small ones can be herded into eating the parts around the city we actually want."

That made Theo pause for a while, as the details about professionally wrangling giant worms to eat through rock were rather…unique. The art had been passed down through many generations, and some of the families had become more than just adept at handling the worms. A few on the magical spectrum could outright command them to do whatever they wished.

"Isn’t too far from what you’ve got with that rabbit there, Theo," Morrik said as an example. "We actually had a problem with one of them a few decades back, when one of those who could control them rather well didn’t want to kill the old worms."

"What happened back then?" Theo asked, curious about their fate.

"Ah, I think they tried to force him to kill the worms. Didn’t end well for those who were sent to give him the orders, since worms that are a hundred meters long don’t take the threat of death well," the stone dwarf explained. "Herder was gone before anybody could come around with backup, though. Worms were gone as well, and they weren’t spotted in any of the other cities. He’s just assumed to have fled. Should’ve kicked the bucket right about now."

Theo wasn’t sure if that really was the case, seeing how long-lived [Mages] could be once they reached higher levels of power. If somebody was able to control a small horde of such worms, it wouldn’t be unthinkable that they’d still be going through the underground somewhere.

Talks continued on, falling back to the hardships in attaining fabrics in the underground, something that went right over his head. Not that it was an issue, since it allowed him to focus back on the [Darkvision Rune] in his hand. While his first attempt at replicating it hadn’t been as perfect as the example given by Asari, Theo couldn’t call himself a failure in the slightest.

[Darkvision Rune]
Mana-Purity: 61%
Tier: 4
Material: Arbor
Capacity: 0/52
Activation: Command Word
Durability: 60/60

The [Activation Method] had been changed this time around, since Theo truly wasn’t a fan of [Trigger] anymore, but it was otherwise the same setup as the original. He wouldn’t have minded if the [Capacity] had been a little higher, however. If 75 [MP] gave him [Darkvision] for forty minutes, 52 [MP] probably gave him about thirty to work with. Enough to not be an extreme nuisance, but he knew that being forced to reapply it tens of times a day wouldn’t be fun.

What I do in the name of love.

At least he could make a few additions to the [Rune]’s surroundings to make it slightly less of a headache. The entire backside was left open to his whims, which meant he could add in two of the [Dense-Battery Runes] without too much of an issue. Granted that they were slightly bigger than the optimal sizing, this allowed two extra charges for the [Darkvision Rune] without having to refill. Even if this variant of the batteries was quite slow to output its energy, it wasn’t like he would need them constantly. Thirty minutes to refill sounded more than possible.

On that note, however.

"Sorry if this sounds rude," Theo said, using the momentary silence in conversation to wedge in a question. "Can stone dwarves see in the dark?"

"What do you mean?" Morrik asked, a thick eyebrow raised at his question.

"Can’t really see any lighting that you brought along, other than that lamp on the lift," Theo said, pointing at their only source of light as they continued down into the darkness below. "Do you have anything packed away we can’t see, or are you able to see in complete darkness?"

Morrik and Stig shared glances, the forest dwarf shrugging once again. Apparently, some chunk of common knowledge had flown over Theo’s head.

"We can see just fine without the sun or anything else lighting our way, though we do prefer to have lamps hanging around to let us see further than normal in the cities," Morrik finally answered, his words seeming calculated. "Will this be a problem, mister rune-crafter? We’d assumed you three had the sight issues figured out yourselves."

"Oh, we have. Don’t worry about that," Theo said, showing off the [Darkvision Rune]. He did need to test it soon, to be sure it worked properly, but everything was likely going to work fine. If it didn’t, though, he and Stig would need to do something else. Maybe a torch made from a modified [Ignis Rune]? It would certainly work for lighting up anything nearby, though he wasn’t sure an open fire many kilometers below ground would be looked at positively. "It’s more for your sake. If you were forced to use something other than natural abilities, I’d offer this as an alternative. It lets you see in complete darkness as well, though only for a short time."

The other dwarves were intrigued by his words yet again, Morrik happily taking the [Darkvision Rune] and inspecting it for himself.

"Won’t be of much use to us, honestly, but I can see how valuable this would be to anybody living on the surface. You people don’t often get to see the darkest pits of the world, so why would you have any ability to see in these conditions," Morrik said, giving the [Arbor] back after some time. Even if he was clearly interested in how it worked, explaining [Runes] didn’t help much when it couldn’t be used in one’s own crafting. "Are rune-crafter gadgets like these common above the surface? We don’t have many of them below, since your people didn’t visit often, but I distinctly remember seeing some of those forest elves flying around on metal cylinders."

"They aren’t common in the slightest," Stig answered before Theo had the chance. "This guy here is just distributing to everybody he meets without care. He might be the one reason that Vrasis is seeing a resurgence in their usage, with how much he has given away in the past year."

Theo sent Stig a look.

"What? It’s true."

"…Yeah, that settles it. He must be related to me somehow," Rurik surmised from his seat, the golden-beaded dwarf causing another round of laughter across the lift.

"You never know," Morrik agreed, grin staying steadfast on his face until a small bell rang from the middle of the lift. The wood around them creaked a little more as they began to slow down, Theo feeling the difference in gravity as the tunnel walls around them disappeared. From what [Mana-Sight] showed, they had left the small tunnel behind in favour of a much larger cavern. "Right. Time’s up, lads. Prepare to step out, or else you’ll be dragged back up again."

The other warriors picked up their weapons at once, laughter forgotten as stonelike faces replaced all forms of emotion. They had hearts within, but those were crushed down in favour of deadly levels of professionalism while on the job. Theo couldn’t help but fall into their trancelike state of awareness.

Not that he could be as watchful as them, seeing as everything around them was still pitch-black to him. When it was clear Stig had the same issue, there was only one way to truly solve it.

Should’ve tested it before we got this far.

"Sight," Theo muttered as he put the [Darkvision Rune] right in front of his eyes. A jolt of electricity jumped from it and right into his eyeballs, making him recoil and hiss as brief pain was felt from the lightning travelling through the soft flesh in his pupils. Whatever was on the inside of the ocular organs felt like it boiled, and several seconds needed to pass before he could barely open his eyelids again and barely hold in a gasp.

The world had gone greyscale. There was still some level of colouring within the lift itself, where the actual light was still coming from the lamp, but everything outside was—

"Shit, this place is massive," Theo said before he could stop himself. It was true, though, as even with [Darkvision] he couldn’t see the end of the cavern anywhere. There were natural pillars at random every hundred meters or so, but the darkness gathered together in all directions before any walls could be seen. "Multi-day trip indeed."

"Quiet, now," Morrik requested, sounding polite and firm at the same time. Below, the ground got closer and closer, the lift slowing down even further to ensure there wasn’t a hard landing.

Stig poked Theo, gesturing for the [Darkvision Rune] as well. It was handed to the dwarf the next second, Stig muttering the words to make it activate before promptly giving the same reaction as Theo. While the effects were more than worth it, he knew it would be a hard battle to keep his eyes open when the magic needed to be reapplied.

As the [Rune] was handed back to him, the lift finally hit the floor with an echoing thud. The metallic rope that held the lift from above went slack, stopping a second after while the small bell began to ring. Instantly, the dwarves opened the doors to the wooden platform, making sure Theo, Stig, and Nero went out before they did the same. All baggage was removed as well, and, ten seconds after leaving the lift, the bell rang again before the rope became tight and the lift began to be pulled back into the air.

"There’s a lever underneath the hatch over there," Morrik said in a low voice, pointing at a metal door which was half-covered by random pebbles. While they were wiped away, the dwarf didn’t open it. "It calls down the lift to get us back up. Takes about three hours for it to get down after we turn it. Only use it once, as doing it twice or more means something else."

"What, exactly?" Theo asked.

"Twice means the lift needs to get down here fast, thrice means a group needs to get down here to retrieve our corpses," Morrik explained, pausing for a second. "Four means to throw bombs down here and pray it kills whatever killed us. A precautionary measure. Nothing we’ll need to worry about."

That there was a feature which made communicating their deaths clear to those above was not a comforting thought to Theo, precautionary or not. Nevertheless, he didn’t comment too strongly on it, just walking off the metal platform they’d landed on and down onto the natural rocky surface. While most of the area around them was wild terrain made from whatever kind of water had flowed through here countless years ago, a clear path had also been made by the dwarves.

"We’ve got six hours of walking from here over to the stasis field," Morrik explained to them. "From there, we need to do a full walk around the field to inspect the three major groupings of ley line connections. Travelling to each will be eight hours of travel, and inspection is expected to take around five hours. From the third grouping and back, it is twelve hours of walking. Nothing too serious, other than being extremely time-consuming."

Theo found himself agreeing. If they didn’t rest at any point, they’d be actively moving for fifty-seven hours straight. While he had most certainly moved for so long previously, it had been stretched over a week with countless stops for food and whatnot. That the stone dwarves expected this to easily be done in three to four days showed that their work spirit was slightly different than what Theo was used to.

Regardless, they were quick on their feet as they began the long trek. All the radiophones were handed out in the meanwhile, Theo making sure that everybody knew how to use them along with the general idea of using "over" to signal that one was done talking. A simple system, and one that the guards took to heart from the first time Theo had said it. Discipline was clearly one of the hard-learned lessons that had been given by their teachers.

There wasn’t much room for talking other than those instructions as they walked, however. While Morrik was quick to assure him that there was no sign of danger anywhere, it was customary to always be alert while out and away from the cities. The wild was a dangerous place, and, while there were magical protections to stop most monsters from getting anywhere near the [Stasis Field], there was documentation of some of the older beasts going through the area anyway.

"There was a three-hundred-meter-long stone worm down here during the early years," Morrik explained in a soft voice. "Caused a lot of casualties in the fight to make sure it never neared the field. It likely wouldn’t have found the warriors back then if not for the ruckus caused. Best to learn from our ancestors in that regard."

Learning from history? Theo didn’t see how he could critique their way of living, happily keeping his mouth shut while they walked from then on.

The perks of having longer legs than dwarves also meant that his normal strides were their regular marching speed. While he felt himself moving at a leisurely pace, the stone dwarves were walking at the speed expected of people on a mission.

Not that Stig seemed to be enjoying it, as the [Space Mage] had to use a [Holy Rune] on his feet two hours into walking, but it was otherwise a painless affair. Especially when Theo could practise with these [Runes] while they walked.

He still wasn’t too happy with how the [Darkvision Runes] were without their higher [Purity], and, in the name of minimising the number of times he needed to sting his eyes, he’d started up the process of practising the [Engraving] again and again. It wasn’t the quickest training situation he was in, but there wasn’t much else to truly do. And, on the positive side, the need to multitask was a great way to train his focus in the meanwhile. After three hours of marching, Theo had certainly improved his skill in dodging small boulders while [Engraving] a perfect epispiral on a piece of magical wood. It wasn’t a talent he ever thought he would need to learn or use, but here he was.

By the time they could see the beginning of the [Stasis Field], Theo had started to become rather pleased with the results.

[Darkvision Rune]
Mana-Purity: 82%
Tier: 4
Material: Arbor
Capacity: 0/64
Activation: Command Word
Durability: 83/83

82 percent [Purity] paired with enough [Capacity] to make the effect last for an extra five minutes. Those three hundred added seconds might not have seemed like much to most, but Theo was happy to remove one or two applications. Even though he had only needed to do it around ten times, he was already getting sick of it.

"There it is," Morrik commented as the field came within their view. Theo realised that the [Darkvision] actually wasn’t able to pick it up from here. It was just the sheer density of [Mana] that made it impossible for him and Stig to spot. "The work of our ancestors right in front of our eyes."

"Never thought I’d see it," Norin said, similar words said by the other dwarves. A minute was given to look at it from afar before they moved once more.

They still had another hour to walk before the first group of connections was reached, after all, and Morrik needed them to take a sharp left on the next split in the crafted paths if they hoped to reach it directly. Apparently, the dwarf had memorised the path they needed to take to get everywhere they needed to go. It was good that he had, seeing as there weren’t any signs around. A security feature, perhaps?

Maybe it was just that anybody who could manage to get lost down here wasn’t meant to be here to begin with. It was a sobering thought, though one that Theo put behind him. The [System] had detected [Priority Life-Forms] down here. That meant somebody had to be here somewhere, someone who had at least managed to locate one of the [Ley Line Connections].

‘Doesn’t mean they’re not lost,’ Nero commented as they walked. She had been quiet through most of it. She’d grumbled about being hungry about halfway, but had been offered plenty of meat to keep her satiated while they continued on. She was going to be taking a nap when they reached the ley lines, though. ‘Could be that they stumbled around until they found something and then just stayed there permanently.’

‘‘Permanently’ is a strong word here,’ Theo replied with a frown. ‘Can’t have been down here for that long.’

‘How’d you know?’ Nero questioned. ‘They can’t make the system search for life-forms themselves, or they would have already noticed their presence. They could have been here for as long as another rune-crafter didn’t make it search for people, and that’s 240-something years.’

…

It was an upper estimate, two and a half centuries, but Theo couldn’t find a way to dispute her ideas. It would be a very boring life down underground, but that didn’t refute that it was possible to live in. The stone dwarves mainly subsisted on a type of edible rock moss that could grow anywhere there was darkness, which meant there was a permanent supply down here. The higher [Mana-Density] would even increase how much could be made. Though it would be hard to survive mentally, several decades could easily be spent next to the [Stasis Field] before somebody succumbed to old age.

Or, in the event of them being a [Mage], there was no requirement of them needing to have died since the last check by a [Rune-Crafter].

…

‘There wouldn’t be any reason for anybody that powerful to be down here, though,’ Theo sent to Nero, the [Familiar] giving him a mental shrug as they continued onwards. ‘Anybody that powerful would be able to leave at any time they wished.’

‘There’s no reason for anybody to be down here at all,’ Nero countered. ‘Does not stop the system from noticing them. Doesn’t stop the fact that a lever on a one-of-a-kind metal platform placed on a clear path close to the [Stasis Field] can be pulled to make a lift come down to get you.’

Theo didn’t want to think about this. The fact there was somebody alive down here was enough knowledge. He knew they were somewhere close to the [Ley Line Connections], though the system hadn’t revealed which of them it was, and he knew they were close enough that activating them again would be deadly.

Nothing more was set in stone, and, until more was known, nothing else would be said.

‘I think this is what people call ‘denial,’’ Nero idly commented, but Theo didn’t give her the pleasure of getting a response. He just went back to working on his [Runes], including some of the newer ideas he’d had for a while.

The mobile [Barrier Rune] he’d attained a while back was still heavily underused in his own kit. That was mainly because he hadn’t had the time to actually do something with the concept, even when it seemed so utterly powerful for emergency protection.

A translucent giant shield that could be summoned at will? Who wouldn’t want that? It would cost a lot of [Mana] to have something at that scale, and a lot of surface area to have enough [Battery Runes] to power such a thing, but his shield was there for more than just aesthetics. While it hadn’t been heavily used for most of his recent projects, the return of its glorious design had now been destined.

The best thing about the idea was that most of the heavy lifting had already been done while he worked on the flying bikes for Reginald. That included the curved hexagonal design with several layered shields to provide much stronger overall protection, along with the ability to reduce the physical energy of blunt attacks by an extreme margin. While Theo didn’t want a direct translation of the bike’s different shield modes, the overall concept was easily grabbed.

Curving the shield around and making it protected from all sides wouldn’t really work as well as it did with the bike. After all, protecting the shield wasn’t the main goal here. Instead, there was a person holding the shield. Since that person, namely Theo, could be trusted to point the shield at danger, he could make the barriers curve slightly less to get a wider reach and stop attacks from a wider angle. Another benefit was that it also helped others behind him without too much trouble.

A slight jab of pain was felt when Theo realised he would have to remove the other [Runes] on his shield, however. The [Ignis], [Gale], and [Impact Runes] had been with him nearly since the start, staples across nearly all of his adventures. Other than the [Impact Rune], they hadn’t been heavily used at the end, but the knowledge they were there if needed had brought him quite the level of comfort.

You’ve got more than enough offensive abilities, Theo. You can let go of these ones.

…

Allowing the [Impact Rune] to stay wouldn’t hurt, actually. That was the logic he used while removing everything else from the surface, letting the [Tier 5 Impact Rune] stay exactly where it was. Honestly, it would be stupid to remove it. That specific sigil was what had allowed him to drive the shield right into the head of the Queen of the North not so long ago. Without it, they could very well have lost that battle.

‘I was already eating her organs at that point,’ Nero pointed out, Theo not listening to a word she said. ‘Our victory was assured before you got thrown into the sky.’

Lies.

It would stay for as long as possible, though Theo did frown while trying to fit in as many [Battery Runes] on the backside as possible. [Barrier Runes] had an incredibly high upkeep cost when hit, after all, so having several hundred [MP] was the minimum requirement. Theo wouldn’t have minded being able to use the dense variant, but he didn’t trust it to have enough output to repair the damage to the barriers while the battle was ongoing.

In the end, he settled on having sixteen [Battery Runes] on [Arbor], the magical wood allowing each of them to have 62 [MP] without any obvious drawbacks. 992 [MP] in total, all to be spent on allowing [Barrier Runes] to stay in place.

Theo estimated they could hold them up for at least twenty seconds. The blink of an eye in regular time, but an eternity while in battle. While some magical attacks like Nero’s [Corruption Breath] could probably make it last for a much shorter time, he was betting on future enemies not having access to a tool not naturally found on this level of existence.

Making the [Barrier Runes] afterwards was honestly a breeze in comparison to the [Battery Runes] on the backside. With a full surface to put them on, Theo was able to fully optimise their placement down to the last centimeter. Since the shield didn’t even have a constant form anymore, he could even add a finger width of space anywhere he needed, allowing for further customisation. The [Runes] were made perfectly, the [Connection Runes] were unseen due to them just digging through the shield instead of wrapping around the surface, and all the sigils lit up at the same time at the end. It was a complete [Circuit], a showing of what could be done when a person put their mind to a project without giving up.

And when the [System] wanted him to name it, there wasn’t any trouble coming up with the title.

[Aegis Circuit]
Runes used: 9x [Low-Scale Temporary Mobile Barrier Rune] [0/104], 16x [T0 Dense-Battery Rune] [0/62]
Activation: Command Word
Capacity: 0/1928

Theo had to admit that it was one of the biggest handheld [Circuits] he’d ever built when looking at the sheer [Capacity] it contained. Nearly 2000 [MP] was nothing to baulk at, though he was not happy with the fact that just activating the [Circuit] would cut away nearly 400 of it instantly. The activation costs for [Barrier Runes] were extreme, but their benefits were extreme enough to make up for that flaw.

‘Are you done?’ Nero asked through the connection while Theo inspected his work a tenth time.

‘Just about,’ he replied, wondering if he could do something like this but on his metal arm instead. It would be a smaller version, of course, only able to cover him other than a group, but an extra defence in case he lost the shield wouldn’t be a terrible idea. ‘Why?’

‘The stone-skinned have been waiting for you to answer for about half a minute now.’

What?

Glancing up from his work, Theo noticed that they had stopped. That he hadn’t mentally taken note of the fact he had stopped walking as well spoke highly of just how good he was at separating his mind from physical movement, but it also revealed to him that he had the habit of tuning out all words as well.

"Sorry, did you say something?" Theo asked when he failed to remember what had been said. Nero couldn’t help him either, seeing as she hadn’t bothered to actually focus on his words more than acknowledging their existence. "I was out of it for a bit."

"We weren’t sure if you were actually breathing for the past twenty minutes," Gorn muttered gruffly, eyes sent towards Stig, who yet again just shrugged without comment.

"I’ll repeat myself, then," Morrik said, his voice somewhere between amusement and curiosity about human mannerisms. Theo supposed he wasn’t a good model for helping them understand how his race worked mentally. "We’re at the first ley line grouping. Are you ready to inspect it?"

Looking around, Theo was able to confirm that he was right. More than right, honestly, as there was a twenty-meter-wide [Connection Rune] running below their feet.

Wait, no, that’s not a normal one.

[??? Connection Rune]
Mana-Purity: -
Tier: 0S
Material: Plutonic Stone
Capacity: -/-
Activation: Passive
Durability: 32768/32768

That didn’t look right. The question marks in the name and the letter in the [Tier] were not anywhere near normal. Theo didn’t know the [Material], either, but that along with the [Durability] wasn’t too surprising.

Just what the hell was [Tier 0S] meant to be? Some kind of variant for a [Tier]? Theo didn’t understand just how that was meant to work, since [Tier 0] was already a name made by the [Rune-Crafters] to describe the [Synthetic Runes] that they’d constructed themselves. Why add another layer of complexity to that?

The [System] didn’t seem willing to provide him with an answer to that question, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t see if he could find answers when he left this place behind.

‘You might want to reply soon,’ Nero commented, Theo realising he might’ve been looking angrily at the floor for a few seconds too long.

"Yeah, I’m ready," Theo confirmed. Morrik grunted in affirmation before dishing out orders.

Norin, Krag, and Gorn would stay behind to get some food cooking, since the path they needed to walk to get over to the next group of [Ley Line Connections] was right beside them and some hot food wouldn’t be hated at this point. When Theo inquired about them using live flames to cook, though, he was corrected and informed about them using [Enchanted] heating plates, a curiosity he hadn’t seen before.

All the while, Theo, Nero, Stig, Morrik himself, and Rurik would be out walking along to inspect the grouping manually.

"It’s going to take five hours, give or take ten minutes," Morrik repeated, before remembering the radiophones Theo had given out. After getting confirmation that they would work on long distances, albeit with limited use due to higher costs, an addition to the orders was made. "I’ll contact you every hour. You are expected to answer. If I don’t contact you, attempt to contact us. If there is no reply, wait at your post for two hours before assuming we are dead before proceeding to the lift. That understood?"

"Yes, sir!" all three said, chests out and weapons to their sides. Very dramatic flair, Theo mused, but it was ruined by the massive grins plastered onto their faces as they began to dig out the various cooking implements they’d brought along. Alarms were to be positioned around the area in the meantime as well, of course, but most importantly, Theo and the others would be returning to a hot dish of something hopefully edible by humans.

Before long, half of the group was walking beside the strange [Connection Rune], constantly scanning for anything that hinted at recent activity. Footprints in the rock dust, something that had been pushed onto the now-empty [Rune], and anything else that would imply life. Even Nero was chipping in by smelling for any foreign scents, a hard task when so much of the area around them was entirely new to her nose.

"There’s a lot of those precautions made," Stig commented when they were ten minutes out. Theo didn’t add anything to it, sensing that the words were directed at the leader of the stone dwarves. "Do you truly believe that there’s little to no chance of monsters appearing? You’ve been very strict about making sure news gets back if we die from an attack."

"If Theo here dies while we’re down here, we’re going to need to find another rune-crafter within the next two months," Morrik replied in a low tone. "Finding him was a miracle, with how all of them vanished two hundred years ago. To find another in such a short timeframe will require the gods’ intervention, and I’d rather make sure that Magni gets a head start on that if we lose our first."

It was a good reason, but even Theo could see there was more to it. Morrik hadn’t commented much on the chance of monsters, which seemed to make him relatively secure in their lacking presence in the area, but…there was another threat to be found.

"You’re afraid that whoever’s down here will try to kill us," he blurted out. Quickly the stone dwarf switched over to looking at him, going as far as to stop walking so they could meet eye to eye. "Nobody has gone through the normal paths to get down here for over a hundred years, which means they’ve either been here for that long or they went through a path you and the others didn’t know about. Either means that they could very well be a threat."

…

"And here I thought you seemed rather unobservant," Morrik said, a low chuckle coming from the dwarf’s throat as he began to walk again. "Yes, we’re afraid they’re a threat. Magni told us to kill on sight if we think there’s the slightest chance they’re hostile. He doesn’t want any chance of them harming you."

"Why wouldn’t you leave me behind with the cooking team, then?"

"I’ve been given the order to not let you leave my sight, and you would need to see these parts for yourself anyway," Morrik said, Theo briefly forgetting the lie he’d told them. "Can’t inspect them in person if you aren’t there and all."

"Right…" Theo replied, keeping silent for a while as he considered the information at hand. "Can I make one request?"

"Depends on what it is," the leader of the stone dwarves commented.

"Whoever they are, whoever is down here, don’t try to kill them immediately," Theo requested. "We’re all the way down here to find them. If they can be brought back up peacefully, there’s no need to risk a fight with somebody powerful. Would be less of a risk for me, if you need to think about it in that way."

Theo knew this was a subtle jab at the power of the guards sent along with them. He implied they were weaker than whoever was down here, or at least had a real chance of being so. Honestly, it was probably true, since the person down here had likely been around these parts for more than a few decades, which meant they were likely old and weak or a [Mage] with some good chunk of power to their name. Morrik and the others were perhaps physically strong, certainly stronger than Theo without any enhancements, but they still couldn’t match up against ranged magical attacks.

He didn’t think about it often, honestly, but his pistol could probably kill most without the slightest issue. Even without the enhancements to it, a piece of steel flying towards your face at the speed of a strong arrow wouldn’t be easily countered.

"I’ll keep it in mind," Morrik finally answered, after thinking about it for some time. "I make no promises, however. I’d rather trust a corpse to do no harm than an unknown hermit."

"And that’s all I ask," Theo replied with a smile. He’d lied about needing to inspect it for the sole reason of wanting to not needlessly kill. Letting the guards do that themselves wouldn’t do anyone any good.

The next two hours weren’t notable in the slightest, only the odd call from Morrik to the other group removing the silence for a brief time. The [Connection Rune] stayed beside them as they walked, never changing in appearance, a constant fixture amongst the chaos of the natural world. Theo thought it a showing of mastery that it could be created with such accuracy, left to wonder how it had been made.

The cuts into the stone were deep enough that he could put his arm up to his elbow into them. Ordinary [Engravers] had no chance of such a grand scale, though the concept of using [Air-Engraving] for something like this didn’t seem right either.

A machine equipped with specialised connections, maybe? Theo certainly didn’t think somebody could walk along the path hunched over with giant tools. How those machines worked was a mystery, however. If he was lucky, the stone dwarves had some lorebooks he could look through.

That is, if Stig can even decipher their words.

The issue with going to another continent. While the dwarves clearly spoke the Common tongue, they regularly switched to their native one while cursing or talking about more technical details. Theo had seen it prominently displayed in the control room in Olkir, but he could also hear the murmurs between the guards down here sometimes.

Seeing as Stig couldn’t understand a word they said, the books would probably have similar issues. At least there was the chance they could get a translator along with a look at their books. Morrik certainly thought there was a chance when Theo had asked.

"You’d need to go to the royal library for those books, however," Morrik said with a grim tone. "I don’t think there’s many who weren’t stone dwarves who’ve been within those halls, save for the rune-crafters who originally built the stasis field along with a few who did commendable deeds."

"Well, I think I could sneak in on the first criterion, at least," Theo guessed, the leader of the guards just shaking his head in bafflement. "Else I could always try the gifting strategy."

"Gifting strategy?" the guard repeated.

"Yeah," Theo confirmed, though the lack of understanding was clear in the others’ eyes. "You know, how foreign countries give others prominent gifts in the name of fostering a relationship that they would benefit a lot from?"

Silence. Complete and utter silence.

"Maybe there are other tactics in place on this continent," Theo supposed when nobody offered to give their opinion on the matter. "I wouldn’t know. Never been here before."

A few more seconds passed before Morrik gave in, a chuckle escaping him.

"I’m forced to wonder sometimes," the dwarf said, the grey eyes studying him. "It’s been written again and again the rune-crafters were eccentric to no end. Held themselves to some specific standards, a code shared amongst them, but were otherwise entirely free to do whatever they fancied. I never really understood what that meant until now. I fully believe that you, Theo Locheim, make your ancestors proud."

"Uh…thank you?" he replied, not too sure what to think about that. It wasn’t an insult, at least not an obvious one, but Stig certainly looked to be having the time of his life over at the other side of the [Connection Rune]. Once the dwarf noticed Theo’s stare, he just shrugged once again.

‘Don’t try to understand it,’ Nero advised through their connection. ‘Focus on the current instead.’

‘Current times, you mean?’ Theo asked.

‘No. The current,’ his [Familiar] corrected, forcing through what she could hear. Just as she’d said, the sound of a current could be heard. It wasn’t too obvious just yet, still distant, but the way that liquid echoed wasn’t like normal water. Even Theo could hear that, quickly able to place that sound next to what he’d been forced to listen to for hours on end before. ‘The ley line.’

Several of them, in fact, all connected before splitting off to different parts of the world once more. It was an enigma how so many could cross paths at one point in space, though Theo assumed that he could thank the ancient [Rune-Crafters] for that occurrence. Manipulating something so powerful so it could be used to power a prison cell for a [Primordial] didn’t seem entirely out of left field.

"The main source for the stasis field," Morrik said, keeping a healthy distance from the edge that would lead down to the ley line. The others did the same, no desire to feel millions of [MP] blasting through their veins just yet. "And the accompanying connector, of course."

Theo personally thought it looked more like one-half of a bridge being held up by pistons from below, but he didn’t comment on it. Magni had described before how the [Connection Rune] was physically kept from letting it press against the ley line. While he had wondered how that was done, seeing it in person now was…well, it certainly put things to the scale they deserved. There had to be thousands of tons of stone being pushed to make it possible, and Theo was all for it.

Once again, he cursed the fact that he didn’t have access to the blueprints.

…

Wait, shit, I might now.

He had been a full-fledged [Rune-Crafter] since he left the [Storage Facility] up north! The limitations that had been put on him due to him being a [Apprentice] were no longer enforced.

When he got back into the [Observation Room] in Olkir, there was little that would stop him from looking through everything.

"A very beautiful sight, but there’s not much in the way of life here," Theo commented, restraining his glee so only Nero could hear his screams of pure joy. Studying the area around them for some time, however, there was one flat rock sticking out the side right next to where the connector bridge was. "That’s…odd."

His words made the others tense up, Morrik dropping his satisfied expression in favour of holding his battle-axe with both hands. Rurik was similarly ready to hit anything moving with his warhammer.

So tense.

Theo calmly walked over to the start of the connector bridge, crouching down to get a better look at the flat stone. The material was darker than normal, but the square lines around its sides were unmistakable. Putting his hand onto it, he watched as the contraption glowed. Just as he’d thought, the crazy bastards had planted a [Terminal] right in the lethal zone.

"Don’t go activating the connection to the ley line right now, even if you can, Theo," Morrik said hesitantly.

"I won’t," Theo promised as the blue box finally appeared. "Just checking to see if this has more specific [Scanning] commands. If it has, it wouldn’t hurt to have it [Scan] this section for any sign of the [Life-Form] we might’ve missed."

That made the guards untense, his words more than pleasing to their ears. Now Theo just needed to see if he could make good on his words.

[Scan] complete!
[Emergency Terminal] for [Umnir Stasis Arari-Vrasis Ley Line Connection] updated with all current information.
What does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with today?

"If possible, do a [Full Scan] on the [Arari-Vrasis Ley Line Connection] and check if there’s a [Priority Life-Form] other than the ones near me, and the three at the end of the [Connection], present," Theo ordered.

Order detected!
Executing [Full Scan] of [Umnir Stasis Arari-Vrasis Ley Line Connection].

…

No [Priority Life-Forms], other than the two groups ordered to be excluded, detected.
Does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with anything else today?

"It says there’s no sign of life other than us," Theo told Morrik, the guard nodding. That made Theo wonder, though. "If possible, repeat the [Full Scan] on all other [Ley Line Connections], and, if you find a [Priority Life-Form], designate what their location is."

If this worked, their time in the depths would be cut short very quickly.

Order detected!
Executing [Full Scan] of all [Umnir Stasis Ley Line Connections], excluding ones already [Scanned].

…

[Priority Life-Forms] detected!
Does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with anything else today?

…

"What did it say?" Morrik asked, when Theo quietly stared at the message. "Did it work? Do we know where they’re at?"

"Kinda? It’s detecting them, but it didn’t specify where they were," Theo answered. It must have the information. "[System], in which [Ley Line Connections] are [Priority Life-Forms] detected?"

Order detected!
[Priority Life-Forms] have been detected on all [Umnir Stasis Ley Line Connections]. Due to what is suspected to be interference from magical tools, the [Terminal] is unable to give the [Rune-Crafter] an exact count.
Does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with anything else today?

"Well?" Morrik asked. He sounded curious until he noticed Theo’s eyes. Without words, without anything spoken, he understood. "How many?"

"More than the [System] can count," Theo answered.

Morrik had the radiophone to his mouth within the second, shouting at the other group to pack up. They were leaving.

Alert!
The [Terminal] would like to offer a correction of the previously stated information.

"What?" Theo asked, his voice hollow. Morrik didn’t pay attention, continuing to bark orders into the radiophone. The other side wasn’t answering quickly enough.

Regarding the [Full Scan] of the [Umnir Stasis Arari-Vrasis Ley Line Connection].
Previous information suggested that no [Priority Life-Forms] had been detected. Due to attempts by the [System] to compensate for the [Interference], it has been able to detect an unexcluded [Priority Life-Form].

"Answer me, lads," Morrik repeated, his voice starting to tighten as the professional tone began to disappear. A few seconds later, while Theo was still silent on the information, the radios made clicking sounds. Somebody in the other group was using their radiophone.

Yet no words came. There was only a low whine, lasting for a few seconds before the connection was shut down.

More than ever, Theo realized they were not alone down here.


Chapter 4

Umnir


The first reaction was to try and reactivate all the [Ley Line Connections] before it was too late. The [Terminal] rejected that attempt, stating that it could override the safety protocols over [Priority Life-Forms], but it was unable to override the protocols regarding [Rune-Crafters]. The builders of this place had refused to consider the idea of a suicidal activation, and Theo was cursing that fact without end.

Morrik had tried to contact the other group repeatedly after that. Every five minutes, he’d send a message, asking for a reply that wasn’t a slow whine. Not that there came one, after that initial response from them. Nothing came at all. Theo was able to confirm that at least two of the devices with the other group still worked, but the third seemed to have been destroyed or had just lost all its power. The latter option was unlikely, but it was preferable to the alternative.

Anything that could’ve caused its destruction wasn’t good, yet Morrik was already of the mind that it had happened.

"Likely dead," the dwarf said gruffly. His tone was the same that he’d had while they had been walking from the lift to the [Stasis Field], that rough edge of professionalism lining his every word. Now it was likely hiding the emotions beneath, the understanding that three ahead were probably gone. "Numbers are larger than expected, all of them presumed hostile. We’ll have to go back to the lift and call for reinforcements."

Theo didn’t say anything to it, just silently going through the reality at hand. They had ventured down to the [Stasis Field], not because they were forced to if they wanted it to hold stable, but because he had lied so he could perhaps save one person from death. With that action, he’d caused three dwarven guards to die, three warriors who had followed him down here while trusting that it was out of necessity. It was clear from the start how much of a risk it was, yet Theo had allowed his stupidly optimistic views to cloud his judgement. Trying to save somebody he had never met, that he had no knowledge about other than that they existed, was a bad choice.

‘No, it wasn’t,’ Nero corrected him, much to Theo’s surprise. She’d been against this from the start, after all. ‘No, I haven’t. I was against you refusing to do it if we found nothing down here.’

‘Isn’t that the same thing, though?’ Theo questioned. It certainly didn’t make him feel any better, even if it was worded in that way.

‘There was always a chance of hostility, always a chance of monsters appearing,’ Nero answered. ‘Morrik listed it all for you an hour ago. He didn’t expect this either. Nobody could’ve.’

‘I should’ve.’

‘No you should not have,’ she said firmly. She wasn’t angry but she wasn’t letting him think that way. ‘You took a risk based on what you knew, your knowledge turned out to be wrong, and now we’re correcting our actions based on what we know now. In retrospect, you were stupid. But since we didn’t have the ability to look into the future at that time, spending time thinking you should’ve done it differently is a waste of energy. So stop it. From what I can smell, the rations the other group had are either gone or burnt, so we likely won’t get much more for the rest of the trip.’

That…was the longest rant that Nero had ever made. Theo almost stopped in his tracks just to appreciate how extremely talkative she’d gotten after the upgrades to her [Soul Stat]. Something inside her must’ve clicked, some part of her brain finally making her talk however much she pleased. Theo should’ve seen it coming with the list of a hundred things that she’d wanted from the [Dryad], but this was something different entirely.

Pride was not the emotion Theo should have been feeling when he considered it, but it was there in his heart regardless. It even muted the pain of smelling the burnt rations when they got closer to the start of the [Connection Rune].

"Confirmed casualties," Morrik muttered as the three corpses came into sight. Theo wasn’t sure he could even call them as much anymore, the former men mutilated to no end. While they hadn’t been harvested for their flesh, there were clear cuts of their skin lying around on the ground. Two of them had radiophones in their hands, with cut-off fingers that must’ve been moments away from pressing down on the send button. "Poor bastards."

Where’s the third phone, though?

It was a thought that Theo knew he shouldn’t have been considering when seeing the corpses, but his mind wasn’t currently in a state to think about the dead. Instead, his [Mana-Sight] filtered everything but his own magical energies out of view, allowing him to see through most anything that got in his way. Stone, or any material for that matter, became like air, and Theo glanced around until the faint pulse of energy came into his vision.

Gorn’s phone was the one which had been missing. Theo thought it might’ve been taken somewhere else, but…no. It was just hidden in plain sight. It was hidden inside the warrior, as was shown when Morrik turned the mess of a body onto its stomach to get the necklace off him.

"Crazy shitheads," Morrik muttered as he also saw where the phone had been. White bone parts stuck out of the sides of Gorn’s neck, all to make room for the small device made of [Carbon Steel]. It was almost all the way in, only the tip sticking out enough to be spotted by the naked eye. "Thought they were funny with this?"

"Could it be a warning?" Theo guessed, trying to understand what could’ve done this. There was no point in it, honestly. If the killers had just wanted the warriors dead, there wouldn’t have been a need for…this. It had to have been extremely quick if they wanted it done before they could contact them, and with how minimally everything else in the surrounding area had been touched, there clearly hadn’t been much of a fight. Gorn’s battle-axe was still resting against a pile of rocks beside the heating plate, for god’s sake!

"If it is a warning, it’s a good one," Stig said, muttering a few words about the dead getting peace as he looked at it. Nero, to her credit, did her best to respect the fallen as well, keeping thoughts about eating their flesh to a minimum. Theo sent her a small thanks for that. "They’re in more numbers than we guessed, stronger than we hoped, and…clearly, they aren’t opposed to extreme violence."

"That they are not," Morrik said, ripping off a necklace that had barely been hanging onto Krag’s neck. With how tight it had been sitting there, it normally would’ve been easy, but the lack of a head made it—

Theo turned around, taking a deep breath. He was used to death. He had killed a lot of things. He had seen a lot of people die, friends and foes alike. This shouldn’t have been so hard on him.

It felt different when he understood that his actions would’ve stopped this.

Before he could get into another bout of self-loathing, however, Rurik’s high-speed cursing made them all focus. Theo already had his pistol at the ready, his body prepared to kill whoever or whatever was out there, but the dwarf seemed to be cursing at nothing. He was just looking out into the wild area of the cavern, with no path or enemies in sight.

Wait.

Taking a step back to make sure he understood his orientation properly, Theo looked at where they’d come from. They had turned left after coming from the path from the lift, so they could go down and look at the end of the [Connection Rune] and back. That meant that when they returned up here, the path they’d originally taken, the path that directly led them back to the lift, should’ve been on their right.

But there was nothing. It was a wild part of the cavern, as ordinary as everything else they’d passed by. There were a few boulders here and there, looking like they’d been sitting there for the past thousand years, but no path. No footprints, no indication of somebody having walked there while Theo had even been alive.

There was nothing.

"That can’t be right," Stig muttered, Morrik giving the same response after taking the necklace off the third and final body. The corpses were to be left alone after that point, their identification removed to be taken back to their families. The issue now was that the path back couldn’t be located anymore. "Could it be a trick? An illusion."

"If it is, it’s a damned good one," Morrik admitted, making them walk into the wild. Thirty minutes were spent trying to find any leads to the path they’d walked on, yet nothing could be found at all. There was rock and stone and more rock to fill every rock enthusiast’s desire, but no path. There was no guide to safety. "Not an illusion."

Those words had to be accepted as fact as they returned to the [Connection Rune], and Nero was able to guide them back to it without any larger issues. The same couldn’t be said from the original path, however. No matter how much the rabbit tried, there was no clear indication of that path or their group ever being around the area. It was like that chunk of the world had just been reset, restored to its former state of being.

"Couldn’t we just move in that direction until we find the path again, though?" Theo suggested when the others kept quiet. "They can’t have removed the path the entire way. At some point, we have to find it again."

"If they could do that, there’s no guessing what else they could do," Morrik said with a tone that didn’t let his true emotions slip through. "Even if we did find some path, which I’m not sure we would do in time, there’s no promise it’d be the right one. Too many of them lead into the wilderness for countless kilometers. We could walk for months and never reach the end of them."

Not good. Theo closed his eyes as he tried to think, ignoring the slowly festering smell of death some fifty meters away.

"What do you mean by ‘finding a path in time?’" Stig asked from beside him, making Theo look over at the [Space Mage] in confusion. "Why did you make the implication that there’s a time limit?"

…

Morrik kept silent for a while, before seemingly resigning himself to spilling the truth.

"You’re not meant to know about this. Secrets for keepers only," the guard said, looking at Theo. "Though you’re a rune-crafter, so Magni would probably tell you if you asked."

"And what would he say?"

"He’d say that our ancestors made sure nobody could randomly stumble through the wild and find the prison cell," Morrik replied in short. "System’s meant to be constantly checking if somebody is too far away from the paths. If they are, it smites them. Gone in a blink. Not able to see it coming, not able to defend against it, not able to warn anybody about it or regale what they might’ve seen."

Oh, these fuckers made a death trap.

The number of security details that Theo hadn’t been told about made him grit his teeth. Wandering around until they found something wouldn’t work because of that. Technically he could copy the strategy from the dungeon Monus had put them in a while ago, where he would create a few thousand drones and make them build a map of the area, but that would take ages to do, which they didn’t have. Their old rations would’ve lasted them all a full two weeks if needed. Now, with most of it gone or burnt, they had enough for two days at most. Theo would need several weeks with the size of this place.

"Not sure there’s much to do anymore," Morrik commented. "I know the path around the field and back to the lift, but it requires going through where you said there were many of…whatever they are. Even then, when we return to the lift, we’d have to get a larger group down here to get rid of the freaks."

"Actually not," Theo corrected, the guard looking at him with furrowed brows. "First, we don’t need to get rid of them. Second, when we’re up in the control room, I can turn the connections back on, whether it’s lethal to those down here or not."

Morrik began to open his mouth to counter Theo’s words until the guard understood. Rurik must’ve as well, with how the latter guard gripped his warhammer and looked ready to take his head off. The captain stopped him, however, a firm hand on the dwarf making him stand down.

"Theo Locheim, the rune-crafter we asked to help us keep our city, and the world at large, safe from the primordial entity of destruction and death," Morrik began, looking at Theo calmly. There was anger in his eyes, but his body language wasn’t out of the ordinary. It didn’t seem like he would act out, no matter what Theo said. "Did you lie about needing to come down here to restart the connections to the ley lines from the start?"

"Yes."

Hiding that fact was a bit pointless now. If the guard made him some kind of plan that involved putting more at risk because of some misinformation, Theo couldn’t forgive himself. As Nero had said, they hadn’t known enough the first time. The second time, however, there would be no reason in the slightest to let it continue. Whoever was down here, whatever reason they saw for being next to the [Primordial], they’d signed their death certificate because of it.

"Could I ask why you would do this?" Morrik asked. His tone still didn’t seem angry, though he didn’t look Theo in the eyes anymore.

"Thought there was only one person down here," Theo replied. "Somebody stupid enough to try and make this their home. Didn’t see a reason to have them killed when we still had enough time to pull them out. Killing when there’s a better option wasn’t something I would do, hence the lie."

There was silence as the stone dwarf processed the information. Theo didn’t make him hurry, and he was personally not in the mood for speeding things along anyway. He was tense, he understood what actions had caused their current situation, and he was in the process of finding anything that could make it better.

And yet…other than the [Transmission Runes] he was starting to plant on the ground to serve as beacons, he didn’t have much that would really work. Making sure they weren’t lost again was good, but it still wouldn’t make it possible to find their way back without going the entire route around the [Stasis Field].

"You thought that this was the best option," Morrik finally said. The repeated words made Theo think that he would finally lash out, but instead the stone dwarf just made a small chuckle. "I suppose I could see where that logic came from. It’s logic based on very little information, and you should’ve just objected to doing it at the time so we could’ve prepared for it, but I see why you did what you did. Magni would have agreed to try and find the person down here without your presence, though."

"I see," Theo replied. It was nice to know that the leader of the operation wasn’t heartless, though it meant little now. And when nothing about it was said, he assumed the subject had been dropped. Little would be gained by creating enemies now. Death was around the corner for them. At least…that was what they might’ve thought. Theo had an idea. "You said that we had to travel the entire route around the [Stasis Field] if we wanted to follow the path you knew, right?"

"Yes?" Morrik answered. "I know the different turns we must make every time the path splits into several. Other than that, however, I don’t know enough to figure out our position based on just studying a path."

That wasn’t a problem for Theo, as he instantly began working up a small schematic in his head. It would be a little crowded, since they had to do this very quickly while fitting in four people and a rabbit, but he didn’t see why it couldn’t be done in an hour or five. He had the [Mana] for it, had the time to regenerate it again and again, and he certainly had the situation that would make him desperate enough to try it.

"Another question," Theo said as he did his best to remember how wheels were usually connected to other parts of a vehicle. "The path that we would need to take. Is it as flat and wide as the ones we’ve taken before?"

"Of course, it is," Morrik said like he was being strange with such abstract questions. Stig, on the other hand, was looking more than curious as Theo took a rock and began to draw out a small design on the ground. "Why? What are you doing?"

"Just let him work," Stig said from his side, though Theo couldn’t say he heard it as he began to fall into a state of deep focus.

Always wanted to own a proper car.

Not the flying variant, though that was rather neat as well. No…he wanted a proper car, with wheels that could spin as he went above the speed limit on a country road, one that made enough sound to be illegal in most large cities, and that looked fancy enough that nobody with an office job would be able to afford it.

Granted, that made his dream of owning such a car rather difficult, since he did work in an office for the time when it was actually possible for him to get such a vehicle. Probably would be harder to get one now, though, since the creators of such expensive tools were in another world entirely, but Theo supposed he would make do with the homebrew version instead.

Most of the security features were just scrapped entirely. Proper seats took too much time to make, springs were for weak people, windows and general walls for the car weren’t needed, and the speed…well, that stayed in. Theo wasn’t going to make the trip a long one if he could help it.

A relatively flat bottom was the first step, then making a variety of connections for the wheels. The ones on the back were relatively straightforward to put together, since they just needed to be able to move forward and backwards. He knew there was also some technique to keep them from grinding against the surface while turning, but Theo didn’t bother figuring that out, instead putting his focus on the other end. The steering wheels, the ones that needed to turn when he commanded them to. Figuring out how to make them do as much without either being a nightmare to turn or being way too easily manipulated by outside forces was a balancing act, but he liked to think that he didn’t do too badly.

After that came the actual way he was going to push the car forward. In that regard came a bit of cheating, Theo just slapping a ton of [Force Runes] onto the back of the car and just a few in front in case he needed them. On the bottom came enough [Dense-Battery Runes] to have it running for hours, alongside a [Gravity-Reduction Rune] to reduce the friction the wheels made on the ground.

Back to the batteries, though. Theo had initially been worried about using the dense variant until he realised that a [Dense-Battery Rune]’s lacking ability to output the energy in bursts was fixed by just having a massive quantity of them. While one wouldn’t give enough to power it, making several hundred of them be drained at the same time made it a fruitful endeavour, and, before long, Theo could look at his box of death with wheels and be proud.

"Are you sure you’re a proper rune-crafter?" Morrik asked, unsure as Theo did a slow test run of the car. It turned when he commanded it to, was a bit twitchy on the speed but otherwise alright, and was relatively stable at low speeds. No springs meant their asses would be hurting after a few hours, but he couldn’t care much. "Always thought that they built their stuff with more…elegance?"

"Give me a month and actual materials to build something like this, and I’ll give you the most elegant piece of machinery in the world," Theo said, making them get in so they could start their journey. Nero sent her fair share of complaints as she got into the back, slightly pressed against the wall of [Force Runes] behind her, but she would need to survive. "This is what you’re gonna get when I get two hours to work with."

"You got four," Stig said, Theo sending the [Space Mage] a surprised look. When Nero confirmed it as well, he began to realise just how easily he fell into a trance while working. That wasn’t good.

"Still nowhere near enough for big fancy things," Theo repeated, to which the others had no words. Morrik didn’t seem angry at him anymore, though the dwarf still wasn’t delighted by their current situation. At least the car he was now sitting in brought them all some hope they could actually get out of there before either starving or dying by attack. "You able to see far ahead in the back?"

"Far enough to see the splits coming," Morrik answered, the dwarf having been put on observation duty. Theo was tasked with the driving, Stig would be doing his best to [Teleport] any big rubble away before they drove over it, and Rurik and Morrik would look out for any dangers from the sides and back. Nero was technically also on that team, but she was more just napping while letting her ears take in noise passively. They’d all been awake for nearly a full day now, but none would be sleeping soon. Not with how this was going.

Giving the command for the [Force Runes] to start up, Theo needing to do it mentally since he hadn’t had the time to make actual pedals for this thing, he watched as the death box on wheels quickly accelerated down the path. It was more than small enough to fit on it, and the usual straight lines of the path they travelled allowed them to move at five times their walking speed without any kind of danger. Theo even moved it up to about eight times their usual marching pace when he grew more comfortable with the controls, able to slow down and speed up on instinct.

Would’ve been better if he’d had a proper driving licence, however. Navigating on a road instead of just in the air was too different an experience.

Time passed easily from that point on. The air pushed against their faces while he drove, causing their eyes to dry, but otherwise they stayed unharmed. Other than Stig needing to [Teleport] rocks out of the way every ten minutes or so, there were no real dangers spotted. No monsters popped up at them, no abhorrent beings happy to devour their flesh. There was only the odd grinding of the car hitting something before relative silence began again and again. It was peaceful.

In the span of four hours, they’d passed the next [Connection Rune] they’d needed to inspect and gotten about halfway to the next before Theo noticed that the batteries were running out. Several thousand [Mana] had filled the machine, but even that could only take them so far.

Rolling along until the car stopped entirely, they left the safety of the car so Theo could begin to slowly refill the death box.

"How long until we continue?" Morrik asked, Rurik and him already checking the perimeter to make sure nothing was sneaking towards them. Not that they seemed to find anything at all. It was…strange. "Staying here isn’t a good idea."

"Staying back at the first [Connection Rune] wasn’t a good idea either," Theo mumbled, taking his hand away from the car after he’d put in 400 [MP]. He didn’t want to completely empty himself out here, so waiting around for it to refill was the strategy he’d go with. That also allowed him to look up at Morrik, and see the darkened face on the guard. It wasn’t the one he’d sent him when he’d revealed he had lied, but instead one which showed… Was that anxiety? "What’s different here?"

Morrik nodded towards the other side of the car, making Theo turn and look out into the wild part of the cavern. Only that wasn’t true, for only about twenty meters away was the [Stasis Field]. This was the closest they’d gotten to it during their entire trip, as the last time they’d seen it here, they had been several hundred meters away.

Now that Theo was so close, he could see the [Stasis Field] so much better. The white wall, though even calling the translucent barrier that felt wrong, seemed surprisingly thin for imprisoning something that could harm the world. He knew there were some serious magical protections in place that made the flimsy barrier enough to rival even the most powerful magical artefacts he’d seen to date, but the illusion of weakness was clear.

Theo almost took a step towards it when a massive eye briefly appeared on the other side of the wall, a yellow-slitted pupil staring at him with curiosity. Yet the next instant it was gone like it hadn’t been there before.

"That’s what," Morrik said, not falling to the ground like Theo almost had at the sight of the thing, but still not entirely calm. When looking at the dwarf, the shaking hands weren’t hard to spot, even when they were clenched around the weapon. "Umnir was close to this part of the cell when the magic took effect. Even if there are only three seconds when they can move, they can still manage to get over here and look outside. We can even look inside and see them when they restart, though…getting close to the barrier is something we’ve been warned against."

"Because the [System] here will smite you?"

"No. Because looking at the primordial for too long breaks your mind," the dwarf said, briefly recounting the tests done. "It’s one of the reasons we don’t go down here unless strictly necessary. Even with monsters being kept away, and intruders being killed before they’re meant to reach this point, just standing here for long enough can make any person mad."

Theo looked over at the barrier again, his heart going up to his throat when two yellow pupils reached the barrier again. Now, however, he had an instant more to notice the appearance of the body around the eyes, that dark-green flesh reminding him of something. That wet quality to it…that wasn’t something any land-based creation would have. It was of aquatic origin.

When Morrik moved over to help Rurik investigate some noise, and Stig went along as well in case there was actually something there, Theo took a few steps closer to the [Stasis Field]. He didn’t go the entire twenty meters over to it, of course. Just close enough that he could see into the prison cell, could see just what the insides looked like, what the creature inside looked like.

The answer to what the prison was like was…darkness. There was only a deep void going endlessly far down. There might’ve been a bottom somewhere, but to Theo’s eyes it looked entirely like a void, with that white barrier coming down the walls all the way. It was a horrifying concept, but even worse was the [Primordial].

‘Hello, mortal.’

When a polite posh voice entered and was heard in the same second that the Lovecraftian monster’s eyes appeared in front of him again, Theo did the smart thing and took all the needed steps back to his car. Before he could get the entire way there, a very faint voice could be heard muttering about what a shame it was.

‘I wouldn’t have minded a conversation with somebody other than the fanatics.’

Other than the fanatics. Theo replayed that fact in his head a few times. Somebody had called the other guards, somebody who registered as a [Priority Life-Form]. That meant somebody human, elf, [Rune-Crafter], or dwarf. Since the chances of the first two were very low down here, and the third was hard to believe just about everywhere in the world, that meant dwarves were running around. And, again with the mention of fanatics, it sounded like this [Primordial] knew something.

…

‘Hey, Nero, could you call me stupid if I start thinking stupid things?’ Theo sent to his [Familiar] that was already staring at him as he began to consider something slightly stupid.

‘If I had to call it out every time you thought of something stupid, I wouldn’t have time to do anything else these days,’ Nero replied. ‘That you want to talk to a creature that induces madness in people again is stupid.’

‘They induce madness if you talk enough to them,’ Theo corrected.

‘And you want to increase the amount of time you’ve already talked to them because…?’

‘They know something.’

‘Must know a lot after being trapped in the same place for over a thousand years.’

‘You know what I mean,’ Theo sent the fluffball. ‘They mentioned the people here right now. It wouldn’t be terrible to ask them for more information.’

‘Nothing stops them from lying to you.’

…

‘Would still be good to know what lies they would say, then,’ Theo fired back, to which Nero just gave a mental shrug before promising to drag him outside the monster’s effective range if he began to seem strange, along with doing some other things alongside it. ‘Don’t burn my hair, please.’

‘It’ll be the payment if I have to drag you out of there,’ Nero replied, making Theo give up. She was steadfast, and he was curious. A deal was a deal, and he hoped she would hold up her end as he began to venture towards the [Stasis Field] again.

Flashes of the [Primordial] were seen every few seconds. They appeared at the other side of the barrier, their eyes staring Theo down with the same intensity as before.

He felt something prodding at his thoughts, subtle but just enough for him to take notice. When he pushed it away before it could try something, the [System] saw that as a rather effective strategy, a blue box appearing.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Initiated 7] to [Initiated 8].

"Do stop that, or I’m leaving again," Theo said into the empty air. He wasn’t sure if the [Primordial] could even hear him or not. "Can you hear me?"

‘I can,’ came the response, that posh accent most certainly there. Theo didn’t understand just why a monster trapped for over a thousand years would have it. Maybe it was their way of communicating to him specifically.

"Do you use that voice for everybody?" Theo asked.

‘I don’t choose the voice you hear. I only send a message, and your mind translates it to whatever it thinks fits,’ the voice, the [Primordial] replied. Umnir, a being of destruction and chaos. ‘I could try to change it to something else if you wish, though I do not promise positive results.’

"Don’t bother," Theo said, that politeness not bringing him any feelings of safety. This was not how he imagined a conversation with a globally feared entity would be. "You said that there were fanatics that talked to you. What do you know about them?"

‘I know many things,’ Umnir said, with a deep laugh accompanying it. Theo could feel it pushing at his mental walls, making him consider leaving at that point. ‘But I think I know what you want. You wish to know who they are, what they want, and why they killed your three friends.’

"So you know they did that, huh?"

‘Of course. They stood right where you stood not long ago, detailing how it was done,’ Umnir said. Thankfully, they didn’t repeat what he had been told by the fanatics. ‘They seemed to think that it would please me, that I’d overlook them for a few extra seconds when I leave this place behind.’

And there it was. The [Primordial of Destruction] slipping through. Theo smiled at the confirmation, a giggle almost leaving his throat. How…unusual of him. He needed to leave soon.

One more question, though.

"Living for an extra second or two? They have some plan in place," Theo pointed out, and he could nearly feel how the eyes looked at him more intensely. "You know it. What is it?"

That laughter came through once again, but Theo just did his best to tune it out. The [System] sent him another notification, but he ignored it in favour of concentrating. He had no desire to let the [Primordial] enter his mind more than they already had.

Because the voice couldn’t be heard without them already having some kind of access. Not enough to hear his thoughts, not enough to see his memories, but enough to understand him.

‘They want to control me, of course!’ Umnir replied. ‘They’ve gathered what they need to do it, and now the time has finally come to enact their plans. To do it, however, they must of course ensure that the stability of my prison is not reforged anew. I think you understand what this means.’

Theo was already walking away as his face fell, realising it. Fanatics, a cult of people who wanted to control a [Primordial]. Nero’s repeated comment of it perhaps being lies to make him act irrationally was still very much there, but he had to prepare for the attacks anyway. If they could get back to the lift, he could remake the barrier, and they would be home free.

"Just who would be stupid enough to try and control a godlike entity?" Theo muttered as he filled another 400 [MP] into the car. He idly considered using some of his vials of [Liquid Mana] to speed things along until a shout was heard not far away. Nero was quick to inform him it’d been Rurik’s. "What’s going on?"

Theo’s pistol in hand, they were already running towards where the others were meant to be. [Mana-Sight] allowed him to point out where Stig was, but the other two were so akin to the stone around them that he couldn’t get a good idea of their location.

‘Rurik’s wounded,’ Nero said, feeding Theo her hearing of the man breathing heavily, along with Morrik muttering about not being able to see where the attacker was. It explained why Stig was on the lookout, and why Theo was already on his way to bringing out a [Holy Rune], getting a vial of [Liquid Mana] and covering the sigil in it before promptly [Teleporting] it onto Rurik’s chest twenty meters away. There was brief cursing as the glowing [Rune] appeared, but it was replaced with relief as muscle tissue and skin knitted. ‘He’s fine.’

‘Doesn’t stop the attacker from being out here somewhere,’ Theo fired back, pistol still at the ready as he got within earshot of Stig. "How many, where, and what did they look like?"

"One, over the offshoot over there, and…like the stone dwarves but twisted," Stig said, going forward to help Morrik get Rurik back on his feet. "Longer arms, deformed head, too long teeth in too wide a mouth. Not sure if they had ceremonial robes on or if that was hair."

"Hair knotted into robes," Morrik corrected as he and Rurik joined them, the latter looking shaken but otherwise ready to fight. "Long- and sharp-enough nails to go through armour as well. Nearly would’ve ripped off Goldbeard’s front chest if he hadn’t moved back."

That the attacker was quick enough to get within range and do as much, and then move out before anybody could counter them, was frightening, and all the more reason to not be out in the wild area where there were more than enough rocks to hide behind just about everywhere. Theo didn’t trust his sight, [Darkvision] and [Mana-Sight] not holding up. Nero couldn’t smell anything, either, making it seem like the attacker left no real trace.

We need to get out of here.

‘That was already known, Theo,’ Nero commented.

The car was untouched when they got back, along with their supplies. Morrik briefly commented on how Theo should’ve taken them with him, but he didn’t press the matter. The [Holy Rune] had saved Rurik’s life, and the dwarf in question was more than happy about it. While there was still some anger from Theo having lied before, saving the man seemed to have evened it out.

"Honor states that I owe you a life debt," Rurik told Theo while he put some more [Mana] into the car. Two vials were downed within a few minutes of each other to put an extra 1000 [MP] inside in the blink of an eye. There was still enough space in the [Batteries] to add enough for another hour of driving, but they all thought it best if they moved. "If there comes a time where it’s my life or yours, know that I will choose to have yours saved."

"Save yourself instead," Theo requested. "If that time ever comes, I’ve probably got something stupid that’ll stop me from dying. You, however, don’t have anything of that sort, and it would pain me to see you die for an unworthy cause."

His words weren’t meant too seriously, but the copper-bearded dwarf seemed to take them as pure gospel, eyes serious as he nodded firmly before rejoining Stig in messing around with their supplies. Stone dwarves could apparently eat apples just fine.

You learn something new every day.

Theo almost found himself smiling until he remembered the short conversation with Umnir. What he’d been told caused a small shudder to run through his body, not enough to make them think much of it but more than enough for Morrik to take notice.

"You went close to the field," the captain said. It wasn’t a question, since there was no real uncertainty about it. The dwarf knew, just from looking at him, that he had done it. "Talked to the primordial as well. What did they say?"

He slowed down while putting the last chunk of [Mana] into the car’s batteries, letting himself think about how to recount it.

"Told me about the fanatics that are around here," Theo began. "Said that they killed the others so brutally because they thought the [Primordial] would like it."

"Did they like it?" Morrik asked.

"They didn’t say, though they explained that it’d been done with the intention of them looking upon the fanatics favourably when they got out of their prison," Theo said, the last part making the dwarf wince. The thought alone, that the prisoner was expected to be released soon, did not help them keep calm. "The crazy idiots want Umnir to escape. Not because they want them to destroy the world, but because they apparently have some artefact that’ll let them control them. That is, if they get a few seconds to use it."

"By making themselves seem loyal to the primordial, they think they’ll be spared, granting them the chance to use the artefact and use them as a puppet," Morrik concluded, Theo nodding grimly as they both understood. It made sense on all fronts, including the gruesome kills of the other group alongside why they hadn’t been killed yet. It wasn’t that the fanatics couldn’t. It was that they thought their pain would please the [Primordial]. "Can’t trust the word of a prisoner alone, but this wouldn’t change our plan regardless. We get to Olkir, you activate the ley line connections, and we’re done."

Theo nodded, though it was clear that there’d come a time in their travelling when there would be a hard stop in their progress. He’d already been dropping [Transmission Runes] to locate different areas, in the event that more of the path was reset to wild rocks, but there would more than likely be more to fight against.

Even if they had been allowed to survive this long, they hadn’t yet seen the full might of the enemy. Only one was required to kill the other three, and, once again, they’d only been attacked by one of the fanatics. The second time Rurik had only almost died, but it was still a clear sign of the danger that lurked. Theo assumed he could take on one if he wasn’t surprise-attacked, but several would make it much more difficult.

That’s why we’re not giving them that much of a head start.

"Get in the car," Theo told the others, already inside himself as he remade the connection to the [Force Runes]. They flared green as they turned on, briefly putting a new idea into his head. "Actually, just wait inside for a second. I have to do something."

"What?" Morrik asked, already on his way out again as Theo went over to the front of the car and bent the metal a little so it curved outwards on the top. Everybody seated in the death box stopped to see what would be made. "What do you think you’re doing?"

"Something that’s either incredibly dumb or incredibly smart," Theo replied, [Air-Engraving] taking on the brunt of the work. The original [Rune] had been [Tier 4], and he’d never thought he would use it for more than that, but he’d nevertheless upgraded it to [Tier 5] a while back. He was glad that he had, since now was the perfect time to use it. "Can’t worry about ethics when it’s a bunch of fanatics."

Ethics had been thrown out when he understood three had been lost to his idiocy. He briefly explained what the [Runes] did to Stig when he went inside, though it was in hushed tones to make sure nobody listening in could hear him.

"That’s dangerous, Theo," Stig said, not happy with the plan. "Don’t you remember the wolves?"

"I’m doing this because I remember the wolves," Theo countered. "Does anybody else have complaints, or are we good to go?"

"You’re a crazy bastard, but you seem to know what you’re doing in this aspect," Morrik replied, giving him the go-ahead. Rurik voiced something similar, though it was clear he’d followed the word of his leader anyway. Life debts were important in life-or-death situations. Not when it came to disagreeing with one’s captain. "Full speed ahead."

Theo could agree with that sentiment, pushing the car to accelerate at max. Before long, they were flying down the path at nine times regular walking speed. Stig was looking out still, making sure no rocks hit them on the path, while Morrik and the others kept watch for any enemies.

Good that they did, since the time of reckoning didn’t come too long after. They’d been allowed an hour of somewhat peaceful driving, with the odd war cry in the distance. Morrik had said it was an ancient ritualistic one to challenge a person to combat, but it didn’t make sense to do in this scenario. When the cries then became warped further and further, it became clear they were just an attempt at making them slow down.

They didn’t, until the second when they had to. After the path had split off from the [Stasis Field], when their distance from it was a few hundred meters, the enemy had been spotted.

But not the enemy they’d expected.

"Stone worm ahead!" he shouted, Theo mentally slamming on the brakes. The wheels locked to stop them from moving while the [Force Runes] in front pushed them backwards. Theo cursed the lack of seatbelts as he had to use his legs to stop himself from flying forwards.

Stig nearly did, however, only a very last-minute grab mid-air stopping him from going straight towards the stone worm which was already moving towards them. Theo put him back into his seat and ordered everybody to stay in theirs as well.

"Are you crazy, lad?" Morrik shouted as he got an idea of what sorts of [Runes] Theo was using, partially seeming to trust him while also seeming very worried about the hundred-meter-long beast charging towards them and splitting up the path as it did. "Thing’s got no proper eyes."

"It has something," Theo fired back, his [Darkvision] showing glimmers inside the mouth of the beast. It wasn’t holding its split jaws open just so it was prepared to swallow them. The eyes were inside, directly pointed towards them. "For safety’s sake, please close your eyes now."

He pushed the small [Force Runes] against two vials in the front of the car, the pressure making them break and spray their liquid onto the [Petrification Runes]. Even without being activated, they glowed madly.

Theo was about to change that, however.

"Turn to stone," he said, only realising now that the [Command Words] were slightly out of place here. Stone worms turning to stone wouldn’t do much, after all. But, regardless of the lack of logic, his prediction turned true. "We’ve got like thirty seconds before that thing wakes up. Stig?"

Nothing more needed to be said before the [Space Mage] grabbed him. The world around them bent weirdly for an instant before they stood right beside the creature’s head. Stig already had a good handful of explosives ready, [Teleporting] around as he planted them right between the stone worm and the ground. Theo, in the meanwhile, fired off half a dozen penetration rounds into its skin. While the beast could survive eating through stone at high speeds, the power of a bullet concentrated into a single point was too much pressure to bear, the metal rounds slamming through the skin and into the flesh.

"Have fun," he muttered, slamming in a [Gale Rune] alongside an [Explosion] one. Pressure combined with more pressure always worked well together when it came to the inside of living bodies. "As for the open mouth."

Time was running out, but Theo still had enough confidence to stand right in front of its open jaws, aiming his pistol down its throat and firing a good ten shots of explosive rounds along with absorption ones. The latter was a new variant of the former which would try to absorb as much mass as possible while sending it all over to the attached [Explosion Rune]. It was a ticking time bomb with no consistent timer. It exploded when it was overloaded, which could be anywhere from thirty seconds down to four—

Stig [Teleported] Theo back a moment before the light went right out of the creature’s mouth. Cracks spread every few meters on its body, the light of [Overfilled] [Explosion Runes] going through the small cracks before the energy couldn’t be contained.

Theo allowed himself a grin as it died. The monster that had been ordered to take them out gruesomely had died before it could even try to fight them. And, really, was that not the fairest way out? It certainly was for them, even as they started hearing the shouting in the distance.

It sounded like demands for their blood, their heads, and every organ imaginable.

"Let’s just move before this becomes a problem," Theo suggested, putting the car out in the unkempt areas around the path. They had to go extremely slowly for a good hundred meters, but the fanatics screaming behind them didn’t seem too close just yet. By the time Morrik reported movement, they were already back on the flat road, the [Force Runes] instantly pushed to their maximum. "Any chance they’ll try to catch up?”

"Most definitely," Stig replied, bow in hand while he stood up from his seat to aim. A twang was heard as the bowstring was released, an arrow instantly [Teleporting]. A second later, a cry was heard along with an explosion. "I count at least forty of them… Just what’s been done to them?"

Theo wagered a glance backwards, able to see the deformed shapes charging at them. They would’ve had no chance of outrunning those things on foot, and the car was just barely faster than them at this point. Some of their arms were long enough that they just ran on those instead, and others were somehow crawling on all fours at the same speed as the others. There was no consistency, no sense of rhythm. They were all scrambling towards them, crying out in broken words for blood, and Theo wasn’t sure how to remove them.

But he knew how to delay them.

"Take this and this," Theo said, handing Morrik a [Tier 5 Explosion Rune] along with two vials of [Liquid Mana]. He didn’t want to do this, since he only had one more left, but this situation was forcing them. "When they look like they’re getting close, open the vials and put the liquid over the engraving. Don’t let any of it get on you, and apply both at the same time. Throw it immediately afterwards, or you’ll blow up the car. Got that?"

"Apply and throw? Sure," Morrik said, putting down his battle-axe and twisting around in his half seat so he could see better. "Rurik, watch the flanks."

"Yes, sir!"

‘They adapt quickly,’ Nero commented over the [Familiar-Bond] as she idly began to blow [Corruption Breath] onto the path behind them. It spread to the wild area around easily enough, creating a semitranslucent fog that slowed the enemies at the front of the charge further. Nero sent him the image of the skin on their overgrown limbs falling off at the same time as their braided hair. ‘They really don’t have anything beneath.’

‘Thank you for that image I’ll never get rid of,’ Theo sent, doing his best to focus on the driving while the [Familiar] laughed.

A distorted scream, and Rurik’s warning, highlighted the small group coming in from the left. Before Morrik could think to fire the [Explosion Rune], however, Theo had already grabbed his pistol and fired four shots. The first two missed, but the magic of explosive rounds was that they didn’t care that much as long as the enemy was in the general area.

By the time that threat was averted, another came in the form of the large horde behind them. Nero’s [Corruption Breath] couldn’t be kept up much longer, and she announced she needed to take a break before she could do it again. With the lack of a deterrent, the sprinters at the front began to give another burst of speed.

"Explosion coming right up," Morrik announced. Shaky hands opened the vial, putting the contents on the [Rune]. Some spilt past, however, hitting the hand holding the plate. Theo knew that fact without looking by the string of curses that came as the dwarf threw it. "Eating right through my hand, that is."

Stig [Teleported] a [Holy Rune] from one of the bags that activated as it hit the stone dwarf’s hand. Theo thought it would’ve been a nice thought if not for the boulder that appeared on the path the same second. It would’ve been trivial to avoid with the [Space Mage]’s help. Instead, Theo had to swerve around it, still on the road afterward but shaky. If that had been everything, they would’ve been fine.

Sadly, a twice-[Overfilled] [Explosion Rune] had been thrown a few seconds before.

He saw the light before he felt the wave of sound. For better or worse, the underground was perfect for concentrating the power of explosives. The deformed dwarves closest to it must’ve died instantly, those a bit further away surviving with major injuries.

Theo only assumed as much, since he, a person over a hundred meters away, felt his vision darken, the rumbling earth and his shaky ability to steer making the car turn too much to the side.

As expected, they crashed. Not to a point where they rolled over, Theo was good enough to stop that from happening, but control was lost and they spun while grinding against the path.

When pushed from the side with such force, the wheels broke, and Theo heard it as they snapped off the axles. There was no chance of repairing it. He knew that, even in his dizzy state.

"Get it together, Theo," Stig ordered, shoving a [Holy Rune] in his face. The healing light seemed to do the trick, a concussion partially muted as he got out of the car. "Morrik, how far?"

"We did the proper turn before they stopped us, so it should be straight ahead," Morrik answered. "Might be an hour of walking, though."

"We can’t afford an hour," Theo slurred, something in his neck popping as he stood straight. That didn’t feel good. "Running it is."

The fact that they hadn’t been swarmed meant that the explosion had severely hurt the fanatics. How much? There was no consensus. Theo could still hear them shouting in the distance, though. Even if the words made no sense, it was enough to get them to run as quickly as possible.

At best, they only had forty minutes of running. Then it was using the lever to get the lift. That was another hour, even when asking the operators to hurry.

They would need to survive for a full hour after getting to the lift.

"How fun," Theo muttered, before saving his breath. Or… "Stig, do you still have the [Gravity Rune] armour fueled?"

Brief confusion before the [Space Mage] understood.

"Yeah, but doesn’t it only cover me?" Stig asked. And the answer to his question was technically yes, but Theo didn’t see why that fact had to last. "What are you doing?"

"Forcing an inanimate object to see reason," Theo asked plainly, connecting to the [Gravity-Reduction Rune] on Stig’s armour. The [Intent] might have already been made during its creation, but he did not care. He didn’t want the past [Intent]. He was replacing it here and now, whether the [Rune] liked it or not. "Just need to make it listen."

It didn’t want to, but Theo didn’t care what wanted. He knew what he wanted and that was final.

And, like a wall that kept away his orders, the protection broke down and he ordered the [Rune] to take those who were being grabbed along as well. It was an easy modification to the existing order, and Theo allowed the wall to regather just as it had before afterwards. The broken wall had returned, as strong as before, but he knew that this wouldn’t be as hard for him to repeat.

The [System] tried to agree with him, but he shut it down. Now wasn’t the time for that. With Stig’s armour changed, Theo swiftly repeated it with his own before the flight of a lifetime began.

"You know I didn’t have much practice with the controls, right?" Stig said, the [Space Mage] unsure as he and Rurik began to float upwards. Theo just sent a grin his way as he and Morrik did the same. Nero was already flying along, her own wings more than able to do the heavy lifting. "Up and down is easy, but actually moving forward quickly is—"

"Is something you learn great under stress," Theo finished for him, wincing as he heard the cry of war not too far from where they were. The fanatics were catching up again. "Just go."

Theo didn’t wait around to hear any counters, letting it all push him and Morrik forward at an increasingly high speed. Dodging out of the way of the pillars that began to show up here and there was a slight issue when he had some extra baggage strapped to his arm, but not something he couldn’t deal with.

"Are they following us?" Theo asked, not able to look anywhere but right in front to make sure he didn’t hit anything. [Darkvision] was certainly a great tool, but it didn’t let him see near far enough to make the current flight at all enjoyable. "Stig and Rurik, I mean."

"Doing just fine," Morrik replied, a few chuckles escaping the stone dwarf as curses began to leave the pair behind them. "Oh, they almost hit a pillar there."

"Got scraped?"

"No, they teleported out of the way in the last second."

How fun. Theo almost wished he could see the spectacle, but instead just had to make sure they weren’t put in that situation themselves. While the [Space Mage] might’ve been able to cheat his way out of hitting something, Theo had no such fail-safes.

At their speed, it only took ten minutes to reach the metal platform. The screams of fanatics could still be heard in the distance, slowly starting to come from all sides instead of just one direction, but they didn’t give a shit in the current moment.

"Shame there’s no option for them to bring down reinforcements and help us," Theo commented as Morrik opened the hatch to the lever below. He used it twice before closing it again. A few seconds later, a small bell next to the hatch rang, signalling that the message had been understood. "Instead we just get to go up in an hour."

"Might be less, since they know it’s an emergency and the prominent rune-crafter is down here with us," Morrik said with a grin. It didn’t sit on his face for long, though, as the screaming around them refused to stop. "Don’t get your hopes up, though. Expect an hour of surviving the worst type of monster."

The screaming of the deformed dwarves all stopped in unison. Theo looked around the platform, quickly reapplying [Darkvision] so he could properly see the fifty or so people around them. Some had obvious wounds from their previous attacks, including burn marks and spots where the skin was missing. If they minded, however, Theo couldn’t spot it. He could only see those glowing green eyes all of them possessed.

All but one of them had them, the one from the path they’d originally walked having red variants instead.

"Death to all, in the name of Umnir," they recited in unison, nearly all of them growling like rabid animals. Yet the one with red eyes didn’t. Theo squinted his eyes at them. They were using their hair as robes, just like all of the others, but he could likewise see a satchel strapped to their stomach. They were definitely the leader of the madmen, and likewise had the intelligence to keep tools. "Death to all who—"

"Hey, Stig," Theo muttered, his voice not heard by anybody but him and the [Space Mage] due to the chanting around them. It was a very fine display, and he was most certainly feeling fear, but he could also feel that the satchel around the leader’s stomach contained something important. It radiated [Mana], a type he hadn’t seen before.

"What?" Stig finally answered, not looking away as he nocked an arrow, ready to fire it at the first who hinted at moving.

"You see the satchel on the leader?"

…

"Yeah?"

"Any chance you could [Teleport] it from their stomach over to us?"

"Maybe?"

"Do it."

Stig didn’t sound entirely understand why Theo wanted him to do it, but it was a sign of mutual respect that he did it anyway. Putting his pistol into its holster and letting his hand jut out a little, he smiled when he could feel the weight of a certain satchel in his hand.

"You will all die a—" The horde suddenly stopped when the leader looked down and realised the lack of the familiar weight, along with the fact that Theo was suddenly holding a very similar item. "You dare."

"Always about daring with you people, isn’t it?" Theo muttered, ripping away the small lock on the bag and opening it up. Inside, pulsing with an ultra-dense level of [Mana] was…a scroll? "What the hell is this meant to be?"

Theo almost opened it before Morrik’s half shaken voice reached his ears.

"The Elysian Scroll?" the captain sputtered, eyes flicking to the red-eyed leader. "Just who in Thrain’s name are you? Only the—"

"Kill."

The order was repeated by each of the deformed dwarves, and they were all happy to obey, malformed stone bodies charging from all sides. That could be dealt with, Theo rapidly firing an exploding round at every second body on one side, Stig and Nero taking care of the other, and Morrik and Rurik standing together trying to defend against those who got within melee range. This was hard, this was deadly, they could die, but it felt like they had a chance.

But then they just had to bring out another stone worm, the floor to the side of the leader splitting apart to reveal the three-split jaws of the worm. It raised its head for a second, seeming to nudge against the leader, before opening its mouth and looking towards the platform.

Its destination had been set in stone. With a deep rumble, it began to move towards the platform.

The platform that needed to keep standing for the lift’s arrival.

Theo was not having this, firing off another few shots before running forward and slamming his shield onto the ground. He hadn’t expected he would test the prototype version here, but live testing had the best conditions for real results anyway.

"Aegis."

400 [MP] was instantly spent on the creation of the hexagonal shield, the multiple layers manifesting two meters in front of the metal platform and right in front of the charging stone worm.

It did not care about the barrier, trying to move through it like through the tons of stone it’d previously consumed.

Theo very much cared about the barrier, and what was behind it, [Teleporting] round after round through its open mouth. Explosions rang out, and it shook widely from the detonations, but it wasn’t dying.

It needed internal damage more serious, more corrosive.

‘Help over here, or we’ll be overrun,’ Nero helpfully supplied, sending off a burst of [Corruption Breath] at one of the malformed dwarves that tried leaping at her. She got the bastard, but it was close. Too close, though it gave Theo an idea.

‘Wanna switch?’ he asked. She’d take the worm. He’d take the horde.

‘Sure,’ Nero replied. She shot another burst of fire mixed with [Corruption] at the enemy before turning into the white fog, quickly travelling towards Theo’s spot. She didn’t bother stopping, flowing right into the worm’s open mouth. ‘This won’t take long.’

When the worm started properly convulsing as some kind of organ within the beast was [Corrupted] at a rapid rate, Theo was able to drop the [Aegis]. Its [Capacity] had been halved, but he didn’t care. Giving Morrik some assistance through some well-placed shots, he helped Stig with his share.

And when a group tried to charge together, the final deployment had arrived.

"Aegis!"

The charging horde slammed into the barriers, stopping their approach. Granted, they fractured instantly after, but nobody would critique the free dense group of enemies. Before he could do it himself, one of Stig’s extra grenades had already been put into the centre, splitting apart countless bodies in one swoop.

Theo’s hearing was going to be permanently damaged before the end, though that was better than losing the battle.

When one of the sneakier ones got behind him, just barely able to push their nails into his side before he noticed them, he also supposed that explosions weren’t always needed. An [Impact Rune] was just as good, and Theo was more than happy to use it as he grabbed the attacker, throwing them onto the floor in a wide arc before letting his shield separate their head from their torso.

From that point on, victory didn’t seem impossible. Theo had another one get a cut in just above his left eye, Stig had holes in his left calf from one that had lost his legs but had survived long enough to inflict damage, and Morrik and Rurik were both bleeding under their heavy armour. The only one without wounds was, somehow, Nero, the rabbit healthier than ever after hollowing out the stone worm.

‘Being made of fog is cheating,’ Theo sent the [Familiar] as he pressed a [Holy Rune] against his left eyebrow. It stung as the skin regenerated, the hairs inside forced out in the passing seconds.

‘It’s not cheating,’ Nero replied. ‘It’s an example of why I’m better than you.’

Theo had doubts about that as he noted the final deformed dwarf storming him. He’d run out of rounds for his pistol a minute ago, leaving him to use the shield for everything. While they tried to dodge under his swing, he was prepared. With the [Force Rune] on his arm activating, the trajectory was changed and the dwarf’s head was split in half in an instant. They didn’t get back up after that, thankfully.

"That’s all of them, right?" Theo said, before remembering the lack of the leader screaming insults at him. Something along those lines usually happened, yet…he couldn’t recall it. And, looking around, the body of the leader wasn’t found, those red glowing eyes nowhere to be seen. "Did the satchel wearer run?"

"Must’ve," Stig said as he gave Morrik and Rurik another fully charged [Holy Rune] each. The bleeding had stopped for them both, but the [Rune] didn’t stop all the lasting effects of the wounds. This [Tier] of magic could only do so much against blood loss at this level. "Can Nero hear anything?"

‘I hear him being sorry for himself,’ Nero replied.

"She can’t hear anything," Theo translated. "Wonder why he’d run, though. We still have his stuff."

Or did they? Yeah, they did. Theo still had the scroll in the satchel.

That Morrik’s eyes once again widened at the sight made it clear some questions needed to be answered, however. First, though, they could all hear the sound of rapid grinding from above, and the hint of light a few hundred meters up in the tunnel above made it clear the lift had arrived.

They were tired, Theo was relatively sure one of his kidneys had had a hole in it for a short time, and the general atmosphere in the group was one of pain, but there was some hope brewing in there as well somehow. They’d won, and the time to leave this cursed place had arrived.

"Uh…Theo?" Stig said, making him switch his attention over to the dwarf. Looking at where he was pointing, he saw the pile of deformed corpses twitch, moving around as they changed. Not that they were alive, still definitely dead, but…the flesh normally hidden beneath the stone skin, and now revealed due to the severe damage, was transforming into the latter. "That’s not normal."

"That it isn’t," Morrik agreed. "Those weren’t people."

The only real enemy among them had escaped.


Chapter 5

Aftermath Above


Theo truly felt like he could relax as he leaned back into the seat on the lift. There’d still been some kind of worry that the leader would return as they went onto the moving platform, that they would return with an army of stone worms or worse. Yet nothing of the sort happened. Those red eyes were seen before the fighting began and never again, completely removed from the scene. There was no resistance, no attempt to get back the scroll Theo had stolen. He wasn’t sure if the leader of the fanatics just valued his own life above that of the scroll, but he was sure that it meant that the leader hadn’t tried to regain it.

"When we get back up, it’s straight to the observation room to turn on the ley line connections," Morrik said from beside him, sounding tired as he tried to wipe some of the blood away from his armour. The dwarf wasn’t too hurt anymore, but there was apparently a tradition to look clean when returning from battle. While scars and lost limbs were acceptable, the dwarves of the underground treasured their tools. Letting them be dirtied by dried blood and gore was not something they accepted. Even when it was one’s own blood, there were no exceptions. "Magni will try to stop you on your way there, ask about what happened. Don’t answer everything, let me speak for us, and we’ll make sure you activate it again before the truth is out."

"The truth that this entire trip was pointless and cost three innocents their lives?" Theo asked, to which Morrik sent him a glare.

"It cost the lives of three warriors, men who took up their weapons with the full knowledge that they could die in battle," the guard corrected with a strict tone. "We did not walk this route in life expecting to grow old, Theo. We walk it because our work can grant others that privilege. Norin Ironfoot, Krag Forgeheart, and Gorn Jawbreaker did not die pointless deaths. Their deaths were the warning of what truly surrounded the stasis field, and we know now to never go down there again without an army. With what we’ve learned, we have saved the next expedition from making our mistakes. We were lucky to get out with our lives intact. I do not lightly bad-mouth my brethren, but I doubt others would have been able to do the same."

Many words to explain why the tragedy had been a long-term positive. Theo didn’t truly buy into it, though he understood that time likely wouldn’t have removed those deformed imitations of stone dwarves around the [Stasis Field]. The leader, likely a [Mage], would’ve probably just been around for the next hundred years, waiting for somebody else to jump down and inspect the work of the old [Rune-Crafters]. They would’ve all died, the group after them would’ve been confused about why nobody came back, and even more could’ve succumbed to the danger of the depths before the truth came out.

…Maybe their expedition had saved lives in the end. It’d certainly done something, giving them the wisdom of the enemy and also what seemed to have been a rather important artefact.

"You called this—" Theo began to say, sorting through recent memory to remember the exclamation made by the stone guard. "The Elysian Scroll, right? I assume you know what it is."

"I do," Morrik replied, gesturing to get it sent over. Theo obliged, letting the stone dwarf look at it with a closer eye. "I wasn’t sure if it was the real version down there, but now I know it for sure. While I am one of the few who’ve read the history of our people, I don’t doubt that most of Olkir know what this artefact is. At the very least, they know of the other that was made to the same exact specifications."

"What is it?" Theo repeated as he was handed back the scroll. He almost wanted to open it to see what was inside, the title of the artefact making him more than curious, but the warning looks shot his way just made him put it back into the satchel.

"It’s a one-time-use artefact with the ability to capture godlike entities," Morrik answered. Rurik didn’t react to the information, the other stone dwarf just continuing to clean his warhammer, but Theo, Stig, and Nero all snapped their heads towards the captain. "They’ve never actually had the ability to try it out on a god, but the crafters of old said it would. At least they weren’t wrong when it was used to originally capture Umnir."

"The ancient stone dwarves were able to capture the [Primordial]?" Theo said, needing to make sure he’d heard that right. When Morrik nodded solemnly, he came to look at the scroll with new ideas. "A complete capture? Just outright sitting inside the scroll on the pge?"

"Yes, though it wasn’t a perfect prison," Morrik amended before Theo could get his hopes up. "It was a masterwork of many crafters working in tandem through several decades, reaching the peak of what was possible. And, while it can hold for a long time, the original scroll began to break after a hundred years. Containing the manifestation of a concept as volatile as destruction is not as simple as it sounds."

It didn’t sound simple at all, in fact.

"So that’s why the prison was built afterwards, then?" Theo asked, getting another nod. "You captured Umnir, contacted the [Rune-Crafters] when it seemed like it wouldn’t last for much longer, and then built the [Stasis Field] around them."

"Indeed we did," Morrik confirmed, a small grin crawling onto his features. "The concept of destruction might be able to destroy anything if given time, but through the power of your ancestors, we removed that ability of theirs. Destruction can’t fester when you’re only allowed three seconds to work with."

A devilish method of imprisonment and one Theo could suddenly start to grow to accept as brilliant. They’d tried traditional methods but had moved beyond to the previous peaks of containment. It’d required trial and error repeatedly, but the dwarves of the deep had refused to falter. They had worked hard until the time had come and they could become the guardians that stopped all from releasing the manifestation of destruction.

One thing still wasn’t making sense, however.

"But then how did this end up in the hands of some random madman down at the [Stasis Field]?" Theo questioned. "If you had made two of these, the remaining one should’ve been heavily safeguarded."

"Oh, it was for a long time," the captain said, sounding rather unsure himself at this point. "It vanished from our archives a century ago, however. Even when we thought our safes warded against thievery, it seemed some were still able to do just that, and we were without this artefact for a very long time. Now…we have regained a part of our old history, and maybe even a last resort if a time comes when the [Stasis Field] is broken."

The fanatics had just needed a few seconds when Umnir didn’t care about them… Theo understood why now more than ever. But then again, how had they expected to make the [Primordial] do their bidding if the entity was meant to be trapped inside the scroll? There had to be some missing chunk in that process, but he just couldn’t figure it out.

Trying to think about it made his eyes start to close. Frowning, he realized he hadn’t slept for the past day. Maybe more. Counting the hours so far below the surface was not one of his hobbies. He only knew that the constant movement without a good level of rest had tired his body out to the point where he soon wouldn’t be able to keep himself awake.

Perhaps that wouldn’t be the best state to be in, once faced with Magni and the others.

"How long until we reach the top?" Theo asked.

"About three hours or so," Morrik approximated. "Why?"

Theo was already well on his way to unconsciousness by that point, his mind shutting down as his body fully leaned into the seat. He might’ve snored, but nobody could point that out to him while his physical vessel slowly restored itself to its peak. Even without a good connection to the real world, however, his mind was still forced to process the changes that his body was being put through. His inside eye watched on as old connections were forced away to make room for new ones, the power of [Mastery] allowing for progress never seen before.

Still inside the dream world, or whatever the space inside his mental realm was to be called, he wondered if he needed to stop the changes.

‘You’re thinking dumb things again,’ Nero said, appearing in her usual form right next to him. Theo hadn’t realised he had a representation of his own body inside her either, until now just considering himself a speck in the white void. ‘You’re improving to an extreme degree, and your first reaction is to try and cripple yourself to halt it. It’s the second-stupidest thing you’ve done in the past twenty-four hours.’

When she said it like that, Theo could somewhat understand why he needed to leave it, just observing the changes as his [Mana-Veins] were reforged. He could somewhat remember months before when he’d first realised that those veins were becoming more prominent, that he was steadily coming closer to energy itself rather than a physical body. Now…he had taken a leap in that direction, the small steps nothing in comparison to this. Everything he’d built had been thrown apart and rebuilt, the system stronger than ever.

But Theo didn’t focus on that, instead asking the silent rabbit next to him a very important question.

‘If trying to stop this was the second-dumbest thing I’ve done in the past day, what’s the dumbest?’ he asked, getting a giggle in response.

‘Letting your guard down by sleeping on the lift,’ Nero replied, sending him the visual feed of a slow flame nearing the top of his head.

Theo jolted awake, hands on his upper body, examining that nothing was on fire or currently smoking. While he had already imagined the burns he would have to live with for a long time, he found…nothing. There were only the thoughts lined with smugness being sent his way by Nero, the [Familiar] seeming rather happy with herself.

"At some point, I’m buying some razors and shaving cream, and then we’ll see who’s laughing," he threatened the rabbit. She didn’t react, faking being asleep while the others on the lift looked at him weirdly. He didn’t offer any kind of explanation as he leaned back and realised his body felt good.

Weirdly good. Better than normal by a long stretch. Energised beyond belief. There were still aches, sure, but the amount of [Mana] running through his veins was on another level. He hadn’t taken that last vial of [Liquid Mana] in his sleep, right?

[Skill] increase detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Initiated 8] to [Initiated 10].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 8] to [Initiated 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Mana-Mastery] and [Spirit of Aegis] have been increased from [Initiated 10] to [Adept 1].

The user’s body has assimilated to the natural energies of the world to a new degree.
Ratio for [Wisdom:Mana] has been updated from [1:10] to [1:17].
Ratio for [Vitality:Health] has been updated from [1:10] to [1:12].
Ratio for [Endurance:Stamina] has been updated from [1:10] to [1:12].

…

Excuse me?

It could do that?

Theo supposed that it was possible for something like that to be changed, but…this was to the extreme. Was the increase to [Adept Ranks] really that special? Before, it had propelled him to gaining full [Rune-Crafter Status], and now it was getting him this. Theo was most certainly checking his [Status], though there were two final boxes that wanted his attention first.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
Though the [System] strongly advises the user to never attempt this, they now have the ability to manipulate the [Intent] of [Runes] after initial creation.

Well, not too serious an upgrade that one, seeing as Theo had been able to use it before he saw the [System Notification]. Granted, those two boxes had likely been trying to get his attention ever since then, but he hadn’t been for it until now. Theo was getting too good at ignoring the [System].

But now to see the proof of his [Status]. Opening just that, he looked at the scarily high numbers.

Status

Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 35
Class: Mage
Profession: Runebound Artificer
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 264/264
Stamina(SP): 240/240
Mana(MP): 986/986

Stats

Strength: 24
Wisdom: 58
Agility: 15
Intelligence: 16
Endurance: 20
Perception: 18
Vitality: 20
Willpower: 17
Toughness: 23
Available Points: -

Almost 1000 [MP] at his fingertips, ready to be used. This was the level he’d normally be seeing after using [Overfill] and [Arbor] to increase his threshold. This was not what he was used to. Theo wasn’t sure he could really fathom what kind of upgrade this was. It would’ve taken 20 levels to gain this, 20 levels where he’d already agreed with himself to invest in other [Mental Stats]. This was…this was a reason to experiment and see if he could make [Tier 6 Runes] or [Tier 5] variants. Either or. He didn’t care. He just needed to know that the energy inside was being put to use.

…

That was probably the [Artificer] inside him talking. That chunk of himself really was overpowering in its desire to create nowadays. Theo supposed that the addition of more possibilities through his increased [Mana] was to blame. Truly, there were both pros and cons to increasing [Skills].

Mostly pros, though. How was his [Skill-Collection] looking nowadays, anyway?

[Skill-Collection]

Active Skills

[Shield-Bash]
[Initiated 4]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/use

[Sneak]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to sneak around with greater finesse and slightly decreases sounds made.
Also allows the user to use a higher quantity of stamina to temporarily reduce generated noise by a large factor.
2SP/sec

[Aim]
[Novice 6]
Allows the user to aim long-range weaponry with more accuracy.
Also allows the user to increase their temporal perception while aiming, at an increased usage cost.
2SP/sec

[Material-Manifestation]
[Novice 9]
Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. Can be used to create other metals that are temporary while still holding the [Material]’s properties.
Variable costs.

[Oppressive Aura]
[Initiated 2]
The body and spirit of the user are blended together, and the actions now bring a heavy weight in more ways than one. In combat, oppression is the greatest goal of all.
Can affect the world both spiritually and physically.
Variable costs.

[Partial Material-Assimilation]
[Novice 9]
Sub-Skill of [Spirit of Aegis].
Allows the user to temporarily take on the physical traits of a [Material], including but not limited to its strength, durability, and magical conductivity. These upgrades will be displayed alongside regular [Stats] in the user’s [Status].
Also allows the user to receive a passive increase in physical abilities relative to the physical properties of the [Material], while physical contact is maintained.
8MP/sec

[Mana-Transfer]
[Initiated 5]
Send [Mana] from user to target.
Variable costs.

Passive Skills

[Mana-Sight]
[Initiated 1]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.
User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures] and information about people.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Adept 1]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.
Also grants resistance to magical attacks and allows [Overfilling] of [MP] temporarily.

[Teach]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently.
Repeated use can increase the user’s own rate of growth.

[Spirit of Aegis]
[Adept 1]
The user embodies the traits of their shield, the flesh and mind striving to reach the perfection of the magical metals.

[Flying-Mastery]
[Novice 1]
Allows the user to fly with more fluidity and skill.
Includes flying vehicles.

[Rune] Skills

[Rune-Engraving]
[Initiated 8]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.
Also allows for [Compound Engraving]

[Air-Engraving]
[Initiated 5]
Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].
Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto a solid [Material].
Also allows for [Compound Engraving]

[Rune-Empowering]
[Initiated 3]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].
Also allows the user to [Reempower] a [Rune], which has a chance of increasing its [Tier]. User is also able to gain a variant of the original [Rune] through this process.

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Initiated 1]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make alterations to [Intent].
Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].

[Rune-Mastery]
[Adept 1]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.
Also gives the user a limited understanding of how any regular [Material] interacted with could work in relation to known [Runes] below [Tier 10].

"Better than ever" was the answer to that. Three [Skills] were now in the [Adept Rank], most of the commonly used ones were [Initiated], and others were steadily climbing to reach those levels as well. Even [Rune-Manipulation] was catching up now, which was good to see. Theo was worried about missing out on its potential, though he was still hoping for something more…excessive with the next upgrade to it. Changing [Intent] on already-built stuff was a decent ability, but taking it further would be a clear goal for him in the future.

"Have to ask," Stig said from beside him. "Did you get an extreme increase in the amount of mana you had? You just kept taking in more energy for the past two hours while you were sleeping."

Of course the other [Mage] on the lift had noticed.

"Yeah, I did," Theo replied with a grin. "70 percent increase in total capacity."

"That’s such an unfair increase," the [Space Mage] muttered. "When am I going to get something like that?"

"Whenever you force solidified [Mana] that’s not your own anymore to do your bidding, and…I think the other upgrade came from throwing the [Primordial] semi-out of my brain," Theo guessed. "The first is possible, but the other is… yeah, I wouldn’t suggest doing that."

"Wouldn’t do it either way," Stig was quick to confirm. "Morrik already explained the gist of the effects of talking to Umnir. Gotta say, he did not paint a pretty picture."

"Don’t know what you expected," the stone dwarf in question said with a shrug. "There’s nothing pretty about having your mind fractured."

"I agree on that front," Theo replied. "Still, the experience gained from resisting it for half a minute wasn’t too bad. Not doing it again, though."

"Wouldn’t expect you to," Morrik said, looking upwards as the small bell in the centre rang. Theo did the same, able to see some very distant lights. "We’re getting close now. Prepare yourselves."

Theo sighed as he picked up his shield from his side. The thing was still completely empty of [Mana], the [Aegis Circuit] useless unless he emptied his entire store of [Mana] into it. Seeing as he didn’t feel like forcing himself back into the realm of tiredness, he refrained from doing so. Hopefully, the ones above wouldn’t be too angry after hearing what’d happened.

Hopefully.

Minutes passed, shouts began to be heard, and Theo noticed eyes looking down at them. At first it was just a subtle look from one of the operators, grey eyes widening when they began to count heads, and before long Magni was looking down at them as well, those goggles reflecting the light more than enough to be recognizable.

He didn’t look happy.

"What happened down there?" Magni asked the second they were at eye level, moving towards the lift as the operators dragged it sideways and onto the solid ground before opening the door to let them out. Morrik handed the leader the three necklaces, a grim face on the guard as the Magni understood the implication. "What happened?"

"Theo, move to the observation room," Morrik said like the order it was. His voice was like steel, unflinching and unbending, and the others made way as Rurik began to lead the trio towards the most important place in the city. In the meanwhile, Morrik began to talk. "Target wasn’t a hermit, and they weren’t friendly. Likely an earth mage or a mix between it and some kind of illusion domain. Was able to create deformed imitations of our brethren, ones fast and strong enough to kill the three before they could fight back."

"What," Magni half shouted, his voice half-frustrated and half-relieved. "Did you kill the target?"

They were more than halfway to the [Observation Room], Morrik using the tight corridors as an excuse to pause the impromptu debriefing. If forced, Theo could probably find his way to the place from here, seeing as they’d already walked this path before.

"No, we didn’t," Morrik answered, sounding bitter about it. Theo wasn’t surprised. The person who’d killed the three was still out there, even when they’d seen them. "We only knew the truth about the golems after the mage had fled. Other than glowing red eyes, we found no identifying markers on the target, except the satchel we were able to take which contained the Elysian Scroll. Theo?"

He stopped briefly, opening the satchel, bringing out the treasured artefact and handing it to the guard. Magni was inspecting it within the same second, muttering wildly when he couldn’t believe that it was the truth. While it was clear the leader wanted to ask more about how it had been found, holding the scroll was enough of a distraction to let them get to the [Observation Room] without more words being exchanged. The stone dwarves shuffling around inside stopped once Theo was seen.

Was his presence changed to the point where he got this level of attention from just entering a room?

‘You’ve got red spots covering parts of your stomach from wounds, and the side of your face is covered with dried blood as well,’ Nero supplied before Theo could think too highly of himself. ‘Half are frightened of you, and the other half are worried you’re going to keel over and die.’

Right. Theo supposed that could also be it, not having been as focused on cleaning up his own blood from his body just yet. Maybe when he found somewhere he could take a bath, but until then, those around him would have to survive.

"But if you weren’t able to kill them, and you didn’t force them out, the safety protocols should still be in effect," Magni finally said when Theo put his hand onto the [Terminal], the room lighting up as lines of blue covered the walls once more. "You can’t reconnect the ley lines."

"I can," Theo corrected. "Could from the beginning. I just lied back then."

It was blunt, it was enough that several of those around him cursed his name, and Magni looked outright furious after his words were able to bounce around in his head, but they all kept quiet when the lines regathered in the [Terminal] and Theo’s eyes glazed over. The [System] was activated once again, and it was happy to see him.

[Full Scan] of [Umnir Stasis Observation Deck] complete!
Time since last [Rune-Crafter] inspection: 3 days, 4 hours, 47 minutes, and 12 seconds.
The early inspection has been logged.What does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with today?

"Reconnect all [Ley Line Connections], while following standard protocols," Theo ordered, the blue box about the [Safety Protocol] popping up a second later. It was quick this time, easily able to detect life down there. Maybe the leader just didn’t bother trying to hide anymore. "Override [Safety Protocols]. [Force-Start]."

Override detected and commencing!
[Rune-Crafter Theo Locheim], you have been logged as the one who activated the override for [Safety Protocols]. While your actions might have been for the greater good and/or the only viable choice in your situation, you are expected to explain your actions to the elders in the [Citadel]. If it is not possible to visit the [Citadel] within the next 2 months, you are expected to report to a gathering of [Masters] in any larger [Facility], who will act on the [Citadel]’s behalf.

Estimated time until order completion: 00:02:00
Please do not remove your hand from the [Terminal] while this process is ongoing.

The timer appeared just like last time, golden this time to signify that it had been forced through. Nobody spoke, just watching as it counted down. Their destroyed hopes last time were remembered well, and none wanted to fall back down to despair due to misplaced confidence.

Yet this time, they had nothing to worry about. The circular timer moved steadily, never ceasing its movement, never stopping until the very second that it had been completed.

Order completed!
All [Ley Line Connections] re-established.
Does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with anything else today?

Theo didn’t bother answering, just removing his hand from the [Terminal] while the other dwarves around him celebrated. They were still watching carefully while the hundred graphs around the screens fluctuated heavily, moving up and down between green and red. He didn’t have the slightest idea what most of it meant, but they could see that it had worked without him saying anything, so he just assumed it was good.

"I need to ask why you lied, Rune-Crafter Locheim, but I also need to give you my thanks, on behalf of this city and all who would have suffered from Umnir’s release," Magni said from beside him, still looking angry but also happy that their world hadn’t come crashing down. "There are no others we could’ve asked for help, and if the primordial was brought back into this world, nothing good would’ve come from it."

"With the lies I gave you when you trusted me to tell the truth, there is little to thank me for," Theo replied, making sure not to broach topics he’d already discussed with Morrik. "I thought that the dwarf beneath could’ve been brought back without battle, but my ignorant views stopped three warriors from reaching their peak. While their sacrifice allowed us to survive, and bring an artefact very important to the people back, I need to apologise for putting the safety of your city below my own selfish ideals."

Theo didn’t bow, he didn’t break eye contact, and he didn’t show weakness. Any of them would’ve been rude, and a dishonour to the fallen, and Magni studied him to make sure he did nothing of the sort. There was glee from knowing the [Primordial]’s prison had been secured, but death had still been included in the cost to reach it.

"Your intentions were honourable, you understand your flaws, and they didn’t fall for nothing," Magni finally said, looking at the scroll that was still in his hand. "This had been lost for a long time. Alone, retrieving this requires a feast to be held in honour of you all. That you were then able to stabilise the stasis field? The royals would have my head if they were not asked to hold it."

A feast? Theo grimaced, remembering the main diet of the dwarves of the deep. While he understood that eating the stone moss was more than enough for the daily nutrients and calories, he just couldn’t eat that when there were alternatives.

Magni must’ve seen his reaction, the goggled dwarf showing teeth as his face split into a grin.

"Don’t worry, surface-dweller. Our traditions account for your…unusual appetites," Magni promised, explaining the various surface-dwelling animals they housed inside the royal farms. They were rarely eaten or used for anything except for the once-a-decade celebrations. "Since it will be hosted by the royals, you can expect them to be served alongside many other dishes that your kind find both delectable. That is…as long as the tastes for your races haven’t changed in the past millennium?"

"Hopefully not," Theo answered, though he had to look over at Stig for confirmation. The forest dwarf wasn’t sure either, but he didn’t think so. The meat was meat, and as long as it wasn’t raw, neither of them would be complaining. "Though I’m assuming that such a feast would take time to prepare."

"That it would," Magni confirmed. "I’d say…what would amount to thirty-six hours for you. That should also allow for you all to get the rest you need, along with finding yourself some suitable attire. It should not be impossible to find a tailor that can handle your size."

Theo didn’t take offence to the comment, just smiling while he wondered when that "rest" would be coming. Magni certainly knew how to talk, listing off what they needed to expect from the feast. Food, an audience with the royals beforehand to discuss their help with the [Stasis Field] and the scroll retrieved, and then giving the news of the fallen to the families of the fallen. While Morrik was the highest-ranking guard brought along, Theo was a [Rune-Crafter] and was therefore in the unique position of being more powerful and technically the one with the final word on how they would move while they’d been down below. While he had followed Morrik below, there had apparently always been the understanding that, if Theo made a serious order, it would have been followed.

Good thing he’d kept himself to requests.

Another few minutes needed to pass before one of the other workers distracted Magni by pointing out some line of numbers that was apparently interesting. Nothing serious, but enough that they were told to rest and prepare for celebrations.

"That didn’t go terribly," Stig commented. Theo couldn’t agree more. "I assume you two are stuck with us while we wait for tomorrow?"

Morrik and Rurik nodded, both seeming somewhat satisfied as they began to walk through Olkir. A few stairs were travelled up and down, a few side alleys cut through, and then they were right in the midst of the city. Lights from inside houses lit up the street that was already bustling with activity, stone dwarves in various attires, and in various sizes, hurrying along with little regard for Theo who stood out like a sore thumb. Even Nero, a giant rabbit with wings, barely got more than a glance before people moved on with their lives.

"Do they just not care about outsiders, or are they just more focused on their own lives?" Theo mused. With their current dirty and bloody appearances, he’d expected more from the populace. It was certainly a different reaction than the one that’d been given by the elves back when they’d originally entered Rootdale. There wasn’t any hostility here and no sense of fear either. There was just…indifference. "Feels weird."

"You’re a blank slate to all of them," Morrik said, moving out of the alleyway and down the street, the others quickly following. "You’ve done nothing for them and they’ve done nothing for you. Until they know that a rune-crafter helped them get through a disaster in the making unscathed, the opinion of the masses won’t change."

But when it did, Theo could expect something that wasn’t a pure lack of reaction to his presence. Not a terrible thing to know.

While initially surprised that they were able to stumble into an inn some ten minutes later, it turned out that there was actually a rather good stream of constant visitors from the neighbouring cities in the continent. And the villages as well, of course, as the main source of food had to be harvested from somewhere.

"Too many to feed in one place, if we have to plant it all nearby," Morrik recounted as he used his guard privileges to get Theo, Stig, and Nero one of the larger rooms on the top floor. Apparently, there were still some remnant rooms designed for larger travellers, though everything else had been made in the perfect size for somebody three heads shorter than Theo. "Instead, we constantly bring it all in from the area around us. About four different villages bring in their wares a day, about ten people from each village, and they stay here for about a week before going back to gather more wares and food to sell. Allows for a constant turnaround, and business certainly is pushed along."

"Interesting," Theo muttered, sitting down on one of the chairs to stop himself from constantly having to crouch to not risk hitting the inn’s ceiling. The lamps in this dining room were hanging way too low for comfort. "That the owners actually have rooms here for taller folks tells me that you used to have them. What changed?"

"Well," Morrik began, seemingly unsure of where to start. "We had the constant group of rune-crafters like you stationed here for a full month every year until you all decided to disappear into thin air. Before that, however, your folk used to allow others to travel with those arch portals as well. Regular people from all kinds of places."

"Really?"

"Yes! There were forest dwarves, forest elves, high elves on the rare occasion, and I remember reading about some of the richer orc chieftains coming down wanting to fight our stone worms as well," the guard captain regaled, going deep into detail with the latter while the food was served. Theo wasn’t truly happy with the variety of moss used as greens, but there were actually a few slices of meat on the table as well. Grey meat, a shade lighter than normal, but it certainly smelled like meat.

When Stig took a bite and didn’t seem ready to bring out their last remaining pair of apples, Theo decided to eat it as well. It was somewhere between heavily salted pork and a chewier version of salmon. Not the blend he had been expecting to enjoy, but such was life. With the sauce created by cutting into the meat, he did get through the moss as well, finding that he didn’t despise it too much with the added flavour.

Food and drink lasted another hour, most of it spent listening to the history of the place alongside its rich history of visitors, but tiredness won over their hearts not long after. Rurik and Morrik had their own homes to return to, and their own families to visit, so, with a promise that they would meet up in the inn in about twelve hours, the group split into two.

Going up the stairs was a difficult affair for Theo, and a nightmare for the slightly wider rabbit who ended up just turning into fog to get around the tighter corners, but they all managed to get to the top floor and into the larger room. Theo knew it was so before he even went inside, seeing as it was the only one with a doorframe where he didn’t need to fear hitting his head.

"Surprisingly cosy," he commented, seeing the beds. They were almost long enough that his feet wouldn’t be hanging out on one end. "I can deal with this."

"Not sure how Nero is going to have space up there with you," Stig commented from his own bed. The two had had similar thoughts on simply flopping onto them instantly. It was a fair choice, seeing as neither had slept for more than five hours in a row in the past…forty-eight hours? Maybe it was more at this point. Their bodies might’ve been enhanced, but there were limits on what sane people should do, and they were already beyond that. "She’s just gonna be on top of you again like in the world tree? Might want to stick your head out the side if that’s the plan."

"That is not the plan," Theo corrected. He was, in fact, fully inspecting to have privacy from the [Familiar] this time, and that she could sleep over on that carpet without—and…she was climbing onto the bed, head pushing against Theo’s spine in an effort to push him off so she could get room. "No, that is not happening, young lady."

‘It is,’ Nero said, bracing herself against the floor and giving Theo’s back an extra hard push. Mass won, and Theo flopped onto the floor with a groan, the triumphant rabbit settling on top of the bed before instantly starting to doze off. ‘Try anything and you’ll pay for the fire damages.’

Trying to sneakily tug the covers of the bed onto the floor almost made Nero be true to her words. Not wanting to tempt fate further, nor wanting to go down and try to get another room, Theo stole the pillow from his bed before using it for his head and just sleeping on the floor. Stig donated one of his own pillows as well, but it only softened the blow. At least peace had finally reached them, the light being turned down and the full cover of darkness filling the room. With a clock in the room that set the alarm for the maybe-morning hours, all in the room were gone.

…

Nobody came in at night or in the morning to steal from them, and, while they had taken a risk to eat the served food, nothing negative came from it. Theo was able to wake up refreshed some eight hours later, if the clock on the wall actually counted hours, and he set to work doing something to help pass the time while the two others wasted their time sleeping some more.

With his newfound increased [Mana-Capacity], and some time to waste doing nothing of real importance, Theo had a few holes in his gear to fill. The first was to quite literally fill up his ammunition that had been used down in the depths, an entire hour spent making a variety of explosive and piercing rounds, along with the odd few absorption ones. There weren’t too many of the last, seeing as they weren’t very viable in ordinary combat situations, and Theo wouldn’t appreciate being forced to use them when the scene didn’t call for it.

Other than that, there was also the task of filling up his [Aegis Circuit] again. And, while he did eventually do that, there was some adjusting done to make it slightly more mobile during larger physical impacts. He could easily remember how the charge by the stone worm back during their fight had nearly taken everything the [Circuit] had left, just so it could stop the beast with over a meter of possible deceleration space to spare. So much energy could’ve been saved at that time, and Theo was more than happy to add in the ability to specify how much the barriers could be pushed around before they needed to be fixed in place.

Once that was done, however, came the more interesting parts. Namely working with variations. Theo had to admit that he’d been heavily underusing the ability, too afraid to actually try anything after the first attempt had been so utterly scuffed. But…there was a fact he hadn’t considered before.

Nobody was forcing him to find variants of the highest or next-highest [Tier] possible. There were [Low-Tier Variations] of nearly every [Rune] out there. Maybe not stable ones in the slightest, but that wouldn’t stop Theo from just upgrading them a few times so they reached some level of usability.

Next came the obvious question of, "What would he be using this newfound strategy on?"

Well… All of them, hopefully?

Theo’s first idea was to make some variations of [Explosion Runes] that would allow for some more control over strength relative to the radius of effect, but doing that in a hotel room in a city where people could easily be annoyed with him wasn’t really a good plan. Neither were the other offensive [Runes], honestly, even if he wanted to see if he could turn a [Gale Rune] into a more consistent low-pressure wind.

What could he actually work with, then? Well, since there was little chance of using the [Impact Rune], or its possible variants, inside the room, he didn’t want to try that one. The same could be said for the [Item-Teleportation] one, though that was just more Theo wanting to use it in a flat field to minimise risks.

That left the [Time-Perception Rune] and the [Holy Rune]. Theo could easily say that the former had been unused since he’d first discovered it back in the eastern forest, though that was partially because of its lack of real usability. It made him able to think faster for three seconds. There were situations where that could be used, but when the body wasn’t allowed to move faster, there did come some issues.

…But since he could increase it 4 entire [Tiers] now, and he actually had a weapon that relied on him just thinking of spots to place bullets mid-air, maybe it was time to actually try it soon. Not for variants, though, as he still hadn’t even scratched the surface of the original yet.

The [Holy Rune] it was. A quick use of [Material-Manifestation] had him sitting with a perfectly sized [Silver] plate, a bit of [Air-Engraving] making a [Tier 2 Holy Rune] appear on the surface. It’d been a while since he’d needed to make something so basic, but he couldn’t say the experience was terrible. Almost felt nostalgic, looking at the screen for the creation.

[Holy Rune]
Mana-Purity: 79%
Tier: 2
Material: Silver
Capacity: 1/25
Activation: Command Word
Durability: 58/58

Theo could remember the original one he’d been given by Zayra those many months ago, as a thanks for helping her with the necromancer problem. Back then, the so-called "mastercrafted" engraving had been in possession of the mighty 67 percent [Mana-Purity]. At that time, Theo had thought that a showing of incredible skill. Now he had an engraving in front of him with 12 percent more than that, and he was thinking it was sloppy work.

"How time flies," Theo muttered, activating the [Reempowerment] process to get it pushed towards [Tier 3]. When the [System] asked if he wanted it to be a variant, he accepted, [Mana] starting to tighten inside his veins as the blue screen began to be formed. Before, the tightening would’ve been painful. Now, an extra leap towards being made of energy, Theo could easily say he barely noticed, having to focus to feel any discomfort.

Being powerful has its perks, I suppose.

The blue screen appeared not too long afterwards.

Possible [Tier 3] variations for [Holy Rune]

[Holy Aura Rune]
32MP
Changes the healing effect to cover a larger area at a lowered efficiency.

[Focused Holy Rune]
36MP
Decreases area of effect but increases efficiency.

[Long-Term Holy Rune]
39MP
Decreases speed of effect but drastically increases efficiency.

...

Like before, the list continued endlessly, the [Estimated Extra Cost] increasing with every step. It always got higher, and Theo saw it going into the multiple thousands a hundred or so [Variations] deep. He did not want anything to do with those, instead holding himself back to one of the changes that only cost an extra 250 [MP].

Possible [Tier 3] variations for [Holy Rune]

[Mental Rejuvenation Rune]
250MP
Extreme decrease in general healing capabilities, increase in overall cost, decrease in efficiency, and a larger focus on healing damage to [Mental].

It was enough away from the original that [Holy] had been entirely removed. Theo was rather proud he could even find it amongst the incredibly long names, something so simple barely able to stick out enough for him to take notice. But when he did, there was nothing that would stop him from getting it.

After he confirmed his choice, the [System] sucked out just about 550 [MP] from his body, a small gasp leaving him as he gripped the newly formed [Rune] on the mildly heated [Silver] plate.

[Mental Rejuvenation Rune]
Mana-Purity: 51%
Tier: 3
Material: Silver
Capacity: 0/45
Activation: Command Word
Durability: 52/79

Only [Tier 3], half-broken, but still more than good enough for Theo’s current needs. The [Command Word] seemed to have travelled over from the original [Holy Rune] as well, which meant he was able to just steadily fill up the [Capacity] before speaking the magic words.

"Pain away," Theo mumbled, pressing it to his forehead. A light-grey spark of glitter shot out from the [Silver] plate in response, Theo briefly wincing as he felt the electricity go through his brain at Mach speed, but the instant clarity that followed was more than good. This was like a caffeine shot directly into his heart. "Thank you, holy [System], for making this communion possible."

The blue boxes didn’t answer him in any way, shape, or form, but he knew that they’d heard him. While the original point of the [Mental Rejuvenation Rune] was hopefully to remove preexisting mental damage from attacks dealt by telepaths or other kinds of tricksters, the secondary effect which removed damage from ordinary life was something Theo adored to no small degree. He was relatively sure it activated the dopamine receptors as well, his mood rapidly improved along with the increased clarity.

Or maybe the lack of a headache in the morning was just so refreshing that his mind was overjoyed more than it had been in a long time.

…

No, Theo had more likely just made a variant which worked as a drug on the side. It wasn’t the worst achievement he could’ve been known for, but it certainly wasn’t the best either. But now…he had to upgrade this thing to [Tier 5]. It did require some waiting around to make sure his [Mana] was high enough, and making Nero transfer some of her [Mana] was the last step to make sure he had enough, but the final result was a [Tier 5 Rune] that a lot of people back home would kill to have.

Mostly figuratively, of course, though Theo could also imagine somebody doing it literally.

[Mental Rejuvenation Rune]
Mana-Purity: 63%
Tier: 5
Material: Silver
Capacity: 0/128
Activation: Command Word
Durability: 197/197

Much more potent, a lot more [Mana] behind the punch, and likely enough overall power to fry his receptors. Theo wasn’t sure if he would actually enjoy getting the mental equivalent of a tasering, but he was most definitely sure he wouldn’t need to sleep for the next twelve hours if he used it.

And since he’d kinda promised to be at a feast, he didn’t see a negative with putting the [Rune] to his head and mumbling the magic words.

"Please don’t explode my brain," Theo chanted, instantly feeling like his brain exploded as energy unlike anything else before it flew through his brain. This wasn’t just a potent version of the last dose. This was off the scale, off the concept of what caffeine should’ve been able to do. He didn’t feel like his brain was clear. He felt it ascend, die, get revived, and repeat the process a few dozen times, and then achieve godhood above all others for all— "And…it’s gone. Really is a short effect."

After the first five seconds, it wasn’t more than a coffee shot, honestly. The dosage had given him extreme temporary megalomaniac ideas about himself, sure, but other than that it didn’t do too much more than the [Tier 2] version. He could maybe test it out against some kind of mental attack if he ever got the chance, but for now it didn’t feel too good.

…Well, unless he made the effect last longer. Which he could.

Variants really are a wealth of never-ending knowledge.

Theo certainly thought as much as he prepared to upgrade the [Tier 3] version of the [Rune], already knowing that the long-term variant would likely be one of the first choices available. He wouldn’t even need Nero in on this to make it work.

‘If you even think about using whatever you just used again, I am going to kill you,’ the [Familiar] in question added as she stood up on the bed, the mattress rustling around enough that Theo could feel the floor shake. Nero seemed…rather awake compared to how she usually was in the morning, her mind clear and full of spite. ‘Energy blast went through the [Bond]. I can’t nap anymore.’

Unintended side effects of the drug [Rune]. Who would’ve guessed?

Looking at the clock, Theo realised he didn’t have much time left before they needed to meet up with the others again. Opening up the [Variant Screen] after starting up the process, he skimmed through the listings before finding the [Long-Term Mental Rejuvenation Rune]. Theo could already imagine the feeling of having mild megalomania and a refreshed mind for hours at a time. It would be glorious.

‘I looked through your memories a while back,’ Nero supplied from beside him, making him look away from his perfect creation. ‘There was the mention of a group. Alcoholics Anonymous. This is slightly different, but I think they would love to have you.’

‘Oh, buzz off.’

‘Among the two of us, I don’t think it’s me that’s buzzing off,’ Nero corrected, getting a shoe pillow thrown her way. ‘Attacking those pointing out your addiction? I believe that was one of the warning signs.’

Theo sighed loudly, waking up Stig and ruining any chance of having more time to work on his project. At least the [Space Mage] could give his thoughts on it over breakfast.

With a great push, he was off the floor and somewhat ready to take on the day. There was a lot to do, and the required mental energy to accomplish all of it was rapidly fleeting, so hurrying was the best strategy.


Chapter 6

Quarter


Theo was dismayed to find that Stig didn’t see the genius of the artificial caffeine shot. The long-term version didn’t seem to make him too curious while they ate breakfast, no matter how much Theo detailed how well it would’ve sold back in his old world. The issue was that everybody over there was a caffeine-addicted psychopath. Over here? Other than a few mentions of some beans that might have a similar effect over on one of the other continents, they’d never even heard of it! Theo knew that he hadn’t met anybody drinking something like it, other than ordinary tea, but how society didn’t crumble without it was something he didn’t understand.

"I don’t get what the fuss is about," Morrik commented when Theo had explained the situation to him. He’d even allowed the stone dwarf to test it out. "Head’s clear, sure, but you could get that from just taking a walk as well."

"But with this, you don’t need to take the walk," Theo pointed out, yet his words fell on deaf ears. "You can just stay home and not move outside."

"But everybody needs to move outside in the morning," the stone dwarf said, continuing to shoot down Theo’s brilliance. Even Nero was starting to get on the others’ side, even when she’d seen just how dependent the old world had been on the miracle bean. Maybe they were the ones who’d got it wrong? "I suppose some of the big-name crafters with their workshops at home could benefit, but there’s not too many of them left. Most work together over at the royal section, and that’s easily a twenty-minute walk for all of them. More than enough time to freshen up in the head."

He’d been beaten by crazy people who couldn’t fathom not going outside and exercising. Truly, Theo had no other option than to give up, deflating at the table as he slowly ate his food. It was somewhere around the same meal as the one he’d gotten the previous night, except the meat had been swapped out with some grey hard-boiled eggs. The orange middles were a little harder than usual, but didn’t prove much of a challenge to get through. Tasted about the same as ordinary eggs as well.

"Still, those mental healing runes of yours wouldn’t be bad to have on standby," Morrik finally admitted, listing off the various usages he could think of without skipping a beat. "Would allow a person to stay awake for more than they ordinarily could, would make it possible to beat simpler mental attacks, if it does heal as you’ve promised. I can see how the long-term variant could work as a shield against getting unfocused. Even now, I can actually feel my thoughts not moving away from the current conversation. This would be great to give my men for their patrolling."

Being focused after being given the magical alternative to Adderall? Theo wondered if it was everybody in this world who had trouble focusing on something, or if it was just everybody that surrounded him who was granted that affliction. Maybe it was a requirement for those who could actually survive this type of life? A strange survival mechanism granted by the power of evolution and the lack of foresight from the random mutations? Theo wouldn’t doubt it too much, even if the implications were awful to consider.

"Should be able to brew something up," Theo promised, already able to think of some schematics that would work. He needed some actual metals, not just the conjured versions, to make it work long-term, but even if the [Durability] would fall over time…wait, this was actually a possibility, wasn’t it? No, yeah, Theo began to realise that he’d been forcing himself to go about one aspect of his life all wrong. "Does this place have any paper?"

It did not, in fact, have any traditional paper, but they were able to find themselves a type of parchment with a very green colouring to it. As expected, it was made from the very moss Theo had eaten some of a few minutes before, but he didn’t care at the moment, rapidly scribbling on the page as he figured out just how stupid he’d been with the first iteration of the [Fabricator]. Why had he thought he needed to use the [Engraver] at all? He already had the answer to his troubles right in front of him!

Elgriva Dulka, your genius will be forever cherished.

She might’ve caused the possible end of the world, but she most certainly had also fixed one of Theo’s biggest issues with automating the creation of [Runes]. In her own work, specifically building the perfect person through [Engraving] [Runes] onto their body permanently, she’d figured out how to more effectively use self-repairing [Runes], and, even better, how to spread those [Runes] on a new surface by giving a separate [Circuit] the memory of how they needed to be built.

When Theo realised he didn’t even need the original visual of how it was built, proof of that coming from the fact that Elgriva’s work could regenerate lost body parts and the [Runes] on them, he could almost cry. This required him to modify the design to store several types of design onto the same memory, and for it to be replicable on more than just skin, but this was most definitely possible.

Theo could do this. There were no restrictions on flat surfaces with this, no requirements that it had to be on the surface of whatever object he was making. If Theo had the original object with the proper versions of the [Rune], he could have it scanned before placing a new object with the same proportions on the [Fabricator] without all the engravings, and then have the machine [Engrave] them onto it.

It didn’t even need to be an object without the original [Runes]. As long as the scanner had the original design, it was possible to just have it repair the damage dealt, bringing the object back to its previous levels of grandeur. It would be able to repair damage to the [Material], of course, but Theo didn’t mind that. Metal could be replaced normally. The [Runes] could not.

"So…how long does he usually do this," Theo heard Morrik ask, with Stig replying in some inane way that he didn’t focus on enough to decipher. Instead, he listed off the various materials he would need to build this, along with the fact that he needed to get back to the [Observation Room] to figure out exactly how those displays were made. If he were to make a [Fabricator] that both kept itself in perfect shape and could be used by the dwarves down here without him ever needing to come to repair it, he sure as hell wasn’t going to let the user interface be suboptimal.

…

There would be a user manual for it, however. A lengthy one.

"Morrik, I can get you a machine that can build these [Runes] for you and more without an issue. I think," Theo finally said, standing up from the ground in front of the inn where he’d been writing everything down after the workers inside had kicked them out. His muttering had apparently scared the other guests, which was weird, since he hadn’t even shouted at them while trying to figure out one of the problems. "I need to see the [Observation Room] again, and I need [Iron], [Silver], some sheets of [Gold], a bit of [Zirconium] if you have it, and…actually just more [Silver]. Maybe something else as well, depending on how the screens work."

There was a moment when the guard captain shared glances with Stig, the [Space Mage] mouthing "I told you so," before Morrik just did the understandable thing and shrugged.

"I can get it for you if you can get me the ability to make those for myself," he said, Theo happily promising as much. It would also require that he make a [Generator-Attachment], but that wasn’t an issue. He would be trying to see if there was an [Absorption Rune] better suited for absorbing stone, of course, but that would be done after this. "And how much time do you need in the observation room? Magni has been moving people around in the past many hours, so I’m not sure if he’s fine with you being there if it isn’t vital."

"Just around five minutes," Theo said. "Maybe ten. Depends on how willing the [System] here is to understand it doesn’t have a choice in giving me the information I want."

That made the guard captain pause again before seemingly giving up entirely, making Theo repeat what materials he wanted and in what sizes. By the time that they’d arrived at the [Observation Room], Morrik already had a piece of paper himself with the entire surface covered in a description of what Theo promised to make him.

While the guards at the entrance initially didn’t want to let them in, Theo’s figure and status finally allowed it. Inside, it was easy to see just how chaotic it had started to be. Nothing of great danger was ongoing, but it was still obvious that the people weren’t satisfied until all tests had been run. Theo could already see the stacks of notes next to the displays, and the fact that they hadn’t been there twelve hours ago. The people here really weren’t given breaks.

"Theo," Magni finally said when he noticed the presence of intruders in his realm. "Morrik, what are you doing here? The feast isn’t in twenty more hours. Did the system send you a message remotely? If so, don’t worry. We were doing standard-procedure stress tests on the outer layer of the barriers, along with a general low-stress analysis on the—"

"Yeah, no, there weren’t any messages, don’t worry," Theo cut in, not wanting to be trapped inside another ten-minute rant when he’d planned to be out of here in half that time. "I’m just here to look at how the displays work. I just need to interact with the [Terminal] for a bit, and then I’m out again."

"Just the terminal?" Magni repeated, Theo nodding in response. "Okay, that should be fine, but…why?"

"I think you want to see this, sir," Morrik answered, handing the leader the paper he’d written up of Theo’s idea. Not that the tallest among them stayed to listen, Theo much more focused on getting it over with so he wouldn’t have to dodge the power walking stone dwarves who didn’t have a single relaxed bone in their entire bodies.

Mutterings from Magni could be heard in the background, but Theo just focused on skipping through the initial screens when finally activating the [Terminal] again. It did its customary [Scan], welcomed him inside, and then wished to know what he could need help with.

"The schematics on how the displays are made," Theo said. "Show and explain them."

Order detected!
Showing schematics for [Tier 4 Hardlight Rune].

[Hardlight]? Theo didn’t mind the sound of that at all as he was shown the 2D illustration of how the [Rune] itself was made. It was a relatively easy one, in part thanks to the surprisingly low [Tier]. He’d somewhat expected more in how the screens were made, but it turned out that the screen itself was relatively simple. It was the [Intent] on how to decipher the information sent in and then display it that was the hard part. There were endless features on all of the different screens around the room, and all of them were able to work together even when they weren’t directly connected to each other. It was a pure headache how the old [Rune-Crafters] had managed such a feat, but Theo could at least feel happiness knowing that he wouldn’t need to do such a thing.

He just had to make a list of possible choices, a few buttons on the side to switch between them, maybe the ability to have a three-dimensional representation of the engraved object on the screen, and…no, that was just about it.

"Theo, are you sure you can make something like this?" Magni asked as Theo removed his hand, the [Rune-Crafter] determined to actually make the [Hardlight Rune] before he forgot the more important, deeper details. "I’ve never heard of something like this being made before, even by the most powerful rune-crafters of old."

"Well, they were very self-absorbed back then," Theo replied with good grace, happy to remember that the old fools were dead and therefore couldn’t smite him for his arrogance. "They thought that their own handmade creations were better than the ones made by automation. The actual techniques I’m employing for this are actually meant for self-repair, but a bit of adjusting and splicing with a transfer method will allow this to work just fine. If I build it properly, that is, but that should be possible to do in a day or two of work."

Maybe it was the confidence in his words that made Magni trust him, or maybe it was just the idea that accepting would get Theo out of the [Observation Room], but he had himself a deal by the end of that same minute. Materials would be granted, delivered inside the royal section of the city.

"Why the royal section, though?" Theo asked, confused. Weren’t there any better places to let him work?

"Well, I already put you in to have an audience with the royals in…by Thrain’s beard, Morrik, you were meant to have brought him to the tailor thirty minutes ago!"

What followed was Theo being dragged by a stone dwarf through half the city in the span of five minutes, thrown into a building filled with fabrics, measured and prodded by a half sweating tailor who was given a bag of gold to do it all in half the time, and then Theo was told to put everything on before he could blink properly, only barely able to remember the first few parts of the flight.

"I didn’t think I would ever see you panicking," Theo commented as he tested out the jacket handed to him. Parting with the dydra scale armour was a very sad thought, but being heavily armoured was apparently unacceptable when being faced with the higher-ups of Olkir and the stone-dwarven population at large. "Why am I allowed to keep my gun and shield if I need the armour gone, though?"

"Taking away the weapons of a warrior by trade is akin to making him walk in the nude," was Morrik’s first answer, before he cracked a small smile. "The other reason is that most fighters get twitchy when they don’t have something to defend themselves with easily in range. Being on your nerves, and feeling defenceless, while facing royals is not something any foreigner should have the pleasure of doing anymore. Thrain knows we already had people who did dumb things on those grounds."

Theo had to agree that he wouldn’t be too happy being without his pistol or shield, though he didn’t bother adding that he could’ve easily blown a meeting chamber to bits in about five seconds through the power of [Air-Engraving] and a stone floor. Similarly, there was no real possibility of removing Nero’s abilities from her body, and neither would they be able to tell the [Familiar] she wasn’t allowed in with Theo. Making her stay in one spot was just asking for her to deprive you of skin.

Stepping out into the open, Theo tried to get the shirt’s collar to sit properly, the sides of his throat being pressed uncomfortably. His neck was apparently a little bigger than the tailor had been able to approximate, and it could certainly be fixed, but they couldn’t actually do as much, since time was already running out.

With a very brief "thank you" thrown to the tailor, an old man who was just doing his best, Theo was pulled back out of the store, Stig jogging right beside him in a rather fine outfit as well.

"I don’t get what you mean by it being tight," the [Space Mage] commented, adjusting his own outfit while they moved. "This fits perfectly."

"The tailor’s been working with your body form for his entire life, Stig," Theo fired back. "He had five minutes to figure out how to work with mine. It’s a miracle that I can move my arms without tearing something."

On that note, he put both his arms forward at the same time and felt something on the backside slightly rip. Nero, running behind him, quickly confirmed that a line had broken right in the middle, revealing his back to everybody who wished to see it.

"I think being a few minutes late with the royals would’ve been better than this," Stig said as he and Morrik studied the damage right in front of the gate to the royal section of the city. It was quite imposing, with golden lines going up and down the walls, even the large gate having a beautifully engraved depiction of a royal couple. Theo was semi-sure it was embellished, with how heavily muscled they both were, but he wasn’t even sure nowadays. The stone dwarves had pride in their strength. It wouldn’t surprise him if both the king and queen could bench-press twice his weight without breaking a sweat. "Maybe they will think that it was an intentional design choice. You did say that humans hadn’t visited for a few hundred years. Lying and saying that they like to leave clothes open to let the sun hit their skin wouldn’t be too hard a lie."

"Creating falsehoods to hide our mistake is not what we were taught," Morrik said with an extreme level of strictness. No, that dwarf had even better ways to hide their lack of foresight, taking Theo’s shield from his left arm and making him wear it fashionably on his back. Theo did need to make it curve slightly so it actually fit on there without being too out of place, but he had to admit it worked well. "See? No torn clothing to be found."

‘You look ridiculous,’ Nero supplied from the side, all the while giving Theo access to her sight so he could see himself as well. It was like having a free-floating mirror, except this one gave him a constant barrage of comments about the clothing choices. ‘I can’t understand why they thought this would fit.’

‘It does, though, other than with the shoulders and back,’ Theo countered. Nothing had broken.

‘If you tense your leg muscles, they will break through the fabrics,’ Nero said, focusing on the fact that some of the veins could actually be seen through what were meant to be semi-loose pants. Damn it all, why did dwarven tailors not have it all prepared? ‘At best, they will transform into shorts. At worst…you will make a good impression of Jakob during his time in the arena.’

‘Naked and standing without a care?’

‘Naked, standing with a lot of care, and with a good amount of blood on your skin,’ Nero corrected again, making Theo realise he hadn’t actually gotten all the dirt off himself yet. He’d washed his face in the morning but had left everything for later. This wasn’t good. ‘It isn’t, but when is it ever?’

‘You’re terrible at pep talks.’

‘Who said this was a pep talk?’

"We need to go back to the tailor and get it fixed before the feast tonight, but it should work if we keep standing this round," Stig supposed, though the [Space Mage] didn’t sound too sure either. Theo didn’t offer any comment, just sending a dirty look to the too-smug rabbit standing by his side. "How long until we’re meant to be in the waiting hall?"

"Six minutes ago," Morrik replied, making them hurry along as the guards opened the gate and allowed them entrance. The castle ahead was quick to open up as well, the group hurrying up grand stairs and through exquisitely intricate halls before stopping outside one of the larger doors while heavily breathing. "Magni is going to have my head for this. Keeping the royals waiting… I was given one task, and I wasn’t that good at it."

"Not your fault, sir," Rurik commented from beside him, seeming slightly less tired. "We had the chance to improve the lives of guardsmen and you took it. Nobody can fault you for it."

"Always a giving spirit, aren’t you, Goldbeard?" Morrik gasped, standing up straight as he forced his breathing to slow down. Theo was already well on his way to doing the same, idly wondering how he could’ve missed the copper-bearded stone dwarf for so long. Being hurried along really stopped him from taking in the details of the place. "I hear footsteps. Quiet down."

They were already quiet at that point, but most forced themselves to even breathe quieter as steps came from the other side of the door. They were perfectly paced, in a constant rhythm until they reached the next door. It was opened smoothly to reveal a well-groomed face of an old man.

"The group from the expedition to the stasis field?" the stone dwarf asked with a polite but firm voice, age not having deteriorated the level of authority. Theo and the others simply nodded in affirmation, none saying a word as the door was pulled further open so they could be allowed entrance. "Please approach the throne. The king and queen are awaiting your presence."

The throne. He could already see it when the door was opened up, fifty meters away but still taking up a massive chunk of his vision. It was not one made of regular stone, not a simple chair that the dwarven royals were made to sit on. It was something else entirely, crafted of gold, silver, and other rare metals that all blended together into spiralling colour schemes and incredible visuals that could be seen above and beside the royal couple sitting there.

Theo understood he wasn’t meant to have direct eye contact with the two, or even look directly at them before greetings were made, but he couldn’t help himself. The craftsmanship of the throne was something else, and especially when [Mana-Sight] latched onto the view and granted him the information he’d sought.

The sheer scale of the seats wasn’t just for show. They were beacons, connected to a web of connections above them that was hidden in the ceiling of the chamber. Each string seemed to go in every direction, connecting to a far-off place that Theo had no clue about. He wasn’t sure what the connections could even do until he started to recognize the patterns that made them.

[Sound Emitters]. It wasn’t a perfect imitation of the [Runic Variant], but it was close enough that Theo could finally spot what their usage was. If the wish came for the royals to speak to the people of the city, or possibly beyond, they could do so at will. How Theo hadn’t noticed it before was honestly shocking.

"Not a bad system," he mumbled before remembering where he was. Looking back down from the ceiling, he and Nero caught up to the others, who were still steadily approaching the throne. Morrik and Rurik were on either side, keeping the pace steady until they were about fifteen meters from the throne. There they stopped, Theo and Stig following suit. When the two guards went down on one knee, however, neither saw a need to copy their movements entirely.

‘I’m hungry,’ Nero complained as she stuck her nose out to the right, one of the offshoot corridors apparently emanating the smell of some familiar kinds of meat. ‘They have horses here.’

‘Probably for the feast tonight,’ Theo commented, which the [Familiar] understood as "something they were allowed to eat." She didn’t get more than a few steps until he stopped her, however. ‘Don’t walk off before they can even say anything.’

‘But we’re already being rude by not bowing,’ Nero pointed out. ‘Stopping here would be stupid.’

‘Pushing it would be stupid,’ he replied, the [Familiar] making the pitiful complaining noise he’d heard in the last many weeks. ‘You were able to do fine without the meat before this point. Nothing’s stopping you from doing so now.’

The complaining continued, but Nero did at least stay in place, allowing Theo to once again focus on the two people sitting on the giant throne. The king and queen together, both at equal height and both wearing equally indecipherable expressions.

Theo wondered if the steps up to the throne had been designed so that somebody like him wouldn’t be looking down on them. He was almost looking straight ahead at the moment. It did seem awfully calculated.

"You stand before us with little fear, with a familiar who does not seem to even care about us, and with a forest dwarf who likewise seems more focused on what your familiar is doing," the queen finally spoke after a minute of silence, seemingly done with studying their actions. "Before, we’ve had people frightened, people that were angry, some openly wanting to kill us, but never have we met outsiders who were indifferent."

When twenty seconds passed in silence, Theo slowly began to realise he was meant to reply. Stig’s glances sent his way likewise clued him into that fact.

"Wouldn’t be fair not to be," he said, looking at the couple in front of him. "You’ve heard of what I’ve done, and you’ve been able to judge my character out of that. I’ve heard of you two, but nothing that you have done. Treating you highly because of your titles alone seems…wrong. If I’d heard of you doing something that usually fit royal rulers, then, who knows, I might be down on one knee like Morrik here."

He didn’t mean to turn the attention over to the guard captain, but Theo most definitely heard him sucking in a breath when the eyes of both royals briefly shifted over to the stone dwarf. They returned to Theo not long after, however.

"A rune-crafter who knows our values," the king said, the one to speak this time. His voice was very rough like he’d not spoken for a few weeks, but it didn’t stop the confidence from going through. "A primitive understanding, but an understanding nonetheless. It is better than we’ve heard of your kind doing before."

"Well, the old folks were slightly more self-absorbed," Theo replied, instantly this time as he accompanied it with a shrug. "That’s different now, though. There’s not really anybody to transfer those values over to the new generation."

"Oh?" the queen said. "By the new generation, you mean to say there’s a new group forming?"

"If you count one person as a group, sure," came the reply. It was not one which seemed to please them, however. "I’d love to have more along for the ride, but…for the past many months of travelling, I’ve met nobody who meets the requirement for the proper [Affinity]. No true neutrals around these days, but, if I find somebody, the group will have another member added in."

Theo didn’t mean to say so much, but the royals weren’t making it easy being so quiet. Their faces imitated stone too well, moving about as much as the statues on the sides of the chamber. It took a full five minutes of waiting around in silence before the king turned his head slightly, to look at Stig better.

"And you, forest dwarf," the king began. "Do you follow the rune-crafter in his travels?"

"I…suppose you could phrase it like that," Stig replied, some slight edge heard if one listened carefully. "He’s helping me grow, and I’m helping him survive. It’s a fair trade."

"So it would seem," the queen said. It was impossible to tell whether she agreed or not, though Theo was finally able to detect a type of [Mana] leaving her body. An attack.

It was shot towards Stig before either of them could blink.

But physical reactions weren’t required to ward off magical attacks, and Theo had already formed a barrier in front of the forest dwarf. Not that it was needed, since Stig had [Teleported] a meter to the side as well, but it was the thought that counted.

However, Theo could a moment later finally recognize the relatively pure burst of [Mana] that had been sent out. It took a second for his brain to actually connect things, since his own ability to do it had been finalised recently, but there was no question about it. The queen was powerful enough to try and [Appraise] a person, her high skill in [Mana-Sight] seemingly granting her the ability. It probably wasn’t done in the same fashion as Theo’s was, seemingly disguised to look like an actual danger to the other person, but he didn’t doubt that she could get a very good idea of a person’s power if it was allowed to hit.

But it hadn’t, Theo had used a magical ability within ten meters of the royal couple, Stig had outright [Teleported], Nero was forcing more fog on instinct, and just about every guard stationed around the room was ready to move in and attack them if they even dared to breathe.

Not Morrik and Rurik, however. They were still firmly on one knee, still breathing as calmly as ever. Theo wasn’t sure if he took offence to that or not.

"You weren’t ready for that, and yet you reacted quicker than my mana could move," the queen said, this time finally having some emotion in her voice. She sounded impressed. "I’ve only ever been able to perform that trick without being noticed, or, on rare occasions, noticed by a person unable to avoid it. You both radiate power, but that you have this skill in both controlling it and using it is impressive."

There was a lack of an apology in that, and Theo could still clearly feel the eyes of every guard on him. He fully understood they were willing to attack if he hinted at responding to the queen’s imitation of one, but that did not change the fact that she had used her influence on them without warning or permission. He understood that it wasn’t meant with any level of hostility and that it couldn’t have actually hurt them at any level, but the memories of Rina and her past intrusions into his mind did not make his reaction to the [Appraisal] a positive one.

"You might think that it’s fine to disguise your inspection to seem like a subtle attack, but that’s only accepted because those you’ve met before have had reason to respect you," Theo told the queen, their eyes meeting, both unflinching in their gaze. "We have still not had any reasons to see you in a positive light, and this does not help you. I understand that you want to keep us here to somehow congratulate us on a successful mission, but, if I have to be brutally honest, I don’t see the point right now. To me, you are not a person that deserves respect."

Nothing was said. No guards moved in on them. Nobody dared to blink.

‘...Does this mean we can go and find the food soon?’ Nero asked. When Theo reminded her that leaving sooner than expected would mean they could just pop into a restaurant in Rootdale, however, she was right back in on seeming tense. ‘Do we need to attack to hurry this along?’

‘Don’t attack anybody,’ Theo ordered. ‘At least not yet.’

"At another time, we would’ve responded to your words with aggression," the queen recounted. "The guards would’ve been cleared to attack you, we would’ve seen you held to the floor, and we would’ve had the captain take your head. But…the attempt to do so would not have worked, and your opinion of us would have not improved."

"Quite frankly, I would’ve allowed a certain fluffball to start hollowing out your guards and maybe you both afterwards," Theo agreed, perhaps a little brazen with his words, but it was technically what Nero was planning. After how she’d done with the stone worm, she was apparently rather confident she could do it on several people at once. "Do you have anything else in mind? Anything that would make us have the slightest bit of respect for you?"

"It’s hard to say, really," the queen replied. "You do not seem like the type of person won over by traditional objects of greed, which fits with the profile of the old rune-crafters, but that leaves little to be done to fix this."

"I actually know something would soften the blow," Theo said, the queen raising her eyebrows in anticipation. "You apologise."

"What?"

An apology was truly the worst thing that you could ask a royal to give, and especially while they were seated on a throne made of more wealth than Theo ever dreamed of owning. He fully understood the ramifications of what he was demanding, understood that he was probably the first person in the last fifty years who’d requested this, but it felt like proper payment for what had been done.

"An ‘I’m sorry,’ along with stating the reason why it was wrong, wouldn’t be too bad," Stig commenced, agreeing with Theo. The two didn’t outright grin at each other, but the light in their eyes showed that both of their moods were rapidly improving.

Sure, the situation was still rather tense, but when exactly did you get the chance to do something like this? Stig had joined up with him so they could see the world, and this here was that promise being fulfilled to the utmost.

Yet the queen was still staring Theo down with a glare that rivalled what the madman below had managed. There was some true-to-god spite in that look, a life of respect and knowing they were above the masses being challenged. It probably wasn’t intentional, and Theo was sure they were usually a rather kind pair of rulers, but that constant level of authority in the room was never to be questioned. And now, when the time had come to throw away that unfounded understanding, she had trouble not reverting back to her past views.

But when a voice was finally aired, it didn’t come from her royal highness.

"We are sorry," the king spoke, his eyes firmly digging into Theo’s, as was tradition. There was no ounce of weakness in his stance, and nor was there anything that implied he was insincere. Just as Theo had done when apologising for the deaths of the guards, the king made no hint at wanting his words to be taken as anything but truthful. "In our arrogance, our visions have been clouded, and we have done things that none should do to others, whether or not they are citizens of our kingdom. We have acted disrespectfully to you and your group, and, for that, we are in the wrong."

The queen didn’t look happy with his words, twisting her head to look at the king. The king briefly sent eyes her way as well, a conversation between an old couple happening in an instant before they both returned to their original poses.

An apology had been made. It was not from the right person, but it was still done from atop the golden throne. Now it was Theo’s turn to act, to declare whether or not he accepted the words.

While there was something inside him beckoning to demand that it be from the queen, he knew that he could accept this. Pushing it further would be more for his own amusement than the anger that had been generated by her actions.

"I accept the apology and the explanation for the queen’s actions," Theo said, his stance returning to its usual relaxed state as he took his hand further away from his holster. "I’m happy to hear that there’s an understanding, and, while I still can’t say that I respect you, there isn’t any hatred either. Neutrality has returned."

The king tilted his head downwards by a fraction of an inch upon hearing his words. It was almost impossible to spot with the naked eye, yet it was clear enough to make every guard in the room return to their original spots. The altercation had been wiped away, and the conversation was back on the table.

"Neither would we demand anything more," the king assured them, before seeming to move on from the fight without further comment. Neither of the royals seemed willing to think more about it. "As said before, you are the survivors of the excursion to the stasis field. For your efforts, and for the efforts of those who fell, we express our thanks. Families of the dead will not be made to starve, and will be granted a monthly stipend double what the fallen had earned before."

It was not a bad offering to the families who weren’t present to hear it, but Theo wagered that they would’ve preferred to see them return home alive instead. Nevertheless, the rewards continued to be dealt.

"Rise, Morrik, of the Coalborn family," the queen said, picking up where the king had stopped. As ordered, the guard captain stood from his position, raising his head to look the royals in the eye for the first time since entering. Theo could see the man working hard to make no reaction to her words, no matter what was said. "For your efforts in leading the group down into the depths and back, allowing the retrieval of the Elysian Scroll alongside the safe return of the rune-crafter, you have been promoted to commander of the guards."

"Thank you, your highness," Morrik replied with a swift bow, before standing beside Theo as the other surviving guard became the focus.

"Rise, Rurik, of the Goldbeard family," the queen said, and the guard did as ordered. Unlike Morrik, however, the stone dwarf had trouble looking at the throne. His attempts were seemingly deemed good enough, however, as she continued. "Your family has served us well, for the past many generations, and your part in this mission shows that the loyalty is still strong in your blood. For your efforts, you will be taking Morrik Coalborn’s previous position as guard captain. Make Olkir proud."

"I will, your highness," Rurik promised wholeheartedly, not able to hide the happiness in his voice as Morrik had managed. It wasn’t commented on, however, as the attention once again return to Theo, Stig, and a certain rabbit whose attempts to sniff out the exact location of the kitchen had been noticed.

Theo was honestly shocked at how much of the place she’d mapped out by smell alone. A hungering stomach and a desperate mind were surveying tools unmatched by nearly all modern inventions, apparently.

"Theo Locheim, Stig, of the Goldfeet family, and…Nero," the queen said, Theo noticing both the pause in saying his [Familiar]’s name and the fact that she knew it. He had told it to Morrik and the other guards, but how it had been moved up the ladder and into the queen’s ear was a mystery. "The stasis field would still be failing if it were not for your efforts today. You have helped Olkir survive, and, regardless of anything else you’ve done, it is all overshadowed by the immense boon you’ve granted this city. For that, we have nothing that we are sure you would want, so, instead, we must ask if there is anything you desire from us."

It was a repeat of the previous situation, though at that point Theo had been granted an apology. He wasn’t sure if that would work now, though, which meant coming up with something else.

‘Any desire for a swimming pool filled with gold coins?’ Theo asked Nero, since she’d demanded something similar from the [Dryad] not many days ago. But…she didn’t seem as receptive to that idea now.

‘It doesn’t feel like the same when you’re able to just make temporary copies of it all with your [Skill],’ Nero replied. It took a moment before he understood what she meant. [Material-Manifestation] could certainly make gold coins if he took some time off to streamline the process, and it wouldn’t be impossible to fill a pool’s general volume before they started to disappear. But then, what did they actually want? ‘Food.’

‘There’s no chance of waiting until tonight during the feast?’ Theo questioned, just to be sure. ‘And I’m sure they’ll make a good attempt to try and stuff you full with meat until you burst.’

‘There isn’t enough meat in the world to make that happen,’ the [Familiar] fired back without hesitation, entirely of the belief that she could eat forever without getting either fat or full. ‘Ask for a pre-dinner dinner now. Maybe something else as well. I don’t doubt you have something stupid you want.’

Something stupid? Rude. Theo didn’t have…or, well, there was actually something he wouldn’t mind having access to.

"Morrik told me of your history with the [Rune-Crafters] of the past," Theo started. "About how you worked in tandem to create the prison holding Umnir in place using knowledge from both sides."

"That is correct," the king said with a nod. "Do you seek to recreate a partnership along those lines?"

"Not quite," Theo corrected. "There is no clear project that I wish to work on, and I’m instead merely hoping to share knowledge. I’ve already started this myself, by offering your guards a machine that can enhance their tools through [Runes] indefinitely, but I am hoping that, in response, you give me access to your library. There is information within that I seek."

"That…sounds amenable," the king replied. "Is there any information you specifically seek? We have several loremasters overlooking the archives, and there is a chance that one could assist you with your research."

That worked better than expected.

"Mostly the [Engraving] process of making the [Connection Runes] from the ley lines over at the [Stasis Field]," Theo explained, detailing what he’d seen down in the depths, how he was curious about the methods of creation, and just any general notes about the altered engraving. He knew it wasn’t a normal [Rune], he knew it wasn’t a [Tier 0] and instead a [Tier 0S], and he needed to know why.

The king didn’t see a reason why that wouldn’t be possible, instantly ordering one of the guards to see if one of the loremasters had knowledge about the subject. Five minutes later, the guard brought back word that they had both a loremaster with knowledge about the subject and several books detailing the process. Whenever Theo was ready to venture below and study them, they would be ready for him.

"Well, I see no reason to make them wait for me for too long," Theo commented, making his intention to leave clear until Nero reminded him of something he’d promised to ask. Since Stig didn’t have anything he wanted either, other than to follow Theo down and see the library for himself, there was only one last request to make. "Also…Nero here wanted to know if it was possible to get a slice of whatever kind of surface animal is currently being prepared in the royal kitchens."

‘Two slices.’

"Two slices," Theo restated, the rabbit not letting him get away with "starving her of quality food." "It’s fine if that’s not possible. She’s just being a bit of a glutton right now."

Eyes were drawn to the fire building in the rabbit’s throat, an orange glow shining through the fur covering the area. She didn’t fire at Theo, but he could feel just how much she wanted to. Calling her a glutton, while an accurate description, had been wrong to say as a form of defence for her lacking ability to be patient and—

Theo made a noise somewhere between a squeak and a high-pitched proclamation against the heavens as a small ball of fire arced through the air and fell right through the opening between his neck and the shirt collar. It wasn’t powerful enough to make burn marks, but the momentary pain had been more than enough to make Theo wonder if he could find good enough razors in a place like this.

"If you promise that your animal will not harm the people here, it is not impossible for her to be served some of the prepared dishes," the queen said, sounding wary of the [Familiar] that was apparently feral enough to attack her supposed owner. Theo could see where the mistake had been made in that logic.

Calling him the owner of the murder rabbit was nowhere near their real dynamic. Somewhere between "translator" and "servant" was a better descriptor, with how recent times had turned out.

With everything said, however, the rewards were set and the gathering was cut short. The king and queen had other matters to attend to, Morrik and Rurik both needed to figure out their new duties, Theo and Stig had a library to visit, and Nero…had several plates of food to consume. Truly, they all had equally important tasks on their calendars.

A guard led them down to the library, where they were met with the loremaster who would be helping them with the day’s reading, a stack of books already prepared for them.

"I am Iro, of the Agran family," the old woman said. "I was told to assist you with your research regarding the techniques employed by the rune-crafters during the initial creation of the stasis field?"

Theo was right where he wanted to be, instantly able to continue the conversation with her as they discussed how it was all done. He’d wanted to know how they’d managed to create such a massive [Connection Rune], and she had all the information needed to make it possible.

The reason why it was designated [Tier 0S] was because, yes, it was above the level of what the ordinary [Runes] of [Tier 0] usually mustered. This was because of how it was built, namely in the fashion of a three-dimensional [Rune] instead of the standard 2D version projected onto a surface or inside of an object.

That…had been a strange fact to accept, but the truth was there in front of him as Iro showed him the various designs. Tome after tome was used for examples, each filled with gibberish words but understandable schematics of the operations. They really had used machines to cut most of it, things akin to tractors with jagged metal wheels made to drive the highly accurate and deep cuts into the plutonic rock. Past that, however, came the process of showing the plans that needed to be followed, which were incredibly infuriating to look at. The extra dimension on the usually flat drawings was outright headache-inducing.

Isometric drawings were the devil of the new world, and he would stand by that fact until the day he died.

"Our schematics of the design, while usable, are actually primitive compared to what the rune-crafters themselves used," Iro added just to dig the knife deeper. "They would not use parchment to show their designs, but instead used hardlight screens that allowed them to show the designs from all the sides they wished without having to bring extra parchment."

[Hardlight], huh?

"Any chance you have tomes detailing how they were used in more detail?" Theo inquired, mood improving as Iro happily provided just that. The two went into the complexities of making them interactive.

The regular [Hardlight Rune] was apparently able to detect physical touch once it reached [Tier 5] or above, which made it possible to create a sort of touchscreen. The [Hardlight] itself could be made to be freely moved around without being directly connected to the [Rune] itself, as long as it was in the general area. That meant one could have the actual brainpower sitting on one’s belt while the tablet was in the person’s hand, a setup that was much less cumbersome and exactly what Theo dreamed about.

"It is a shame that this kind of magic is only usable for effective weapons and defence past Tier 9, else I imagine that it would be more commonly known," Iro idly commented, destroying one of Theo’s other dreams. The [Hardlight] was much more versatile than the regular barrier, in that it could create much more complex shapes. The square shape was the standard one, sure, but so much more could be crafted with just a bit of [Intent] and patience. "Oh my, look at the time. Did your friend not say you were meant to leave a while ago?"

Theo was already hurriedly noting down the different books for another time. As he and Stig [Teleported] to Nero’s position, the rabbit was forced to get through her last slice of meat as quickly as possible while they sprinted down to the tailor again to get his outfit fixed.

That took thirty minutes to do, with another ten spent to make sure it worked properly, and they could finally say they had a few hours to work with before the feast was announced to start. That they were meant to show up an hour earlier to be informed about the event pressed on the deadline as well, which meant Theo quickly rushed back to the royal section of Olkir, figuring out where all the materials for the new [Fabricator] had been sent, and swiftly got to work.

It wasn’t hard building the chassis, as he’d stolen that from the previous design. Everything else was pretty much new, though. The [Connection Runes] was assigned differently, the [Transmission Rune] was remade with a new dosage of [Intent], and an entire section of the design was solely focused on scanning an object that was placed onto it.

Theo couldn’t easily explain how it worked, other than the [Rune Circuit] sending off thousands of small [Mana] particles, each bouncing off the object at different points and returning with a new bit of data. That was just repeated until a final model was created within the machine’s memory, along with an analysis of what the different [Runes] were and their [Mana-Signatures], and then it was ready to be replicated on another object.

Actually replicating it was also stolen from Elgriva’s work, Theo’s ideas about how to generalise the repairing to also repair unmarked [Materials] working flawlessly. He had known it had a good chance of doing so, of course, since the [Transfer] already worked on regular skin, but being able to insert a [Silver] plate and get a [Tier 2 Holy Rune] to come out was utterly glorious.

It was a shit one, but that was fine with him. An hour of adjusting, a few doses of [Mental Rejuvenation], and some idle threats to the [Fabricator]’s family later, it was able to copy designs while losing an average of 3 percent [Mana-Purity]. It still had trouble with most of the [Runes] above [Tier 5], losing about 7–8 percent with those, but it was a loss that Theo could deal with.

He had an actually working [Fabricator], one that worked with complex objects and several [Runes] at once. With the [Repair Circuit] constantly keeping it in optimal shape, he had officially off-loaded a lot of work.

When he made one for himself, of course. This one would be going to Morrik at the end of the day, but Theo was pretty sure he could whip up another in a few hours.

…

And if he fed the individual components to the first [Fabricator], he could print more [Fabricators].

The power.

"Theo, are you ready for the…" Stig asked, walking into the courtyard holding a leaflet of scribbles before stopping in his tracks. "Are you actually hugging that metal box?"

…

"No?" Theo said, slowly stopping the hug as he got off the [Fabricator]. He might’ve been in love with his creation, but he wasn’t going to be showing that off. "What is it?"

"I got the notes for the feast, and Morrik’s here to check up on us," Stig explained. "We’re starting soon. Come on."

Theo didn’t want to leave his work behind, but he understood it was for the greater good. Following the forest dwarf, he hoped the feast would at least be uneventful.


Chapter 7

Fall of Olkir


The feast was quieter than Theo had expected. There wasn’t a big table with chairs on the side being filled with food. There was lots of the stuff, of course, but it was all styled as a buffet kind of thing, with everything ready to be taken by people along with a lot of small chairs mixed into the entire room haphazardly. There was enough room for everybody, but not many were eating their fill just yet.

Drinking, however? Theo thought that many were having slightly more than they were meant to.

"You’re a good lad, Theo. Might’ve been a bit of a bonehead, but a good lad, alright," Magni said, his speech slurred while he wobbled on his feet. For the leader of one of the more important tasks inside Olkir, the man certainly trusted his subordinates to take over if needed. "Oh, Morrik Coalbarn, congratulations on your promotion! We are now equals in this trade."

The newly promoted guard commander looked warily at the leader of the [Observation Room], meeting eyes with Theo briefly before he fell into his usual politeness. Dealing with drunks, and especially drunks who had a lot of authoritative power, was a true gambler’s game. Smiling and nodding until they wandered off was the best strategy, though the endurance required to survive the more talkative ones was very rare.

Luckily, though, one of the other people near them sneezing was enough to distract Magni, the drunk dwarf taking off at a quick speed to make his presence known to somebody else.

"It is an enigma how that man can drink so quickly," Morrik said, finally taking a bite of his food. Theo took the opportunity to do the same with his own. While he could easily see that most of the options were focused around the stone dwarves, there was a vast assortment of different meats that were to die for. It was incredible what they were able to procure down here, honestly. "Are you holding up well, Theo? I wasn’t sure how things would turn out for you after that…display in front of the royal couple."

The worried look that briefly appeared on the man made Theo wonder if those jokes about the royals having their heads for being late came from something other than mere jest.

"We’ve had no problems at all. The queen might’ve had a few too many poles up her ass, but nothing has been done against us for what we did," Theo replied, finally trying out the drink. He hadn’t dared to during the initial starting speech and toast, for fear of his distaste showing, but those worries were apparently unfounded. They didn’t have grapes down here but nevertheless were able to brew something that tasted oddly close to a sweet white wine. "We just went down to the library afterwards. Had a quick view around, some enlightening talks with the loremaster present, and then it was off to the tailor before I could finally make that [Fabricator] I owed you."

Morrik had looked close to fainting after hearing Theo’s description of the queen, but his last words seemed to get him back to life.

"You were able to finish it already?" Morrik asked, Theo idly nodding while slipping in another piece of meat while he could. There was a chance it was some form of a horse, Nero certainly seemed to think so, but it didn’t matter. It was one of the tastiest things he’d ever had, and he was loving it. "Great! How well does it work? Can you make the rejuvenation runes you mentioned this morning?"

"That and more," Thoe replied, detailing the experiment with the different [Runes]. [Mental Rejuvenation] was a success, the [Phone Circuit] was a success, and he was relatively sure that the higher-ranked stuff could be done as well. "It might come out slightly less stable and durable, but you can always just put it back onto the [Fabricator] and it’ll repair it as best as possible. I’ve also put in a safety feature so it’ll only work on the shapes it’s actually been trained for, which should help stop accidents from happening. Does that sound good to you?"

"Sounds…more than good. Perfect, even," Morrik said, muttering a few more words before taking a swig of his own drink. From the satisfied sound leaving the man afterwards, Theo wasn’t sure if it was just some weak wine the man was drinking. "I actually tried to find mention of this invention in the lorebooks, anything that hinted at rune-crafters creating something like it for common people before. You know what I found?"

"Nothing?" Theo guessed.

"Nothing!" Morrik repeated, his voice full of wonder. "From what you’ve described, it should not be too complex an invention, when compared to the impossibly complex wonders that have been made through the years. Yes, it’s not child’s play to make, but there have been so many masters of rune who’ve gone down in history as pushing the barriers of what was possible, and not a single one of them has ever mentioned something like this. It’s infuriating, to say the least."

The answer to why it hadn’t been mentioned was on the tip of Theo’s tongue. It was meant to stay there as well, until he had another sip of his drink and found himself a little more talkative than usual.

"It’s because the [Rune-Crafters] were, or maybe still are, a bunch of self-centred assholes who refused the idea of anybody ‘unworthy’ having access to their abilities," Theo explained. "Honestly, the place most of them called home was a floating castle up in the sky. They wanted to be figuratively and literally looked up to all the time. They were told that they were more powerful when they were young, and most of them spent their entire lives trying to make that fact truer than ever."

Maybe his voice had carried a little too far around him, or maybe Theo had accidentally inserted some [Oppressive Aura] into his words. There were certainly a lot of people around him sending him glances, though they did go back to their own conversations once he stopped talking.

‘You’re drunk,’ Nero commented through the [Familiar-Bond]. Theo was able to look through it and see her sitting by the buffet table while some band of dwarven kids fed her slices of meat. He wasn’t sure how she’d managed to find them, but they certainly seemed to have fun trying to find out how much she could eat. ‘Everything’s converted quicker than they can give it to me. They’re slow.’

‘Or maybe you’re too much of a glutton.’

‘Fix your mental state before you say something you’ll regret.’

Theo briefly considered her words before shrugging and pulling out the [Tier 5 Mental Rejuvenation Rune]. Checking to make sure it still had [Mana], only half a charge but still enough for his current needs, he pressed it against his head before saying the magic words.

The jolt of clarity that went through his brain was both more painful and more enlightening than the last time, and Theo was suddenly able to think back on the past and realise that his tongue had been too loose. Maybe that weak wine really wasn’t that weak at all.

"You…certainly have opinions about your ancestors," Morrik finally replied as Theo shook his head, blinking rapidly while trying to get his senses back properly. "But, if you’re able to be so brazen about your own people, it should come as no surprise that you have such honesty when talking to the leaders of other groups."

"I learned it from the master himself," Theo recounted, thinking back to the first interactions with the elven royals alongside Jakob. That [Druid] was a wonder in his own regard. "Do you know what’s going on with Rurik, by the way? I haven’t seen him walking around here yet."

"Oh, right, yes, that’s actually why I came over here," the guard commander said. The realisation hit him hard enough that Theo wondered if the dwarf needed a dose of the [Mental Rejuvenation] as well. "The families of the fallen have been gathered, and it’s customary that their leaders are the ones to—"

He didn’t get to finish his words, as a loud pop announced the arrival of a [Teleporting] [Space Mage]. Stig stumbled right into the small table, Theo having to stop it from tipping over with all his food and drink still on it, but the forest dwarf didn’t seem to notice as he drank from his own bottle.

"This stuff is good," the [Space Mage] said with a drunken tone that easily unmatched Magni’s impression a few minutes before. Knowing what they were about to go to in a bit, however, Theo thought it best to accelerate the clarity of the forest dwarf. "Hey, Theo, you should really try—"

"Wake up," he said, putting the [Mental Rejuvenation Rune] against Stig’s head. White electricity arced from the [Silver] plate over to the dwarf’s head. Stig’s pupils instantly dilated as he grabbed at his skull. The groan that left him a second afterwards made it clear it had been a success. The dwarf was totally and utterly sober.

"Really just had to throw me back onto the ground, didn’t you?"

"We’re about to meet the families of the fallen," Theo said plainly, pushing his plate over to the pain-riddled dwarf. "Do you need a second, or are you ready to go?"

"Just a minute," Stig replied, a bit hunched over the table as he regathered himself. Being taken from full-blown drunk to completely clearheaded was a trip and a half by itself. Having to then go and talk to the families of the dead was…an experience. "What are we expected to say? Am I expected to say something?"

"You’ll be there so they can ask you a question if they feel like it," Morrik replied, eyeing the forest dwarf’s bottle with a minor amount of worry. Looking at his own drink, the stone dwarf seemed to consider his options. "Theo, is there any chance you can do for me what you did for him? It seems that the kitchen thought it was a fine idea to take out the older bottles without being ordered to."

And by "older," he meant "stronger." Theo didn’t want to know what alcoholic percentage there was in these drinks, but he knew for sure that having more of them wouldn’t help anybody. But…there wasn’t much else in the way of beverages around, so he supposed that a steady usage of [Mental Rejuvenation] was in order.

Giving Morrik the same treatment, though there was a much less serious reaction with the stone dwarf, they soon began to move away from the main room and over to the side of the sitting area. There weren’t close to enough seats for the few hundred currently present, but the twenty or so who needed a break had more than enough to choose from. And, amongst the partygoers, there were some who looked more sombre. They still wore the attire expected of partiers and still conversed when others talked to them, but their eyes didn’t have that edge of happiness. They had lost something, and Theo did not need to hear them speak before he knew that fact.

"Kreg, leader of the Ironfoot family, Throin, leader of the Jawbreaker family, and…Olgo, temporary leader of the Forgeheart family," Morrik introduced, pausing for a second too long on the last introduction. Theo’s eyes flew to the latter at the mention, seeing a kid who couldn’t be much older than sixteen. There was the start of a beard, but the arms weren’t too thick and the way he stood didn’t have the pride of most people around. And those eyes…revealed too much. "To you all, this is Theo Locheim, the rune-crafter who was to be protected during the mission to the depths."

All three family leaders looked at him, the handful of people behind each studying every feature of his face without any subtlety. Maybe they wanted to see if he felt remorse. Maybe they wanted to see if he was worthy of their family dying for them.

"They were good people, all three of them," Theo said when the three seemed satisfied. Or maybe it was just the first two, the last and youngest not changing the way he looked at him. "Were warriors with discipline, with strength, with loyalty, and they were ambushed by an enemy that none could hope to win against."

Maybe it was not the right thing to say to the families of the dead, maybe they would’ve wanted their deaths to be embellished to seem more heroic, but lying about their final seconds wasn’t something Theo could do.

"They didn’t put a scratch on the beast, didn’t get to raise their weapons before they were cut down with nails alone," he continued. A sob could be heard, but he didn’t dare stop. "I think…that they knew they wouldn’t survive, from that instant that they saw the enemy. They knew they wouldn’t walk away. So…instead of prioritising their own safety, by trying to fight back with both hands on their weapons, all three tried to use a magical tool to alert us about the enemy’s presence from afar. They valued the chance of us being able to prepare and survive a fight against the beast more than being able to come home themselves. They followed their goals until the end. They were good warriors."

Theo shut up at that point, not sure if he’d said too much or too little. All three of the family heads were looking him in the eyes. The youngest was on the brink of tears, and the two others, their faces old enough that Theo could think they had lost their sons, were slowly wavering in their glare. It was surprising that the oldest was the first to accept the necklaces of the fallen warriors, the youngest continuing to look at Theo. There wasn’t anger in those eyes, no clear desire to hit him, but the feeling of loss was without equal. Theo wished he could say something, anything, that would make it better, but he knew there was nothing. His [Runes] could do many things, but bringing back the dead was not one of them.

A few more minutes passed before the young leader turned to Morrik, accepted the last necklace and joined up with the family again. They were asked nothing, no demands were made, and the families sat amongst each other. Others who had been resting in the seating area had left when Theo had started to retell the event of what had occurred, leaving the group alone, separated from the rest of Olkir.

"Did I do it properly?" Theo asked when they started to walk back to the main area. Stig was beside him, quieter than usual, and looking downcast. The forest dwarf’s mood had plummeted upon seeing the families, and for that Theo couldn’t blame him.

"It was a fine retelling," Morrik assured him. "Not one which I think many would’ve told freely, but a rune-crafter is not known for holding themself back because of traditions. You spoke as you felt, and they saw that."

"As long as I didn’t anger them more than I already had."

"I promise you, Theo, that you will not be on their minds for a long time," the guard commander said. "They have other matters to consider. Two fully prepared heirs have been lost, and one heir too young to normally stand as the leader has been forced into his role too early. Even with the help that the city will bring to them, there is only so much that can be done to fill the hole made by this loss."

Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Theo tried to put the past behind him. The dead were already dead, the families were already getting help, and the best thing for him to do was try to assist Olkir with the [Fabricator], try to learn what he could from the royal library, and then move on. These people didn’t know him, didn’t have a connection to him, and he didn’t have any real connection to them either. Not anymore, at least.

‘Stop thinking and start eating,’ Nero ordered, walking up to the group, holding a good plate full of various meats in her mouth. ‘And take his plate right now, or I’ll drop it. My neck hurts.’

Holding plates steady and even as they walked was perhaps not what rabbits were commonly known for, and Theo hurriedly took the plate from her grasp before moving to one of the tables and placing it there.

‘The kids gave up on feeding you?’ Theo asked through the connection, not having noticed them leaving her side. Maybe he’d been too distracted.

‘They didn’t, but they understood when I grabbed one of the plates and they started filling it with whatever they could find,’ Nero explained, which also allowed Theo to understand why everything had just been thrown into the middle. There was no system to the plating, though he didn’t care much at the moment. After picking up a piece, he threw it at the [Familiar], who effortlessly caught it mid-air. ‘Another. One of the fattier ones.’

Studying the pieces for a moment, Theo picked the one which looked closest to pork before throwing it at Nero like before. Taking a piece for himself as well, he had to admit it wasn’t half bad. Wouldn’t have done too bad to have some cutlery for it, however.

Though that was what he had [Runes] for anyway. Focusing on his metal arm, he used [Air-Engraving] to quickly form a [Tier 4 Hardlight Rune], along with enough [Intent] to make the crafted shape a freely mobile fork.

At least his best imitation of a fork, the proportions of the summoned cutlery not exactly accurate, but it was good enough for his purposes. Picking up a piece, however, Theo was focused enough on the slices of meat to notice one of them suddenly vanishing into thin air. It was as if it had just been…[Teleported].

"Please tell me you’re not lazy enough to [Teleport] your food into your mouth," Theo asked the forest dwarf, getting a flinch in response as if Stig hadn’t expected to be caught. "Using magic for everyday tasks is fine and all, but there has to be some kind of limit, right?"

"Dunno what you’re talking about," Stig said, needing a second to swallow. "There’s no evidence to show off here, is there?"

"So those traces of [Mana] from the [Space Domain] currently covering the plate are just there normally?"

…

"Yes?"

"And I’m meant to be bad at lying."

‘Another slice required,’ Nero ordered, Theo throwing her one absentmindedly. He and Stig chatted for a while more, until they saw that the podium in the front part of the room was now occupied. Guards came from the sides as it did, which made Theo realise he recognized the stone dwarf in front.

The queen had made her entry, and the silence in the room showed off the respect that the people had for her. What had been filled with shouting and laughing a second before had been enveloped in a wave of instant quiet, and the queen allowed half a minute of it before she began to speak.

When her eyes fell onto Theo for a second before, however, he nodded in her direction. The slight narrowing of eyes made it clear what she thought of him.

"A week ago, we thought that our city was destined to fall at the hands of great evil," the queen began, people listening to every word with great anticipation. Theo just took a sip of his drink in the meanwhile, idly wondering how long they would need to stay here. "Umnir, the primordial we imprisoned hundreds of years ago, suddenly had their cage destabilised, and we had no ability to repair it ourselves. It required a rune-crafter, a craftsman that we thought the world had lost a long time ago. But, as fate would have it, we were granted the chance never thought possible."

Theo wasn’t sure how the lighting inside the room worked, but he suddenly found the room dimmed, except for the spot he stood. Eyes began to fall towards him, and he thought it best to put down the drink and stand somewhat proudly.

‘You look stupid,’ Nero supplied, her critique on the shield on his back not helping either. ‘Should’ve left it outside.’

‘There are very few things that’ll make me leave it behind, so…no,’ Theo replied, just as the queen began to talk again, the lights returning to their same levels at the same time.

"Theo Locheim, a human rune-crafter, agreed to aid Olkir," the queen said, light applause going through the room. He took it with grace. "We suffered losses to get where we are now, and three warriors put down their lives to allow this future, but we thank them for their service and pray to Thrain that no more have to suffer the same fate."

It was a brief speech, but it was all the queen seemed prepared for, the royal looking ready to leave as a door at the side sprang open to reveal a heavily breathing guard.

‘Theo, there’s something wrong,’ Nero sent through the [Familiar-Bond], the rabbit’s mood plummeting as a hint of concern was felt.

‘I know,’ Theo replied, watching as Morrik ran up to the guard, helping him stand straight so he could get his words out. The queen wasn’t leaving the podium, either, seemingly intrigued by the sight. The royal guards tried to urge her along, but she was insisting on staying to watch. ‘I wonder what the man has to say.’

‘I’m not talking about him,’ Nero said before Theo could take another sip. Instead, she sent him the scent trails that were filling the room. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary until the heavy scent of stone and age came through, one which had been sent out by a certain red-eyed leader not too long ago. ‘He’s here.’

[Mana-Sight] revealed nothing about their actual location, but Theo was finally able to hone in on the [Mana-Signature] to confirm it for himself. Their position was unknown, but they couldn’t be far away.

"What’s wrong?" Stig asked as Theo took out his pistol, the forest dwarf instantly on edge. Before Theo could answer, however, the out-of-breath guard finally spoke up.

"Sir, the—" the guard said, forcing in air to finish his sentence. "The Elysian Scroll is gone!"

"What?" Morrik icily replied, and Theo could hear Magni shouting obscenities in the distance as well. Even when absolutely shit-faced, the leader could see the issue.

People were getting confused. The public hadn’t been told about this.

"The red-eyed leader we saw beneath is here somewhere," Theo finally told Stig, the forest dwarf tensing before [Teleporting]. It took a second before he reappeared with his white bow, a quiver of arrows latched onto his belt. "You just had that prepared?"

"Always," Stig replied, the two looking back at the guard. He finally seemed ready to explain.

"The vault has been broken up," the guard said, the new guard commander frowning heavily. Morrik turned and he and Theo’s eyes met. Even when he hadn’t told the stone dwarf yet, they both knew the truth. The leader was in the city.

"They’re in the castle still," Theo specified as Morrik came up to them. Guards were already streaming away, sent out to search for the preparator. "Maybe closer, maybe a bit further away. Nero can smell him, and residue from his aura is floating around here."

‘Closer,’ Nero said. ‘Within a hundred meters.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

"Shit, she’s saying within a hundred meters," Theo corrected, Stig and Morrik both looking mildly horrified as they began to scan the room. There were enough people crowded around them to obscure a face, and the entire place was big enough to almost fully encompass Nero’s restrictions. Even if they found him, there were too many people. They had to act. "Evacuate this place, keep anybody that seems suspicious, and make sure nobody—"

But it was too late. That distant rumbling, the shouting Nero heard from floors below them, and the feeling of dread signalled the coming of the end.

Or at least the coming of something, as Stig grabbed him, Morrik, and Nero, [Teleporting] them fifty meters to the side as the jaws of a massive stone worm swallowed the place they’d been a moment before. The castle floor shook as it came up through the several floors beneath them.

Its size was unlike any of the others before it. Theo could easily state that much, as the fifteen-meter-wide body almost flew through the floor and through the roof, continuing up through the castle without slowing down. It moved quickly, body going through at incredible speeds, and yet more and more of it was revealed.

"Hundreds of meters indeed," he mumbled as he looked over and saw the guards trying to outright drag the queen away. She was not having any of it, an elbow reaching the face of the one trying to get her to safety.

"Guards! Attack," the queen ordered. Her voice didn’t seem as refined this time, and that tone…was she drunk?

How this city hasn’t fallen into ruin with you at the top scares me.

The guards didn’t know what to do at her order as the end of the worm was finally seen, briefly appearing in their sight before it flew away through the ceiling. More destruction could be heard happening in the castle, but the walls were hiding the truth. Nero was more than able to hear it, however.

"Defend the castle, you idiots!"

Yeah, she’s drunk.

"Morrik, I understand you look up to her, but I need to do this," Theo said, giving Stig a glance. The forest dwarf understood perfectly, grabbing Theo again. In an instant, they were right at the podium, two meters from the queen. Being able to see her closer, and smell the air of alcohol coming from her, he wondered how she’d even made that speech to begin with. "I don’t know if you’ll even improve after this. Wake up."

One of the guards drew his sword as Theo put the [Mental Rejuvenation Rune] on the queen’s head. She screamed as it activated, her voice a call for aid, but that sword towards Theo’s head was easily dealt with. It was perhaps of a rather fine metal, but his right arm was made of orichalcum.

"Maybe think before you swing next time," Theo told the guard, briefly making an attempt at a smile before scowling at the sobbing queen in front of him. "If you want to go and order around people stupidly, don’t do it after making a speech about life not being wasted."

Even through tears, she looked ready to claw Theo’s eyes out herself. She might’ve even tried if she could move around properly. It would be a good minute before movement was back on the table for her.

"Guards," she nonetheless said through gritted teeth. "Seize him."

"If anybody wants me to see if I can do something against the worm, maybe don’t," Theo countered. He furthered his point through [Partial Material-Assimilation], his [Orichalcum] skin giving him enough strength to bend the sword still being held. Nobody moved against him, much to the frustration of the crying mess in front of him. "You are a disappointment to this city. Now…"

Switching to [Arbor], Theo felt a small boost to his [Perception]. Nothing serious, but it was enough to see the glint of red in the back of the room. Even while the crowd were screaming and pushing each other to get to the exit, one figure continued to stand still. When their eyes finally connected, Theo could see the grin forming.

A shot was instantly fired from his pistol, a piercing round sent directly towards the back of the dwarf’s skull. It never had a chance to hit, the stone worm coming in from above and swallowing the red-eyed figure. Theo didn’t dare dream it’d killed him, however, and he hurried towards the created hole. A test shot was made to the outside of the moving worm, but it didn’t do enough damage to matter.

They wouldn’t kill it here. And since Nero could already report more of them moving through the city causing havoc, there was no chance of the stone worm and accompanying madman dying.

So they had to make sure they could track it instead. A [Transmission Rune] was quickly formed with a [Item-Teleportation Rune] slapped onto it afterwards. After encasing it in several layers of [Iron] to make sure it wouldn’t be easily consumed inside the worm, Theo [Teleported] it inside. While they had a limited amount of pings to work with, the fact that the worm was going straight down made it clear what the goal was.

The madman had regained the scroll, and he was returning to the prison which held the [Primordial] they wanted.

"We’ll deal with him later," Theo said, bracing as the castle shook, something close to them simply collapsing. "Maybe it’s time to get out in the open and actually see this mess he left behind."

"Not a bad idea," Stig muttered, already [Teleporting] through the destroyed hole in the ceiling to get up the needed few floors to reach the roof. Theo flew like an ordinary person, Nero following close behind and letting them see the havoc that was being forced onto the city. "Smaller. We can kill those."

Theo wasn’t sure they could do it without a rather large amount of collateral damage. The two stone worms digging through buildings without issue were moving at extreme speeds, and the guards had neither the ability nor the power to restrict or kill them. They were trying, to the best of their skill set, but there was only so much they could do.

They hadn’t been prepared for this.

"Petrification might work, but I’ll need to get in front of it, and that’s actually not hard with you here," Theo mused, before holstering his pistol and whipping up a [Petrification Rune] in the span of about forty seconds. "I only have one [Mana] vial left, so we’re going to have to kill them without the extra seconds."

‘Any chances that you could repeat the hollowing if the explosions don’t work?’ Theo asked Nero as they began to fly towards the battle. People were dying, houses were being demolished, and every second spent not doing something was a second wasted.

‘It’s bigger,’ Nero commented. ‘Would take time, but I could.’

‘Works,’ Theo said, relaying the plan to Stig as they began to dive downwards. It was just their luck that one of the worms had thought to start going towards the castle again. A few quick shots from Theo’s pistol were enough to draw his attention, and it began to leap through the air towards them in short order. He hoped that the distance to everything else meant that the green light wouldn’t hurt them. "Turn to stone."

The worm froze in place, though only two seconds needed to pass before it started to twitch. Theo didn’t waste any time, bullet after bullet finding its way into its open mouth, explosions ringing out from within, a few delayed as the [Absorption Runes] did their thing. Stig took out the eyes in the meanwhile, some accurate shots blinding it.

But it wasn’t dead, the two-hundred-meter stone worm continuing to twitch. Nero was on the case, turning into white fog after the last explosion had occurred, entering its body and instantly [Corrupting] the inner tissues.

‘Two minutes,’ Nero sent. An estimate of when it would be dead, and how long they’d have to fight off the other worm approaching.

Theo didn’t have enough [Mana] to repeat the petrification yet, still filling the [Rune].

"Retreat?" Stig asked, already with a hand on Theo in case they needed to [Teleport].

"No."

He trusted himself, trusted his work. A few pistol shots caused the second stone worm to slow down a little, enough for over half of the [Petrification Rune] to be filled. With less than thirty meters of distance to work with, it would have to do.

"Turn to stone," Theo said. For a second, it worked, the stone worm freezing in place. Then it shook off the effect and nearly crushed both of them, only Stig’s reaction stopping them both from dying horribly. "That didn’t work."

His voice was heard from twenty meters away, and the stone worm was on them in a second, the jaw once again wide as it tried to take in the entire area around Theo. He allowed Stig to just [Teleport] himself, using flight to distance himself.

Not that his plan was working this time either.

Its length made it possible to push upwards, to a point where Theo had to lift his legs to not lose the lower part to the outermost layer of teeth. Its temporary blindness from closing its mouth was used to get away, but it wasn’t far behind. He couldn’t get up higher, and the worm could still reach him.

Theo wasn’t in a good position. Nero was still killing the first, Stig couldn’t get the second one’s attention, and he couldn’t dodge for that much longer.

Easy dodges turned into near-misses and those near-misses almost became full hits when Theo was caught unawares, the stone worm springing off from a building quicker than something its size should’ve been able to. Only his shield saved him.

"Aegis."

The layered shield formed properly, but it was hasty and gave way upon impact, It was pushed backwards, into Theo, and then further into the ceiling, but the stone worm didn’t give in. Something broke, he couldn’t feel what, but the crunch and sudden difficulty breathing made it clear.

Gravity took the stone worm and pulled it down at the same time the [Barrier Circuit] lost the last of its power, allowing Theo to free himself from the ceiling. Moving hurt, but he could already see the monster getting ready for another strike.

He wouldn’t survive that.

There was no other choice now.

Pulling out the vial of [Liquid Mana], Theo did his best to cover the [Petrification Rune] with its contents. An instant deadly green began to emanate from it, Theo feeling his finger freeze before he stopped looking at it.

Please work.

"Turn to stone," Theo commanded, giving the [Rune] an extra push from his own reserves. Maybe it was that, or maybe the [Liquid Mana] was more than enough. He just knew that the stone worm froze in place, its jaws open as it looked at him from below.

Open jaws to throw explosives into. Theo wouldn’t say no, rapidly firing everything. Absorption rounds, penetrating rounds, and the standard explosive ones. Anything and everything that had a chance of doing damage was shot inside. Theo made sure to aim for the eyes as well, blinding it so there wouldn’t be any chance of it using sight against them again.

Not that it was needed, the stone worm staying in place for the full fifteen seconds required for all the inserted [Runes] to activate. Its flesh pulsed, briefly trying to expand to accommodate the pressure before giving up entirely and letting all the internals fly out in a wide arc. The rupture spread among its body, the weakness exacerbated by any and all attacks that had been made, and there was nothing living left when the process was over.

‘I’m done,’ Nero said as she returned to her solid state, leaving behind an empty corpse. ‘You let it do a lot of damage. Not smart.’

She didn’t lie. Theo trying to keep himself alive had allowed it to wade through tens of buildings, including the inn they’d stayed at this morning. Citizens were putting in an effort to remove rubble to get at the survivors below, but not much could be done by hand.

The fight had caused so much death, and Theo once again knew that his lack of quick action had caused much of it.

"There’s no chance of going after the madman now," Theo said, landing on the ground and instantly starting to manifest plates upon plates, each equipped with a [Gravity-Reduction Rune]. Stig stood beside him, silently observing the aftermath of the fight. "These should ignore the people but make the rubble weigh nothing. Can you—"

Stig didn’t stay to listen, getting the message as he took the first ten and [Teleported] over to the nearby places people were trying to dig out the trapped. Each [Rune] would only allow for about five minutes, but he hoped that would be enough.

Guards came from the castle, ignoring him as they rushed to help as well. Stig handed out the [Gravity Runes] as quickly as Theo could make and fill them, the information regarding their time limit being noted as attempts were made to save as many as possible. Stone dwarves were a sturdy bunch, but rubble was sturdier and heavier. When a building collapsed, one could only hope for so much.

After twenty minutes, Theo was empty of energy. The first thought to use the [Fabricator] created previously turned out dry, as it was located among the part of the castle that had been turned to rubble. There was nothing he could do but manual labour.

In that regard, he wasn’t terrible.

Larger rocks were pushed away, people were dragged out while he held some bigger pieces up, and he pushed himself harder than ever to try and save those who could still be saved. Nero pointed out where the screaming was the loudest, or where the breathing came from, which helped them find more and more.

Yet after twenty minutes of searching, they found more dead than alive, and Theo had to step back to use his regenerated [Mana] to create more [Gravity Runes]. He got through three of them, handed out those ready to take them, before a group of guards marched towards him, Morrik in front.

"If you want to try arresting me, or something like that, for criticising the queen, please wait an hour or two," Theo requested, tilting his head towards the city turned to rubble. "Maybe send the rest of the guards out there as well. They need more people in the western parts. Three rows apparently crashed, and just getting to some of it is nearly impossible."

Morrik didn’t answer immediately, letting Theo craft another [Rune] and fill it up. He was able to see the commander talking to his followers, half of them splitting up to start moving to the western part of the city. The rest stayed, though, stone-faced with all eyes on Theo.

"Nobody’s arresting you, even if the queen is calling for your head," Morrik calmly said, a whisper of a smile briefly showing at the last part. Theo didn’t hide his grin, however, the thought of somebody calling for his death and being ignored satisfying in its own way. "Magni sobered up and wanted to see you. There’s something wrong with the stasis field again."

"Did the crazy guy somehow mess with the ley line or something?"

"I don’t know. He didn’t tell me."

Theo didn’t want to leave his current position, since there were still more people out there. But…letting the [Stasis Field] be ignored was more dangerous. He knew this fact now more than ever, knew that the present possible deaths under rubble weren’t worse than the long-term effects of the prison being broken open.

‘Do you want to stay, or are you coming with?’ Theo asked Nero as he stood to follow the guard commander. He didn’t get a response through the connection, since it wasn’t needed. The white fog that exploded into the air before soaring towards his position was clear enough. The horror-filled shrieks that came with it as Nero solidified next to him were easy to hear. ‘I think you scared some of them.’

‘Their fault for not being used to me,’ Nero replied without any consideration for the others, like always.

"What’s happening?" Stig asked, [Teleporting] to Theo’s other side while wiping away the stone dust from his hands onto his shirt. Theo had done the same countless times now, yet again cursing at his lack of proper armour. Bringing the stuff for flight with his formal wear had been a godsend, but he still dearly missed the [Dydra] armour. If only it weren’t under ten layers of stone.

"Magni discovered something wrong with the [Stasis Field] again," Theo said, repeating what Morrik had already told them before. "He wants to explain it in person, so we’re on our way to have a look."

"Of course there’s something broken," the [Space Mage] muttered. "Any guesses?"

"Probably some destruction with stone worms," Theo replied. As had been seen with the current state of the city, the madman had some…affinity with that technique. "Only one way to know for sure, though."

Wading through Olkir, most of the guards guards splitting off to help with calls from inside destroyed houses, it ended up only being their group and Morrik entering the [Observation Room]. Its far-out placement had allowed it to be safe from the path of destruction, though there was still some stone dust gathering outside the door.

As they walked in, it seemed as chaotic as ever. Many were discussing ideas from the manuals, some were looking ready to pull their hair out, and Magni was in the middle muttering to himself. Nero was quick to point out that the stench of alcohol was still coming from the man. While he’d pulled himself together, his mind wasn’t working at full capacity.

"Need help clearing the head?" Theo offered, Magni tensing when he’d walked up to him without being noticed. A little too lost in thought? Regardless, he handed the stone dwarf the [Mental Rejuvenation Rune]. "Hits hard, but it clears away the alcohol in an instant."

Magni hesitated for a moment before accepting, mumbling the needed words as he pressed it against his head. As Theo had warned, the effect hit like a truck, the goggled dwarf recoiling, shaking his head as he cleared his eyes of whatever impurities had been in them before.

"That hurt," Magni complained, looking at Theo again, this time seeming to observe him with more clarity. "Cleared the head, though."

"I’m happy to hear it," Theo replied, managing to smile before he looked at the screens in front of them. More than usual were flashing red. "What’s the problem?"

"Everything," came the answer. When that most certainly didn’t satisfy Theo, a frown appearing on his face, Magni just smiled. "It’s the truth. The connection to the ley line is cut in half somehow, the system that’s meant to attack intruders is fried, the batteries that keep the stasis field running are being drained ten times faster than they should be, and…we’re getting no sound readings anymore, so that likely means the [Scanning] infrastructure has been ripped apart. All happened within thirty minutes of each other, so it’s a guarantee that most of it was done intentionally."

…

He said nothing. Theo wasn’t sure what to really say anymore. Everything was just…broken? Everything was going wrong at once? Orchestrated, most assuredly, but he’d thought it was finally over. The crazy man had been able to do something like this this entire time? Why hadn’t he done it sooner? What had there been to gain from slowly letting the [Stasis Field] instead of destroying everything in one go? Personal preference? No, that couldn’t be it. There was something Theo was missing, and he hated the fact that he couldn’t figure out what.

Answers were needed, and Theo understood that none of them could be acquired here. Not all of them, at least. Some, maybe, but he needed the [Terminal]’s help for those. Putting his hand onto it, he felt himself being connected to the internal network.

[Full Scan] of [Umnir Stasis Observation Deck] complete!
Time since last [Rune-Crafter] inspection: 1 day, 14 hours, 2 minutes, and 14 seconds.
The [Umnir Stasis]’s [System] requests that the user manually reminds the [Citadel] of the agreement to make mandatory checks every 50 years as a minimum.

What does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with today?

"Do a full checkup on systems close to the [Stasis Field]. The battery, the general [Scanners], the ley line connections…everything close to that," Theo requested, not sure what to even ask for anymore. If everything was broken, would it even work?

Order detected!
Preparing [Full Scan] of [Umnir Stasis Area].

…

Preparations for [Full Scan] failed. Suspected lack of connection.
Attempting preparation of [Full Scan] through a secondary channel.

…

Preparations for [Full Scan] through the secondary channel failed. Suspected destroyed connections.
Attempting [Partial Scan] through long-distance systems.

…

Long-distance [Partial Scan] successful.
All [Umnir Stasis Ley Line Connections] confirmed to be partially inoperative and are suspected to be fully inoperative. Manual repair required.[Emergency Battery-Systems] suspected of being partially damaged. Manual repair likely needed. Please contact the [Citadel] immediately.
[Stasis Field] observed to be flickering. Suspected to be due to the instability of the cavern structure close to the field. The [System] heavily urges the user to contact the [Citadel], as not doing so would be a breach of the [Oath] taken upon becoming a [Rune-Crafter], and would cause serious consequences for both the user and the world at large.

Does the [Rune-Crafter] need help with anything else today?

The situation had been terrible before the city had been hit by the attack. This was… Theo wasn’t sure there were words which could describe it accurately. Cataclysmic? Apocalyptic? He certainly wasn’t sure if the people in Olkir would survive.

"How long until the batteries are expected to be depleted?" Theo asked Magni. "How much time until he’s free?"

"At best, we’re expecting it to be a full three weeks," Magni replied, though he didn’t sound like he was believing it himself. "At worst, which we’re expecting to be the most accurate…four days is the likely deadline."

"Four days to get everybody away from here," Theo mumbled, thinking of any way that was possible. It was a city of over a million, big enough that it would take weeks to even have them prepared. "The portal. How many can we get through to the elves?"

"Lift can take thirty people, a one-way trip takes forty minutes, and then it’s forty minutes back to grab the next group," the goggled dwarf said, shaking his head. "Wouldn’t be possible. Neither would get them to the other cities alive. They wouldn’t get far enough because, even if they survived the initial release, Umnir would do their best to kill all of us. Everywhere we fled would be first on their list of places to destroy."

The people couldn’t be saved. There was nothing that could be done to move the million lives currently in Olkir. A few thousand, sure, but it would barely make a dent in the death count. Nevertheless, though, it was ordered to begin. If they could move people away, if they could save some, it would be done.

They just had to work under the assumption that Rootdale wouldn’t be cursed to fall as well. The only ways that would work were if Umnir decided to forget their hatred for the dwarves, if Eirene was able to beat the [Primordial] in battle, or if… The final way to stop all of this was to make sure Umnir was never properly released.

A light in Theo’s mind activated, and the truth was finally seen.

That was the answer! Keeping the enemy away from the real world, to contain them like those before them. There was no chance that Theo could figure out the [Stasis Field], how all of it was intertwined to keep the [Primordial] in place within the next four days, but…if he was given ten years? If he was given a hundred? Then he’d have a chance. A chance that he didn’t dare to let go of.

"I have an idea," Theo said, Stig not looking happy. Regardless, the others in the room turned to him. "It’s stupid, but it has a chance of working."

"Stupidity is not an issue anymore," Magni assured him, sitting on his chair while he looked at Theo. "I don’t care what has to be done. If it means Olkir still stands by the end of this week, I’ll accept anything."

"Good to hear. Now…how much [Silver] do you guys have? I’m going to need a few tons to start with."


Chapter 8

Umnir’s Release


Three days had passed quicker than expected. Theo wasn’t ready in the slightest, but the final countdown to the destruction of the shield didn’t care. Their hand had been forced a little early, but they would survive.

Hopefully.

"Expected to reach the ground in ten minutes," Morrik said beside him, the dwarf checking the timer on his arm. Theo had one himself, though it was currently being obscured by the extra armour he’d equipped. " Prepare for landing, lads!"

There was a grunt of affirmation from above by those who’d jumped in after they began to get into formation. Theo personally thought the sight more than strange, with a hundred warriors currently floating down an endless tunnel, but he didn’t question it too much. He was the one who’d built the damn contraption that made it possible, after all.

One hundred warriors floating for three hours to get down into the depths… It was a ludicrous idea, but one which had been required to get enough people down in a short timeframe. The other option had been to use the lift, and that damned thing could only hold about forty people. Seeing as they also had about eight tons of [Silver] blocks floating down below them as well, it was clear that a stupider answer had been required.

On that note, Theo pulled out a vial and covered the [Absorption Runes] on the large chunk of [Silver] metal, refueling the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] before they had a chance to run out. If they failed now, they would be in for a lot of trouble.

‘Do you hear any activity close to the landing spot?’ Theo asked Nero when another five minutes had passed. With [Darkvision] at its highest, he could just barely see something below them. Whether it was just a trick of the eye or they were actually getting close, he couldn’t say.

‘I hear nothing,’ Nero replied back. ‘Smells, though. They didn’t remove the stone worm corpse last time.’

Theo was sad to say he could smell the stench as well, the next two minutes revealing it to all in extreme detail. The cleanup in Olkir had been horrible enough. Having to deal with it here as well was just too much.

But he couldn’t complain now. With no real warning, the tight tunnel opened up to reveal the endless cavern, the pillars every few hundred meters just barely able to be seen in the wild wasteland.

The time had come.

[Force Runes] were activated on the sides of the large [Silver] blocks to push them out of the way enough that they didn’t crash down on the metal platform. The [Gravity Runes] on top were still in range to let them all land safely, however, and Theo hurried to the side the second his feet hit the ground to let others get down as well. With practised ease, all one hundred warriors had reached the surface, all with shields and weapons at the ready.

A minute of formation revealed no attacks, no signs of hostiles, and Nero couldn’t hear or smell anything alive and dangerous. The only real things of note were the constant popping noises, along with the feeling of [Time Mana] slipping through the air. If Theo hadn’t been working with that domain so much in the past three days, he wouldn’t even have noticed it.

But now? Now it was blatantly obvious, the cries of the [Stasis Field] obvious and disturbing.

"We have fourteen hours until the field is guaranteed to have fallen," Morrik shouted at the men present. All one hundred were divided into four groups of twenty-five, each having a guard captain to lead them. Rurik stood among them, tall and proud as they listened to Morrik. "We need everything prepared, we need to get close, and I need each and every one of you to not die a stupid death. Bravery is unacceptable. Follow your orders, keep in line, and we might all live to see the end. Is that understood?"

A small roar of approval came from the guards as each group of warriors split off to fulfill their duties. Those equipped with the extra vials of [Liquid Mana] fueled the silver metal again, letting them carry it along without difficulty. Others set up the [Transmission Runes] and the countless explosives, and triple-checked that all [Silver] plates were firmly nestled against their heads. They’d need them as they got closer to the [Stasis Field].

As for the two other groups… Well, the rest were tasked with making sure those two wouldn’t die horrible deaths as they moved. Theo was proud that he’d been able to produce those three [Fabricators], because without them the sheer amount of [Barrier Runes] would’ve been impossible. Twenty-five warriors each had a shield on their side with the [Aegis Circuit] strapped into it. An improved version as well, able to gather together with the others and create an incredibly strong defence against anything that came close. Other features were present as well, of course, including the flamethrower, the burst of air, the healing capabilities for allies, and…for the captains, and a few specially trained warriors, there were the [Petrification Runes]. They had several of them apiece, all ready to be covered in [Liquid Mana] and fired at any stone worms that came near.

And all of that was just for the defensive group. The true monsters were the last twenty-five men that Theo would be bringing with him. Their armour was covered in reinforcement of all varieties, the inside littered with [Holy Runes] that would instantly activate when they were damaged. It was actually impossible to grab at them because the [Absorption Runes] would convert solid matter interacted with into [Mana] to fuel the armour itself. There were [Gale Runes] on each suit as well to push others away, and enough [Mental Rejuvenation Runes] hidden in the helmets that insanity wasn’t an option anymore.

They would all be healthy in mind, and they wouldn’t be able to be anything else.

"Testing, one, two, three, please confirm signal in order, over," Theo said through the radiophone as he stepped away from the main groups. He’d done this on the surface already, and now that they were going down, a final check was required before they trusted it.

"Team One confirming, over."

"Team Two confirming, over."

"Team Three confirming, over."

Theo noted Rurik’s voice on the third, a smile coming to his face.

"Team Four confirming, over."

"Keep lines clear unless enemies are spotted, you are called, or there is an emergency," Theo ordered, looking into the expanse. The path they would be using had already been memorised in the head of every person present, but…the thought that they would need to go into the wild area soon still scared him. "Team One, what is the progress on building rovers? Over."

"Rovers are ready in two, over," the captain answered, Theo glancing to the platform and seeing most of the vehicles being folded out as promised. It was incredible that they’d had some schematics for the types inside the royal library, and that Theo had been able to copy enough parts for ten of the damned vehicles. With ten in each of them, they’d be able to make the trip to the [Stasis Field] two hours instead of the six it’d taken before.

"Team Four, are weapons prepared? Over," Theo asked, seeing that most of the last group seemed to have stopped moving about, which signalled that initial weapon inspections were over.

"Guns are locked and loaded, over," the captain answered. Theo grinned at the thought. When he’d made the last group, he hadn’t truly been sure what kind of weapons to outfit them with. [Teleporting] rounds were too hard to learn on short notice, and already required a good understanding of relative space and rotations, but…otherwise, he had been able to simplify a lot.

Weapons had been mixed inside the group. Everybody had the standard pistol, which shot out penetrating rounds that’d kill anybody hit. A few had more advanced versions, which could switch between exploding, absorbing, and true penetrating shots. A few others had weapons which were much more focused on crowd control, with hard explosives that could be shot over a hundred meters and had enough potential that only five people had been allowed to carry them. Theo thought of them as grenade launchers, though they were a bit more advanced than that with how varied the possible rounds were.

There were, of course, the standard flamethrowers, where Theo had employed a variant of the [Ignis Runes] that made the flame both more consistent and sticky to those who were touched by it. The fire would not easily die out, and could easily spread on any surface interacted with. If a person was hit by those flames, they would not live for much longer.

In other words, the weapons were perfect against the golems. Pistols, explosives, and fire. Theo also had some drones flying out towards the [Stasis Field] to see if they could get an early sign of where the enemy was located, but he wasn’t hoping for much from those.

‘Still not hearing anything?’ Theo asked Nero, getting a negative yet again. Stig didn’t look like he’d noticed anything either, just standing around making sure that nobody was messing around with their emergency tools. He’d been against Theo giving them the new [Teleportation Rune], thinking it too dangerous to give such a large amount of people, but Theo just had to be sure the warriors had a chance to escape if it was an absolute necessity. And, at worst, they could only [Teleport] towards the platform they’d come from. The things were heat-seeking.

On that note, Theo opened up the 3D representation of the area on his internal [System]. He’d downloaded what he could of the area from the [Observation Room] in Olkir, but now the time had finally come to use it. Holding one of the [Transmission Runes] in his hand, he sent out a ping.

A second passed before a four-day-old [Rune] replied back, many kilometers away and to the right of the [Stasis Field] relative to them. It seemed that the madman had decided to use the place where they had fought the first stone worm as the spot where he would try to enslave a [Primordial].

"He’s on the south side of the field like you’d guessed," Theo told Morrik as the group began to enter the vehicles. He briefly had to help the first group with moving the [Silver] onto their wagon, but it was done with the swiftness seen in the test runs the day before. No issues came at all, and Theo could join the others at the front. As he put his foot on the gas, the caravan started to move. "Anybody see anything yet?"

The phone chipped in with negatives from all teams. Everybody was on the lookout for movement, but no sounds or sights could be seen. The only thing of note was the rocks being [Teleported] away from the path thanks to a certain [Space Mage] sitting beside him. Stig looked nervous.

"It’ll work," Theo promised the forest dwarf. "We’re prepared. Everything will probably be fine."

"I don’t like the ‘probably’ you put in that," Stig replied.

"Well…it doesn’t hurt to have some backup," Theo supposed. "If it all goes to shit, I can at least say I never gave anybody a one hundred percent guarantee of success."

"Covering your ass at the best of times, I see" Morrik commented, head coming in from the opening behind the two front seats. "Everything is prepared, all weapons and defences are ready to be used, and Team One is ready to be dropped off when we get closer to deploying their work."

"Good to hear," Theo said. "Keep me posted if that changes."

"Of course."

The next two hours were completely uneventful, with no sign of attacks seen. The stone worm that they had killed the first time they were down here, and the destroyed path that had come with it, was entirely gone, the road replaced along with most of the terrain surrounding the brief fight. Theo was a little unnerved at what had been done, but he couldn’t give it much time. As the [Stasis Field] flickered four or so kilometers away, he knew they were close enough that the first step needed to be done.

The caravan began to slow down in unison, all getting out of the cars with haste as they began to set up Team One’s preparations. The [Silver] plates were folded out, the connections were made where they had been inscribed, and the massive creation was ready to be used when the time called for it.

"I’m still not sure if this is really a good idea," Morrik muttered. "You didn’t even test it out at full power."

"For good reason," Theo replied, shuddering at the memories. His fingers were still twitchy from the experience, and Nero had most certainly refused to be a part of it until the final hour had come. "Make sure the defences are properly set up, and then we’re off."

Shouting was done, double-checks on the immobile [Barrier Circuits] were made, and, as the other three teams stepped away, it all activated at once. A massive sphere came to settle around the first team and their work, entirely impenetrable unless a stone worm had a good ten minutes to bash its body against it. Theo was sure of its stability, at least, with how many tens of thousands of [MP] were being put into it.

"Good luck, Team One," he said into the phone, getting some good wishes sent back, and then it was off with them. Team Two would be moving with them for a while more, planting explosives, and more connections around the area, before moving back to join the first team. And, after that, it was only Theo, Stig, Morrik, and the last two teams.

‘Be safe,’ he told Nero before he got too far away. The [Familiar-Bond] was still strong, still more than usable for anything they needed, but the distance was still felt.

‘I’m not the one walking into a death trap,’ Nero replied silently, sitting on the [Silver] [Rune Circuit] while eating some of the dried meat brought along. Theo just shook his head and continued.

They were allowed ten more minutes of travel before the first howl was heard. They’d finally been noticed, and those glowing green eyes could be seen appearing. Last time, there’d only been around fifty. Now, Theo could easily count a few hundred.

Hundreds…all lined up within sight lines. Theo couldn’t have asked for anything better.

"First-time charge activating, over," he said through the phone before bracing himself for the impact. With a hand confirmed around his pistol, he spoke the [Command Words]. "Give me time."

A small ping came in response before the world stopped. The growling ceased, and Theo’s own breath didn’t care to continue as his lungs didn’t have a chance to move. Even his blood didn’t flow through his veins, everything paused in the moment.

But it wasn’t stopping. Extreme focus allowed him to see the slightest change, the slightest movement of a particle in front of his open eye. Time was moving, time was slowly speeding up again, and he had every enemy within his sight lines along with a pistol with a lot of prepared ammunition.

And the best thing of all was the instant reloading mechanism. While only a fraction of a single millisecond passed, Theo spent what felt like ten full minutes lining up each bullet to enter the torso of all hundred enemies that could be seen. A hundred rounds were spent faster than anybody should’ve been able to.

It’s beautiful.

A ping signalled the end of the [Temporal Distortion], the world rapidly entering his ears again as the bullets began to move towards the target a single inch away from their starting points. Confused growls left each of the worms as they looked down just before their core bodies exploded. The first wave had been dealt with, and Theo couldn’t be happier.

No, wait, yes he could.

"Shit, that hurts more than it should’ve," Theo cursed, going onto one knee as he clutched at his pounding skull. Like with the [Silver] [Rune], he’d only attempted it at a lower power. Never had he tried something on this scale, something so….potent. "Brains weren’t meant for that."

Stig gave him a dose of the [Mental Rejuvenation], which helped a little but not much, before giving him a hand to get him back onto his feet.

"How long were you gone?" the forest dwarf asked, sounding both curious and worried.

"About six minutes longer than we guessed it would be," Theo said, wobbling as the movement did strange things to his ears. Such a long time without proper feedback from them had made his body accustomed to no movement at all, and his stomach was more than ready to expel his breakfast of the day at a moment’s notice. "It’s very effective, however."

"I can’t help but agree," Morrik commented, before urging them to move on. Theo understood what he meant, wiping away the trail of blood from his nose as they began to move. He had another two charges to work with, though he wasn’t sure he truly wanted to use them more than absolutely required. "Keep an eye on the corpses."

The order was fruitful as they began to pass the line of enemies, a few jumping out to take them by surprise. Not all had been within Theo’s sight, and they had enough logic in them to see if they could cut a few of the fifty warriors down before they were filled with holes as well. They couldn’t, but that didn’t mean the danger was over for Theo.

On the [Stasis Field], a large crack had formed, one large enough that white light began to stream out from inside. There was no real need for [Darkvision] anymore with how bright everything had become, though Theo hadn’t wanted to trade the darkness in exchange for this.

The field was falling quicker than expected. Time was starting to run out.

"Target spotted," Stig said, [Teleporting] back to walk beside him. "Five hundred meters in front of us. The stone worm we know is there beside him. Nobody else."

"Sounds like a trap," Theo muttered, trying to figure out some way around it. He had nothing. "One that we’re springing. Five hundred meters, you said?"

"Yup."

Using flight to gain a better view, he saw the barest hint of the madman far away. Theo felt a grin reach his face as he finally understood one core secret of warfare.

It was never required to be fair.

He covered the [Explosion Rune] in his hand with [Liquid Mana] twice over, the metal vibrating as he mentally calculated the relative coordinates before letting it [Teleport] at the last second. While there was an obvious try by the stone worm in the distance to get to the madman and the explosive between his feet, it was for naught.

The wave of sound could be seen as it travelled through the area, and Theo was forced down on the ground as it hit him. His eardrums almost ruptured, but a [Holy Rune] fixed them before they could worsen too much.

"Did you get him?" Stig asked when he got within earshot.

"Hopefully, but most likely not," Theo was able to say before shouting began from the phones. There was too much background noise to understand it all at first, but the message was clear.

"There are stone worms all over us!" the captain of Team One shouted. Team Two’s captain said something about explosions about to be used, which was followed up by thunderclaps and shaky footing from behind. "They’re retreating, over."

"Any notable damage to the shields?" Theo asked.

"Nothing we can’t repair, sir, over."

If the stone worms were working together to attack, that likely meant the leader wasn’t dead yet. Theo hated that fact, but there was only one way to ensure his demise.

"Forward," he ordered, and the fifty-large group began to move again. Their position was meant to be just half a kilometer away, and they wouldn’t be going towards it slowly. Guns were held at the ready, eyes flying through the wild terrain to their sides. And, finally, it became fruitful.

They all heard the shaking from the ground before it happened. The open mouth of the giant worm from their right, the mouth wide enough to have grabbed twenty of them in one go. Weapons were fired, explosions carried through, but the most important part was the usage of the [Petrification Runes]. Morrik had his own, Theo added his as well, and the two captains could be heard shouting the activation phrase. Green light from all sides, nowhere that the stone worm could look to avoid it.

The beast was frozen in place, jaw open and ready to be exploited by all the weapons they had. Stig was already gone, planting the [Absorption Runes] that dug into its body from outside, and Theo and the others were already doing immeasurable amounts of damage to its front.

They were supposed to have ten full seconds to work with, so they grew arrogant.

That was a mistake.

Three [Overfilled] [Petrification Runes] didn’t hold the massive beast in place for long enough, and it moved before the explosions rang out in full. While the area where it had charged had mostly cleared up, those still in range were either thrown into its jaws of death or hit by its sides with such force they were thrown tens of meters through the air before hitting the rocks with a stillness.

Some moved over to care for those still moving. Theo was more focused on looking at the stone worm as the [Absorption Runes] finally did their job, flashes of light and sound extended through its body. The beast had tried to dig below again, but the stone around it had stopped the pressure from leaving the easiest way possible. So it spread and spread, the pressure growing more serious with each of the continuous explosions, until Theo finally heard a deep roar of defiance.

And then it was over.

[Adult Stone Worm] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [35] to [36]. [2] points have been granted.

"Happy to see it," Theo said, putting the two points into [Willpower] before relaying the news to the others. "Worm is dead. Heal those who can help and then we’re moving."

There were some with mostly broken insides, dwarves who had no chance of helping in the next fight. They were given enough healing to survive until they could be tended to after the fight, but there was only so much that could be done for them now. They were running on a timer, and Theo could feel it empty out faster than ever before.

They moved, getting closer and closer until he could see the back of the madman from before. He was still wearing the outfit from the feast four days ago, still somewhat clothed like a rich idiot. There were scars on his legs, open wounds which continued to make blood spill onto the stone, but the dwarf didn’t seem to care as he looked at the fracturing [Stasis Field] in front of him.

A bullet was shot into the dwarf’s skull, but it didn’t enter. It hit him, sure, but there was no reaction anymore. As Theo should’ve guessed, the dwarf was an [Earth Mage].

"Stay back," Theo told the others as he moved forward. The madman began to turn to look at Theo, the scroll from before clenched tight in his hand. Stig gasped from behind him as he tried and failed to [Teleport] it away like before. They’d agreed to attempt it, but…the dense aura of the [Earth Mage] stopped that. "You’re uglier than I remember."

"Youthful arrogance," the madman said, red eyes flaring as he laughed. Theo didn’t comment, firing another three rounds that didn’t seem to hit at all. "Foolish."

Are you sure about that?

The last three hadn’t been meant to hit at all, forming a triangle formation around the [Earth Mage]. As their lines of [Mana] connected, the [Variant Mental Rejuvenation Rune] began, all three points striking the dwarf’s head at once. While he screamed, instantly retaliating by crushing all the [Runes] and sending them flying hundreds of meters away, the effect was done. The abilities of three [Tier 6 Runes] weren’t to be underestimated, and certainly not those meant to destroy mental influence.

"Where am I?"

The stone dwarf’s voice was much quieter, with no spite or hatred fueling it. Theo made a quick nod, the signal for Stig to try again. While the red energy and aura were regained a second later, it was too late. Theo had his hands on the scroll.

"No!"

"Yes, actually," Theo corrected, mentally pressing down on the [Teleportation Rune]. He felt his body briefly stretch before he was fifty meters to the side, narrowly dodging the ground trying to swallow him up and crush his being. Putting his mouth to the phone in his hand, he had a simple message to the others. "Scatter and retreat."

Other than fighting the stone worms that would soon come, they had no ability to influence this part.

"Return what you’ve stolen, thief!"

Several tons of rock tried to travel through Theo’s chest, but he [Teleported] into the air in time, his flight system activating as he kicked off the ceiling before the formed hand could reach out towards him properly.

"Didn’t you steal this yourself?" Theo asked as he got close to the [Mage], throwing a few more [Mental Rejuvenation Runes] onto the ground before leaving again. Almost all of the engravings were thrown away before they could activate, but one briefly took the dwarf out of his madness. Theo took that chance to put a bullet through his head. "It’s not fair to call me a thief."

Theo would’ve been happy if that killed the madman. But as was shown when there was no rock hitting the floor but instead just more stone, the fight wouldn’t end that easily.

The stone dwarf had taken his namesake to the extreme, and he was no longer flesh and stone mixed together. There was only rock and stone, a thin veil hiding the truth from outside. But Theo knew the truth and could see the anger that continued to deepen on the madman’s features as he looked at them with empathy.

"Die."

Theo had to [Teleport] right next to the dwarf again as the entire area around them was filled with nothing but stone, with no empty space left. He was trapped, though the slight pause when that fact didn’t come across on the enemy was one where he was able to throw in another dozen of the [Mental Rejuvenation Runes]. The madman feared lucidity more than he craved Theo’s death, and that was exploited to the extreme as he made the stone around them vanish in favour of throwing away everything.

That gave the chance for a shield to the neck. An [Impact Rune] and the [Force Runes] worked in tandem, stopping any hint of resistance as the head was removed entirely, the speed of the attack making it fly tens of meters. Theo didn’t doubt that a new body would form, or a new head would just take the former’s place, but the momentary distraction made him slap on a few [Absorption Runes] along with another round of the spare kicks back to lucidity.

His guess had been spot-on, and it was the head that regenerated. It was just barely able to look angrily at Theo before the upper torso melted away, along with that red colouring once again vanishing.

I almost feel sorry.

The following explosion tore apart every limb, everything separated neatly. There wasn’t any instant regeneration from that, though the air was still thick with the person’s [Magical Signature]. He wasn’t killed so easily.

"I won’t die to you," the madman said, an attempt to goad him into some kind of despair. Theo had to admit that it wouldn’t work. He’d never expected to be the one to kill him, after all. "You will—wait, no, it’s too early."

‘Get ready,’ Theo sent through to Nero, the [Familiar] signalling for Team One to start activating the [Silver] [Circuits]. Things were going to hurt from all sides in a moment.

The final fracturing of the [Stasis Field] was upon them. Theo watched as the madman desperately tried to pull himself together, new limbs crudely forming as he stumbled towards Theo with arms outstretched. There weren’t even separate fingers or the slightest hints of hands on the limbs, but the crazy one didn’t seem to care. He needed the scroll which Theo held, needed it more than anything else in the world.

And Theo wouldn’t give him shit.

"I feel sorry for you," Theo finally said as he [Teleported] two hundred meters to the side, leaving the living earth to cry out about the thief.

At the same time, he could hear unholy laughter begin to reach through. It repeated every few seconds, like a broken record, but it was nonetheless able to penetrate into his mind. And then, when the [Stasis Field] at last fractured, the magical barrier split into billions of small triangles before disappearing entirely, Theo was greeted by the full sight of a [Primordial].

‘Finally,’ a voice in his mind said, that posh accent making it clear that it was nobody that had been invited. ‘I am free.’

"My lord, please have—" the madman began to beg, but the chunk of reality he inhabited was simply gone before Theo could blink. He didn’t pay it attention as he activated the [Time-Perception Runes], the world ceasing its movement an instant after he unfurled the scroll. When the illustration was fully revealed and he thought the final incantation, he only needed to have it pointed towards the [Primordial] and—

‘Oh, there you are.’

Theo was frozen before he could complete the steps. His flight [Runes] had turned off, his energy seemed to have been removed, and he easily felt it as his blood seemed pushed towards the centre of his body. It was a miracle that he didn’t lose consciousness.

‘I have to thank you, rune-crafter,’ Umnir said, their tone seeming pleasant. It was almost possible to forget they were the one torturing Theo to death. ‘Without you, I fear that he would’ve been successful in making the barriers dim slowly. That idiot would have actually had his way, and would have been able to do nothing.’

So the slow depletion of the batteries would’ve made it possible to capture the [Primordial] within the scroll before he could’ve done anything against it. Theo sent a mental kudos to the [Rune-Crafters] for thinking that far, though he slowly began to realise that taking away the scroll had made the madman act erratically and destroy everything to make the meltdown restart.

‘Yes, you were quite good at that,’ Umnir agreed. ‘If you’d done it a bit quicker, I might’ve even kept you as a trophy for the others to see when they get here, but…I can’t be bothered. My retelling will be enough.’

‘No, it won’t,’ Theo sent to the monster through strained thoughts, his vision almost entirely black as he used what little air was left. This was taking a lot of time, and he could feel it as his mind began to wither. The face of the [Primordial] was too close, the squid-like features and those orange eyes making him understand too much. There was too much unknown, too much that shouldn’t have been possible to be known, yet it was all being forced into him. This wasn’t torture. This was worse. ’Make it stop.’

He couldn’t think, couldn’t consider anything properly. Was this how the former madman had turned out like he had? Theo refused it and held onto his sanity in the vain hope that he could overcome it. That seemed to amuse the [Primordial].

‘You have been great fun, little human, and your existence is proof of curious times ahead, but I must move on to more important matters,’ Umnir said. Theo began to feel the air around him become static, electricity sparking on his tongue, and death was almost certain until Nero finally came into the mental scene.

She was screaming, not meant to be the conduit for such a large force, but it didn’t matter. She was here, and she had enough of a kick that she removed everything from Theo’s mind. Knowledge not meant to be known, the concept of what lived in the void, the understanding of what time truly was, everything was wiped away.

And with that final bit of strength, Theo gained enough control of his mind to force the final incantation through.

‘Deus dormiat in aeternum.’

An instant wave of power left the page, grabbing at the [Primordial]. There was an attempt to destroy Theo, to curse him for what he’d done, but the entity had taken too long. They’d relished victory too much, and the arrogance of age had stopped it.

Theo could fall to the ground happy, weird sounds coming from his body as blood finally circulated properly, and the scroll in his hand was glowing with a red power unlike anything else. Even touching it made him feel unsafe, the knowledge of what was within a terrible curse. But…he now had a task ahead of him. He needed to fix the [Stasis Field].

The countdown of one hundred years had started.


Chapter 9

Disrespecting Royalty


Not many died in the fight afterwards. The stone worms had grown feral after the death of their leader, all twenty worms having attacked everybody they could find. Eight dwarves had fallen under the onslaught, and nearly twenty had been gravely wounded, but the latter had been saved through the [Holy Runes]. And those who had died…their names would be forever remembered for their sacrifices in keeping Olkir safe.

"Are you going to stop messing around with that soon?" Stig asked while Theo was seated next to the [Arch Portal]. It was currently closed down to prevent any accidents, but Linrel and Rootdale weren’t really happy with the connection being shut down for so long. "You said this would be quick, and it’s been five hours."

"It is quick, compared to what I thought it would be last week," Theo bluntly answered, closing down another metallic panel. He had another seven to go through before he could be completely safe, but there was a good chance he’d just stopped a lot of issues from being sprung upon them. "I think I figured out the map, by the way. Even the bastard couldn’t do that."

"Wait, what, really?"

That suddenly had the complaining forest dwarf moving to look as Theo activated the screen on the side of the [Arch Portal]. It had been previously limited to just a few dots strewn about randomly on an otherwise empty screen, but a few improvements with [Hardlight-Integration] had made it both possible to see and zoom around on the points, and Theo had likewise made it possible to see all other previously connected [Arch Portals] and their connections in the world. There were hundreds of them, each a location that they needed to check out. And…best of all was an emergency feature that he’d finally noticed. It was one that nobody should’ve had access to, except the directors at the top ranks, but Theo had the ["Last Salvation" Emergency Protocol] working in his favour.

He could remotely activate [Arch Portals]. Not all of them, some of the locations not responding to his pinging in the slightest, but nearly half were able to reply back in affirmation of their continued existence.

Was this an extreme risk if figured out by any enemies who wished to exploit it? Technically, yes. Did Theo understand how to patch it so it was impossible to do with foreign portals, which also included stopping other people in random places from connecting to the network like the stone dwarves had? Yes.

The wealth of information the [Observation Room] had contained on the intricacies of these beauties was incredible, and Theo would thank the [Rune-Crafters] for giving them exploitable flaws until the day he died.

"Returning to Rootdale and staying there for a while is definitive," Theo began. "But afterwards… Are there any places you want to start with? We have the entire world we need working together, so anywhere’s good to begin at."

The entire world.

Theo had trouble believing his own words, but it was true. The infrastructure for worldwide travel had been built hundreds of years ago, perfected for ease of movement through time, and, while it had been shut down before, the time for its resurgence had come.

They’d need the car to travel in the areas where there were still empty spots, but the world was nevertheless at their fingertips. They could cross hundreds of kilometers a day. They just needed to know where they wanted to start.

"Okay, I know you’re going to call it a little childish," Stig began, before pointing to a spot that Theo hadn’t expected. "But I really want to know why there’s a portal sitting close to my home."

There was? Zooming in on the spot that Stig had pointed out, and cross-referencing it with his own memories of different maps, he had to admit it looked to be right next to the village. And from where it was relative to it… Oh, no.

"Please don’t let me be right on this," Theo muttered, pressing on the spot and making the [Arch Portal] pop up with the name of the connection.

Attempt at choice detected!
Please confirm that you want to create a [Portal-Connection] to [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"].

Back to their roots indeed. Theo’s finger shook a little as it hovered over the confirm button, but he stopped himself. They weren’t ready to leave yet, and he still needed to put a few things back into the [Arch Portal] before he’d attempt to properly activate it anyway.

And with the expected vacation at Rootdale…no, it would have to wait.

"It’s the place where I came into this world," Theo explained, making the [Hardlight] screen disappear as he went back to finishing the final panels on the construct. "Not the finest place, but it doesn’t surprise me that it has a portal hidden somewhere."

"The facility we weren’t able to find?" Stig asked, Theo nodding in response. "Oh, well, I suppose we’ll be finding it now."

"That we will."

Another hour was spent hanging around the portal, making sure everything was working as it needed to. A quick test allowed Theo to confirm it could activate without any issues. He didn’t step through, however, just telling the other side that they would be returning soon.

"Try to get one of the inns to understand we need something good to eat in five hours," Theo told the elven guard, the man gravely nodding as he stepped back to allow Theo to stop the connection. "Now…we just have a quick conversation with the royals left. That should be easy, right?"

"Easy," Stig repeated as they began to walk towards the lift that would let them down into the city. They weren’t actually planning to use the lift themselves, preferring to just let gravity take hold of them and use flight [Runes] to stop their descent before they’d splat on the ground. "You do know that the queen still wants you dead, right?"

"Even after I said I was keeping the scroll?"

"Especially after," the [Space Mage] said. "They want to keep that scroll, you know. They’ve been protecting the world from Umnir for several hundred years. You can imagine they know what they’re doing, right?"

Theo looked Stig in the eyes, that honesty so brutal to look at. A few seconds had to pass before the forest dwarf finally amended his words.

"Okay, they did lose the scroll when it was being kept in their so-called thief-proof treasury a hundred years ago," Stig said, Theo not stopping the look. "...And they also lost the same scroll while it was being kept in the same treasury, a day after getting it back."

…

"Fine, it makes sense," the dwarf finally said, Theo able to wear a self-satisfied grin as they took the leap of faith. He waved to the operator who silently watched on, getting a nod back. "Still, aren’t you afraid we’ll lose it stupidly?"

Them losing something in a stupid way? Of course not!

And if they did happen to almost lose the scroll at any point, he would be immediately transferring it over to Eirene so she could take care of it instead. Confidence was good to have, but if it was revealed to be unfounded then there was no reason to take the risk.

A few minutes of falling were needed before they could see the light of Olkir. When they activated their [Flight Circuits], the armour automatically started out with their inertia dampers. By the end, they were able to gently land on their feet without the slightest strain.

"Rune-Crafter Locheim," the guard next to them said, seemingly having waited for them for quite a while. "You are expected at the castle."

Already?

"Weren’t we meeting them after lunchtime?" Theo asked Stig, the forest dwarf rolling his eyes.

"It was lunch hour two hours ago," the [Space Mage] said. "We skipped the meal so you could finish up, remember?"

…Oh.

Right. Seeing where the confusion had started, Theo thanked the guard for the notice before starting the flight to the royal section of the city. Stig didn’t want to bother with the suit again, though, just skipping along on the roofs with the help of [Teleportation].

[Teleportation]... Theo had been able to force it into the realm of possibility since before the last excursion down into the depths, but he still hadn’t figured out how the [Space Mage] could do it several times in a row without needing to vomit. It was disorienting to do it once. Skipping along, and changing positions several times a second, was just unfathomable for Theo.

‘You’re too slow-minded to adapt to the new areas fast enough,’ Nero idly commented through their connection as they finally reached the castle. She was napping next to the kitchen entrance, as she’d done the previous few days with much glee. After being the conduit for about thirty-four [Overfilled] [Tier 6 Mental Rejuvenation Runes], the [Familiar] had needed a while to just…be a cloud on the floor.

She hadn’t had the mental strength for much else, everything feeling fried. Theo hadn’t pushed her to do much else, more than happy to just see her healthy and safe after the whole ordeal. He’d gotten the stuff she’d been able to send through the [Familiar-Bond] and he was still unintentionally shaking sometimes. It was like they’d taken the largest caffeine shot possible and had just decided to go cold turkey. A frightening experience, honestly.

‘We might be leaving for Rootdale in a few hours,’ Theo sent her, getting affirmation in response. ‘Do you want to fly up the tunnel yourself, or will I be carrying your majesty?’

‘If I had any desire to move any part of my body right now, I’d go and burn your face off,’ Nero promised. ‘...Being carried sounds good enough.’

‘Heard loud and clear,’ Theo confirmed with a grin, landing at the entrance to the castle where Stig was waiting for him. Guards were already urging them through. Them keeping the royals waiting was apparently a fact that had spread amongst the people surprisingly quickly. Theo wondered how that had happened until Nero filled him in on the context.

"The queen’s not happy with waiting around," Theo whispered as they passed another group of guards, who pointed them up the grand staircase and over to the left. They were seemingly going somewhere other than the throne room. How unusual. "Asked the king about wanting to just get us by surprise, get rid of us, and keep the scroll."

"What’d the king say?" Stig asked, mirth not completely showing on his face. The forest dwarf had started to come around on the hilarity of the queen’s hatred of them. The level of pride shattered by his display in the days before had caused something of a nervous breakdown, and she wanted them gone. They were already preparing to leave Olkir to fulfill that wish, but she apparently wanted a more permanent departure.

"Asked her to keep her fantasies to herself," Theo recited. They were cruel words to a very angry royal, but it was understandable why the king had been so harsh. The alternative was to try and further anger a certain [Rune-Crafter], also known as the one tasked with the repair of a certain [Stasis Field].

Because without it, they would only have a century of peace before they would need to fear the wrath of a very angry [Primordial] who wouldn’t take a few seconds to gloat about their release. Theo didn’t think it would be good for anybody to bet on Umnir’s arrogance a second time.

Letting those thoughts slip away as they saw the large door, and the old stone dwarf ready to open the door for them, Theo honed in on the people inside.

There was a rather long table, with several people seated. The king and queen were at the end, Magni and Morrik were on one side, and a few very old stone dwarves could be seen on the other. By the fact that their robes matched the ones worn by the loremaster who’d helped Theo through the structure of the [Stasis Field] a few days before, he could assume they were the experts in charge of the plans for repairing what had been destroyed.

"I’m happy to see you could finally join us, Theo Locheim," the king said politely as they found their seats. The [Space Mage] settled next to him, looking at the royal expectantly. "And to you as well, Stig, of the Goldfeet family."

"A pleasure," Stig muttered, leaning back into the chair as the greetings were made tablewide. The loremasters were introduced, the queen sent him a glare that could’ve cut a diamond with its presence alone, and the meeting could finally begin.

First and foremost.

"We will be leaving Olkir before the end of today, and we are taking the Elysian Scroll with us," Theo said up front. While the king seemed ready to counter his words, he wasn’t given the chance. "Honesty is important, and I cannot overstate how lacking your defences are for keeping something like this safe. The thief who had stolen this before has been dealt with, but he has obviously exploited some form of weakness to get inside your treasury undetected. "

"A flaw that we are working to fix," the king added.

"A flaw that you thought you fixed a hundred years ago," Theo finished. "Letting something this important be put there for a third time is not something I will allow. Is there anything any of you want to add to that?"

The opening had arrived for a certain somebody to add her opinion.

"You dare to think—" the queen began before Theo just decided to cut in again. The idiots always called out his "daring." It was getting a little too blatant.

"I dare to do whatever I know is best, and that means not letting you have any say on this decision," he said. The queen, who he now realised he didn’t know the actual name of, looked ready to explode at him, but a hand on her shoulder and a pained expression from the king made her silent. "I’ll take this as nobody having anything to add to that discussion. As for the repair of the [Stasis Field], I promise to start research, but it will not be my priority topic for the next decade."

That didn’t bring anger as much as it did confuse the people around him. All expect Stig, of course.

"I have to ask why that is," the king stated, his voice even. "The consequences of not repairing the field in time are apocalyptic."

"Well, I’m sorry to say this, but I already have one of those hanging over my head," Theo replied. "I assume you all know of the fact that the rune-crafters disappeared, along with most of the living people on Vrasis, yes? Well, the scourge that caused that, and the scourge that the disappeared joined, is meant to return any day now. I’ve been tasked with trying to make sure they don’t convert the entire world, and, hopefully, stopping them entirely."

From that point, there was a fair bit of shouting from the loremasters, Morrik going out of hand to ask questions, and Magni muttering in a hushed voice as he tried to understand Theo’s words. It was…a surprising reaction. There was anger, though it wasn’t aimed at Theo directly, which he was happy for. It meant he didn’t need to do anything.

More importantly, however, he could feel the connection tremble as Nero bit into some kind of meat that the cooks had prepared for her. She seemed to be enjoying herself.

‘How’s the food?’ Theo asked through the connection, while his current surroundings calmed. ‘And is there any chance I could get some after I’m done here?’

‘It’s good enough, and…no,’ Nero replied, going back to her food without a second thought. Brutal.

Theo sighed before going back to the expecting looks from the others. Resigning himself to explaining his situation, he gave them a brief summary of his past few months. The fight with the undead, the indirect talk with the Goddess of Fate, the meeting with the demigod by the name of Rina, and then the direct warnings that had been put into the many different [Facilities] around Vrasis.

"It all adds up after a while," Theo explained. "Gather power, figure out how to halt their progress, and get an army together to fight them. That’s actually where you come in."

"You want us to stand with you at the final battle," Morrik summarised, to which Theo nodded. "I will be there. Whether or not I can order my men to follow, however, is not my choice…"

Eyes turned to the royal couple. The queen didn’t look impressed, but her eyes had still darkened. The king wasn’t much better, elbows on the table while he leaned forward to think better.

"Leaving you to fight your own battles would increase the risk of you dying before you can fix the stasis field," the king finally said. "And if you fall, the scroll will be lost as well. It would be unwise to not help you as much as possible. Rune-Crafter Locheim, the armies of Obon will stand with you."

The armies. Not army. Plural. There were other cities on the continent, all under the rule of the two rulers before him. Theo had gained some rather nifty allies, even if one of the two hated his guts.

"I’ll return when I have something to help with the field," Theo said, getting up from his chair. "For now…goodbye."

With that they walked out. Nobody tried to stop them, no guard looked at them, and they were able to just walk down to the kitchens and grab Nero without the slightest complaint. Before anybody knew it, Theo and the others had left the underground city behind, stepping into Rootdale through the portal with satisfied looks. After so long, they were finally back.

"Did you get the food ready?" Theo said, taking the massive rabbit off his shoulder and back down on the ground. When the elven guard nodded, a wide grin formed on his face. The time to relax had finally come.

Somewhat, at least.


Chapter 10

Nobody Ever Left Dalry Alive


Nobody ever left Dalry alive. No nonhumans, at least. Lily had seen many of them travel through the gates with horses, having gotten lost and accidentally stumbled upon the village. It didn’t happen often anymore, but the rare few occurrences always went the same.

"Looks like elves this time," Finn commented, Lily grunting in affirmation. They were seated on the roof a few buildings away, perfectly able to see the elven caravan ride in through the gate. Likewise, they could see all the looks that people were giving both them and each other. A new fish had been thrown into the stream, and this one was free for the taking. All nonhumans were. "How far until they realise?"

"Can’t be long," Lily replied, picking at some of the old wood on the roof. A few patches had started to rot, forcing her to make sure she wasn’t putting pressure on those spots. The old shopkeeper would have their heads if they turned up in front of him again. The last time they stole something from the fool, they’d just barely gotten away.

The elven leader began to glance around after the third set of buildings, looking at porches and seeing only human faces smiling back at them. Everybody looked so cheerful, so happy to see the traders. That alone was strange. What was likely stranger, however, was the fact there were only humans.

Only the purest were left.

A few choice words were shouted, and the caravan tried to turn around. Not that it would work. The buildings had been built too narrow for that to work, and the gate had already been closed so escape wouldn’t be possible. Those walls hadn’t been built for protection only. They were also the perfect cage to keep prey inside.

When swords, hammers, and everything else that seemed viable as a weapon were pulled out, the elves finally began to respond in kind. Offers were made, gold to let them walk free, but everybody around didn’t seem to care. They were going to get everything in the caravan anyway. Why would they care to try and trade it?

The fight began, and it wasn’t pretty.

Lily didn’t pay attention, though, just turned her eyes away as she looked up at the sky. She’d never asked too much about it, but they were apparently the only human settlement left here. Everything else was kept in check by the nonhumans and especially the elves. They had control of the best farming areas, the forests filled with fruit, and everything else that the humans deserved.

Humans deserved it all. She’d been told that so many times. Maybe there was some truth to it, but Lily couldn’t believe it as much as the older people around her did. Finn didn’t seem to believe it either much, but there wasn’t much her twin believed in other than having food and shelter.

"Are they done with them yet?" Lily asked, leaning towards the edge of the roof again to get a better look at what was happening below. The elven leader, an old elf with greying hair, was dead on the ground, with a knife wound in his throat. It looked like he’d tried to stop the bleeding by applying pressure, but that hadn’t worked. There was screaming as well, from further down the caravan.

Lily frowned, having to lean forward more to see what was going on.

"They’re putting up a fight," Finn finally answered, though it was more of a comment, since Lily could see it all now as well. There had been a feigned inability to resist, one that the idiots she called neighbours latched onto immediately before one of them found themselves with a short spear in their chest. It looked like it’d been thrown, rather expertly as well, and while some of the others tended to the impaled guy, some of the elves fled into the alleyways. There were three of them, all shorter than the other elves. "Didn’t know they brought kids with them."

The one who’d put up a fight, an older elven woman with several scars on her face, was struck down after a few ganged up on her from all sides. There was nothing that could be done.

"Finn!" one of the people from below shouted at her brother. It looked like Lucas, one of the merchants who didn’t mind giving them some leftovers in the evenings. He was nice. "Did you see where the youngsters went?"

A good person would’ve lied.

"Down the alley and to the right," Finn answered, pointing towards the middle of the village. "Got too close to the walls to see after that."

A person who liked getting a regular supply of food told the truth.

At least a half truth.

"Good enough for me," Lucas said, gathering together a handful of the others as they ventured into the alleyway themselves. Lily watched on from above as they ran through the narrow area and towards the village centre. They’d probably find nothing.

"Didn’t they run towards the walls?" Lily asked as they crawled down from the roof to see if there was anything in the wagons they wanted.

"They did," Finn confirmed with a grin. "Now, come on. Let’s get something good before they come back."

The horses were already being cut free and dragged to the stables, but they didn’t have anything to use for either way. But what was being kept inside those chests…that was something else. Lily didn’t think either of them wanted jewellery, since the shopkeepers would try to steal it from them before they ever paid them gold for the things, but there were some better things hidden deeper inside.

A rather shiny dagger, with a golden edge.

Some rings that seemed to sting a little when she touched them.

A pair of glasses.

A half dozen books.

What looked like a metal pen?

"Grab something, Lily," Finn hissed, making her look up from her perusing. The sounds of Lucas could be heard in the distance. They’d given up quickly.

Or they’d caught something.

Either way, LIly had no intention of sharing her finds. She threw the dagger and rings to Finn, her twin catching them with ease before she took the glasses and pen. The books she couldn’t run with, and the stuff deeper beneath was too buried to get easily. A shame, seeing as the shine of coins was easy to spot.

"Hey, what are you two rascals doing?" Lucas shouted at them as they ran towards the alley on the other side. He didn’t give chase, though, and he just laughed when Finn gave him the middle finger before running faster to catch up with Lily. "Stupid kids."

Lily eyed the elven corpse on the ground, almost breaking her stride before jumping over it. Finn wasn’t as lucky, having looked back at the men who were checking out the caravan. With a great yelp, he fell face-first onto the dirt-filled ground, and with one foot entangled in the shirt of one dead elf.

"Stupid bastard, you—" Finn began as Lily stopped to help him up. Her twin didn’t finish his words as he looked at the corpse, those lifeless eyes staring back at them. It seemed they’d tried to run after being stabbed. They hadn’t gone far. "Let’s go."

The sword and rings were gathered back up, and they ran until they were a dozen streets away from the action, hidden deep within the maze of alleyways that nobody ever visited. It was a little dark from the roofs above them blocking out the sun, but there was still just enough light for them to inspect the finds of the day.

"You really couldn’t have found something better than this?" Finn asked as he put his finger on the golden blade. The actual hilt of the weapon looked rather simple, but they could both see that the sharp part was something else. It wasn’t gold, but it certainly looked like it. "What are the odds somebody will buy this without trying to steal it?"

"Next to none," Lily predicted, knowing that the others would try to steal it as well if they got into the small gathering again with something like this. "Those rings, though…"

"Looks like pretty good-for-nothing jewellery," Finn commented, getting them out of his pocket again. They had four of them, the first going to Lily while he inspected the other two himself. "Now, this might be gold. Or silver? That’s definitely a gem on the top right there."

Lily groaned in frustration. They hadn’t looked that expensive when she’d taken them from the chest. Like, she understood that the elves had been merchants, but they should’ve still had something with average value brought along. Maybe they really should have tried for the wagon with food in it. At least that they could eat.

Her own rings had the same issues. They looked pretty, sure, but the blacksmith wouldn’t agree to take them. That old witch would more likely just threaten to break their arms again if they didn’t hand those pretty things over to her. Lily didn’t doubt that the blacksmith would either. She’d seen it happen to another pair of fools before.

They died soon after that accident those years ago. Not that she needed to think about that now, though. She still had a find of her own.

A pair of glasses.

"Those don’t look terrible," Finn said as she put them on. They were slightly too large for her, forcing Lily to push them all the way up her nose so they wouldn’t immediately fall off. Even at 19, she just didn’t fit the elven sizes. Or maybe they just had unnaturally large heads. Their limbs were definitely lanky enough for it to be possible, with how they always towered above her and Finn. "Are they just made for cosmetics, or do they actually work?"

Good question. Lily’s sight was a little distorted when looking through the glasses, which likely meant they were just meant for reading when the elderly finally decided to pick up a book, but…a few flares of light were also going through. She first thought that was thanks to the sun playing tricks, but the different colours coming from different objects made her doubt that.

"Try them," Lily said, Finn looking confused but nonetheless putting them on as requested. He initially didn’t seem interested until he began to look around as well, frowning especially at one of the empty boxes nearby. "You see it too?"

"Everything’s flickering with weird light, yeah," Finn replied, taking the glasses off. He looked a little curious but also quite frustrated. "Doesn’t sound like an easy sell."

"If the shopkeeper doesn’t put them on long enough to notice what’s wrong, we could sell them," Lily assured him. It would be a little hard, and they’d have to go to one of the finer shops, but this wasn’t the first time they needed to act like they weren’t homeless. With a bit of water to her face, Lily was confident in her ability to look halfway decent.

There was the last find, though. A weird metal pen. At the time of picking it up, Lily had thought it was one of the fancy ones which needed ink inserted in the top to work properly, but…she couldn’t see any way to get anything off anywhere on the thing. Finn couldn’t either, even when he tried his best to pull it apart.

"Don’t break it!" Lily said with a cutting voice, pulling it away from her twin before he could do something they’d both regret. "This might be the only thing we can sell quickly. Didn’t you want some of the stuff from the bakery next to the sleeping hall?"

"Well, yeah, but couldn’t we just snatch some instead?" Finn retorted.

"Can’t. They locked it all behind glass displays, remember?" Lily said, her brother wincing at the realisation. "We’d have to go over the counter to get something without paying."

And that would take too long to let them both get away without being caught. Neither wanted to end up at the mercy of an angry old shop owner who had nothing against setting an example, which meant they would have to buy their treats fairly.

For that, they needed to know just who to sell this thing to.

"It’s not a regular pen," Finn commented, showing his expertise in stating the obvious. "No ink, and the bottom’s weird."

So it was, actually. That signature final sharpness that the ink pens usually had couldn’t be seen on this. Lily could attest to it being incredibly sharp, her finger bled after a single touch, but it wasn’t an ordinary thing. If anything, the metallic material almost made her think it wasn’t meant to put stuff onto a surface.

Maybe it was meant to cut into it?

One of the engraver shops further out wouldn’t mind something like this, if it was. Lily could see it was rather high-quality, and there usually wasn’t any chance to get new tools for such a specialised trade. Only the blacksmith could make tools around here, and she mostly did farming-related stuff. If this was actually for engraving, the owner would probably be happy enough to even pay them.

So they had to be sure it worked. Lily didn’t trust herself to cut anything into stone, but the old wooden barrel seen before wouldn’t work terribly as a canvas. Settling down beside it, she grabbed the engraver like one would a pen before trying to draw a circle.

While it needed a little more power than usual, the wood fell away without issue. It was scarily effective, the sharpness shown more clearly than ever.

And the final result was a rather well-made circle if anybody dared to ask. Finn didn’t look impressed, however, grabbing the engraver before trying to use it on the wall. A bit more pressure looked to be needed, with how his right arm flexed, but he was able to get a few marks into the stone wall of the house before he had to take a break.

"Works just fine," Finn said, holding at his head while he cringed in pain. Lily was distracted by the lines on the walls, however, as they seemed to briefly glow blue. That…couldn’t have been right. Stone didn’t usually have a reason to make any sort of light shows. "My head hurts."

"Too much time out in the sun," Lily guessed, Finn just grunting as he rested beside the wall while still clutching at his head. They needed to visit the well soon, she supposed, but she first needed to try something again. Walls didn’t normally grow, no matter how many scratches were made. Only one thing had changed since the last time they’d scratched up a house. "This engraver."

"What about it?" Finn asked, looking up at her.

"Nothing," Lily dismissed, the attention on her lost as she put the engraver against the wall not far from Finn’s own work. "Nothing at all."

As had been shown when her brother had done it, more work was needed to actually carve anything out. Not too much, though, as she could just brace her feet and lean into the movement to make it work. A circle wasn’t hard, and she was planning to just stop there.

But something in the back of her mind asked her not to. It wanted a triangle inside the circle, which she accepted. Then another circle inside that, before a line went from the edge of one of the triangles over to the edge of the outermost circle. Lily wasn’t sure why the back of her mind wanted this, but she had just listened without questioning it. After all, she was just destroying somebody’s house a little. Nothing serious, right?

Her body didn’t think so, a sharp pain going through her head the moment she finished. Clutching at her skull, she suddenly understood why Finn was still on the ground.

"Hurts, doesn’t it?" he asked with a grin. Lily just nodded with gritted teeth. "That engraver isn’t meant for engraving. It’s another stupid magic item. Makes me worry about the dagger."

Lily didn’t think about the dagger at all. She just held her head while it felt like collapsing before looking up at what she’d drawn. Some part of her expected that blue glow again, wished for it honestly, but it didn’t come.

Instead, a green glow emanated from her creation, one strong enough that even Finn noticed.

"What the—"

Magic item indeed. A small spark of flame briefly shot out from the wall, only enough to just scare Lily but not enough to hurt her. Fire. From a wall. That wasn’t something that would normally be seen.

"Magic," Finn muttered breathlessly, up on his feet the instant that fire had been seen. Headache or not, aching body or not, they were looking at some magic that Lily had created. "The glasses."

What? Lily was confused for a moment until Finn put on the glasses, staring at the engraving in shock. What was so amazing?

"It’s green," Finn said as if that explained anything. When Lily just stared at him, he took off the glasses and handed them to her. Putting them on, Lily looked over at the wall again and—

It was green. That same glow she’d seen before, that same glow that had been the precursor to it spewing out some fire. It was incredible, putting so much into perspective. Was this why her mind had wanted her to make this shape? Were all shapes able to do something? She needed to know.

Putting her hand on the wall, tracing her fingers along the outermost circle, she wished to see it happen again.

And her body seemed to respond somehow, a recoil going through her arm as she felt some kind of energy leave her fingertips. It wasn’t painful, it wasn’t the same as losing her hand or legs, but that feeling of loss was still there.

More important, however, was the fact that she could see the engraving growing a little brighter.

"What is it?" Finn asked. He was getting more curious as well, and she happily handed the glasses back to him so he could see it as well. His reaction wasn’t much different from hers, especially not when she showed him how she’d made the amount of light increase. "Oh, that feels weird."

"But is it glowing more," Lily asked, to which her brother nodded. They knew they’d found something, something that they could probably try selling to somebody else, but right now they needed to find out whether there was some kind of limit on how much the rune in front of them could glow. It was almost possible to see it without the glasses now. "Try again."

Those headaches did pop up if they had too much loss of energy in a short period of time, which made them both rest after giving it their all. Five minutes of waiting, ten seconds of trying to put more into it, and then five more minutes of waiting. They had six cycles of it, the engraving growing a bright green by the end even with normal vision.

And then when Lily put in her final piece for this round, the amount of light coming from it tripled.

"That’s weird," Finn muttered, sticking his head close to the engraving to study the bouncing of the light or something. Lily would’ve done the same if she didn’t feel some form of danger on her nerves. She wasn’t sure what clued her in, but she knew for sure that this was a bad idea, stepping away while pulling her brother with her. "Hey, what the fuck do you think you’re—"

There wasn’t a spark of flame this time. There was an outright pillar of flame shooting out, the fire lighting up the entire alleyway and giving off enough heat to make Lily sweat while also burning away any kind of liquid on her skin. It was hot, it only got hotter, and she almost felt like she was going to melt until it suddenly stopped, all fire from the engraving ending in an instant.

…

"I don’t want to sell this," Lily confessed as she looked at the engraver in her hand. She knew she could make those shapes again. Did that only work on stone, or could she put it on everything? She needed to know. Could Finn make them as well? "Finn? Are you okay?"

"Yeah, I’m…" Finn began, seemingly at a loss for words. "This is not normal. That is not normal."

"Magic usually isn’t," Lily dryly replied, before she began to hear shouting in the distance. The light and heat had attracted some bad attention. Lucas and the others near the gate could perhaps tolerate their existence, and their small-time stealing of goods from elves, but those further inside were not as kind to them. If caught with items, and magical ones at that, Lily wasn’t sure what would happen. "Come on, we need to go."

Finn didn’t need to be told twice, getting all their important goods down dirty pockets in hole-filled pants as they ran down alleyway after alleyway. There were some behind them, quick shopkeepers who had good enough hearing to hear the two’s running steps, but that didn’t stop them from just sprinting with all they had.

If there was one thing they had learnt after so many years without a home, it was how to run through alleyways. Some idiots might’ve thought themselves proficient, but Lily and Finn had become masters at keeping their speed at every possible turn. While their full speed might’ve been less than what some of the adults who could eat consistently had, they knew how to use their bodies to the fullest. Within three minutes, they were in an entirely new section of the village, with nobody around them, and enough darkness from tight corridors that nobody had any desire to go there normally.

"We can’t go back to the others today," Lily said as she regained her breath. "They’ll try and steal it."

"They try to steal everything," Finn replied, hands on his knees as he hunched forward. Maybe running around like crazy people was easier back when they were smaller. Growing up didn’t have benefits in this regard. "Would you rather sleep outside with nothing or outside with a blanket?"

"We could steal a blanket."

…

"Fair enough," her twin brother replied, before sitting down on one of the boxes that the deep alley boasted. A small groan came from the wood, which was normal, but the yelp inside most certainly wasn’t.

The way it was cut short as well made it seem like it was silenced artificially.

Lily and Finn looked each other in the eyes as they realised they weren’t alone in the alley. It was too dark to see all the corners, and further in where they were closer to the walls of the village, there was a near-total level of darkness.

But that didn’t stop them from knowing somebody was there. Finn had the new dagger in his hand, and Lily boasted her own rusted one they’d gotten a few months ago. People were hiding somewhere, listening in on them talking, and it was clear they hadn’t intended to be heard.

Other thieves like them? Maybe, but probably not. Lily would’ve recognized a yelp from one of the two dozen who were currently living in the village. Some random kids who just wandered too far from home? Maybe, but they would’ve started wailing and crying from the moment she and her brother had pulled out the weapons. No…it was somebody who wasn’t meant to be here, and mature enough to know that shutting up and hiding was their best chance for survival.

With recent events fresh in her mind, the answer became clear.

"If you come out now, we won’t have to hurt you," Lily said calmly, listening to the sounds of somebody trying to breathe very quietly. It wasn’t working, a consequence of not being able to lower their pulse. "We don’t really want to. This village is just filled with…not too nice people. If you come out, we could probably help you get out of here without being noticed."

It was a lie, of course. The only proper ways out were through the gates, and those were so closely monitored that Lily and Finn wouldn’t be able to get out no matter how hard they tried. There were the underground tunnels, and the idea of climbing the walls, but both had a fifty percent chance of just killing as well.

But the two elves who finally stepped out of the shadows didn’t need to hear that. Lily didn’t need to tell them anything related to the truth. She wasn’t sure she really could, those kids on the verge of tears as they stared at her.

Lily was conflicted. Finn was too, seeing as he said nothing. They’d never actually talked to or interacted with the living nonhumans before. Lucas and the others always took care of them. They would go in and grab the loot, maybe step over a few bodies, and they would leave. They didn’t need to think about the living variants. They were never important enough to think about.

But they were now. He and Lily had two nonhuman children cornered. The only way to exit the alley was behind them, which meant there was no way the long-eared twigs could run. But…maybe their way to survive wouldn’t come from dodging her blade.

Maybe it would come from her lack of using it entirely.

"Do we have to stay here?" Lily asked Finn, while the two elves in front of them continued to shake. If you removed the ears, she could easily point to them as being around six or seven years old. "In Dalry, I mean."

"That came out of nowhere," Finn said, her brother looking at her weirdly. "Shouldn’t we be dealing with…you know, before we try to escape into the wilderness and die?"

Poor choice of words when standing in front of some kids afraid for their lives. Her twin could clearly see that when a steady stream of tears began to fall from their eyes.

"No, wait, shit, I didn’t mean it in that way," he tried to assure them, failing horribly. After a while, he just seemed to give up, looking at Lily with tired eyes. "Do you want to leave this place because it’s horrible, or because you can’t stand the thought of them…not being alive in a few days?"

Maybe it was a mix? Lily wasn’t sure herself. She’d always wanted to leave this place, from the first day that they had tried to scavenge food from old trash, but now it felt different. They had whatever this engraver was meant to be, and they could actually do something magical with it. While they only had something that could spew fire after twenty minutes, it was still a very serious type of weapon. That had to be useful somewhere, had to get them enough to live on.

"Partly, but I actually think it’s a good idea," Lily finally said, her brother not looking convinced. "Look, we have weapons, and we have this to get us to survive well elsewhere. We just need to get ourselves enough food and protection to survive in the wild for a few weeks and then we can just walk to another village. Start something new, you know."

"Walking would take months, Lily," Finn corrected. "Riding on horses would make it more likely, but that’s impossible and you know it. Even just getting food for months is not something we can do, seeing we don’t have enough food for one day."

Saving up while starting out with nothing would be a challenge, but Lily trusted herself. They wouldn’t stay here forever, and she didn’t dare to consider the two kids before her dying. While she did not doubt that the odds were stacked against them, they always had been. Nothing changed. They would get out of here alive, and they would live well.

"What do you think somebody would pay for a rock that could shoot fire?" Lily asked, Finn frowning at her. "We put those shapes on a rock, we show it off to one of the human travellers, they pay an extreme amount for it, and we’re gone before they realise it’s almost entirely useless. They’ll want our heads, but we just hide until they’ve left."

"That’s…not a terrible idea," Finn admitted, looking over at the elves who’d somewhat pulled themselves together. Being ignored seemed to make their tears slow down, though they still looked ready to burst at any moment. "We can’t go back to the others with these, though."

"Then we’ll just sleep down in the underground," Lily supposed, clear satisfaction on her face. It was warm enough that they wouldn’t freeze during the nights, nobody actually went down there anymore in fear of the place collapsing, and the few that did could easily be dealt with before they had a chance of snitching on them. "Close to the entry, though. Not too deep."

"It’s a very easy way to die without warning," her brother warned.

"So is everything else we do," Lily replied, having won the argument as she decided on how to do this. The first step was getting the elves on board. "Okay, we can get you two out, but not right now. Even if we do leave, you’d need to survive months on foot, which is—"

"Our uncle is following our path," one of the elves, a young girl, said, stopping Lily from finishing. "He was meant to come after us. He will be here as well."

An uncle? That changed things. Lily suddenly found a new strategy forming.

"Do you think he’ll try to enter this village like you did?" she asked, to which the two kids grew fearful. Had she sounded too excited? Lily needed to get herself under control.

After a few assurances that everything would be alright, they finally answered.

"We had a map that showed the way," the other elf, a small boy, meekly said. "We had one. Uncle had one."

Identical maps, huh? From that point, the question was if the maps themselves were wrong or if this first caravan had just read them wrong. If it was the latter, they had no chance of finding this "uncle." If it was the former, then…well, they were set. Their chances of getting out alive and over to another settlement would increase by an extreme amount.

"I’ll get them down into the caves," Lily said, the kids already latching onto her legs. "You go and see if you can find the map. Just check if it’s wrong or not."

"You think you can handle those two by yourself?" Finn asked, not hiding his amusement as they grabbed at her pants. Were kids always this trusting of changes? Lily was more than a little disappointed in the youth. "They don’t look like they obey commands."

"I’ll manage somehow," she assured her brother. He accepted her words before running off, hopefully to return with the map. In the meanwhile, they had a few dozen alleys to go through without being caught. "You two need to follow me without making a sound. You think you can do that?"

Both nodded, that layer of fear getting to them again. Fear did at least mean they would be quiet on instinct. They’d certainly known how to run back during the attack.

Thinking back to it, she almost began the journey before realising a rather disturbing fact. Back then, three kids had run away from the caravan and into the dark alleys. Three. There was one missing.

"Was there another who ran away with you?" Lily asked the two, both quickly growing wide eyes. That was an easy "yes." "Do you know where they went?"

"She fell," the elven girl answered. "Wouldn’t get up."

Probably twisted her ankle. It happened to most first-timers when they try to run in the alleyways. A low-light environment mixed in with random missing stones in the ground, along with a few that just stuck up a bit more than the others, made for the perfect uneven surface. Anybody who didn’t know how to pay attention would find themselves stumbling more often than not, which usually came with something getting sprained beyond the point where it could be ignored.

Lily briefly entertained the idea of going back to try and find the third before just giving up and continuing on saving the two she already had beside her. She had no idea where the third had been, and there was a good chance they’d be dead by now anyway. A child in pain was rarely able to keep quiet.

Quick and stealthy were the priorities now, the group of three moving through the alleys while staying out of the light. They hugged the walls where possible, ceased all movement when others could be heard nearby, and did their best to take the most direct path possible. It took a full thirty minutes, and two moments when their presence was nearly revealed by too-curious people, but they were finally able to get to one of the old holes in the ground.

The holes weren’t meant to be there but had come as a result of the early cave-ins of the tunnel below them. Maybe it was the dwarves that had dug them originally, or maybe it was some other type. Lily didn’t know and neither did she really care. The only worthwhile piece of information was that it was dry and relatively stable in temperature beneath, along with the fact that nobody wanted to go down there because of the danger. In that regard, it was easily the best hiding place around.

But they wouldn’t go down just yet, since they still needed to wait for a certain brother to appear again. Nobody would normally come here, so they were relatively safe, yet Lily felt her nerves tighten while the minutes passed by.

Until, finally, that familiar deep breathing began to be carried through the air. Thirty seconds later, Finn finally rounded the last corner. Lily felt herself relax for a moment until she spotted both the lack of a map in his hands and the bleeding on the side of his forehead.

"What happened to you?" Lily asked while her brother regained his ability to breathe properly.

"Lucas had the map," Finn began. "I asked to have a look, he didn’t want to show it, so I just snatched it from the table. Had enough of a look to see that their route goes through here. He took it back and got me with one of the sticks, though."

That certainly explained the rather deep cut on his head. It would mend by itself, sure, but they needed to get it washed before it had a chance of getting infected. Lily found it lucky that they still had some bandages hidden away.

"We’ll get the wound fixed later," Lily said, crawling down into the tunnel. It was rather narrow, and with enough loose dirt below her that it was a struggle to not fall down instantly, but she managed t control it somewhat. "I’ll go down. You follow afterwards."

The kids understood her words, and Finn made sure they actually obeyed while she got down to the bottom. There were easily twenty meters of the narrow-slanted tunnel, but she got through it in the end, getting to see the darkness surrounding her.

"Get down here," she told the others while looking around the tunnel. An old lantern was hanging by one of the wooden beams, used recently judging by the lack of cobwebs on it, so Lily didn’t see why it wouldn’t work for them. As she opened it up, a new candle and a box of matchsticks could be found inside. Letting the candle stay inside, she lit up one of the matches before having the flame hit the top of the candle. It took a few tries, but a steady flame finally appeared, and she could close the small hatch and let it light up the tunnel. Not the best solution, but it was good enough for now. "Are you three coming?"

The elven kids were taking their sweet time, seemingly afraid to lose control and fall the rest of the way. Lily just sighed, helping the two so Finn could get down without the fear of covering them in loose dirt.

"Lamp wasn’t here last time," her brother commented as he brushed off the larger chunks of dirt from his shirt. "And those tracks…we’re not the only ones down here."

"Since the lamp was up for grabs over there, I think they left," Lily retorted, Finn just shrugging at her deductions. "Not sure why somebody would be down here, though…"

"Secret stash?" was the instant guess. Lily couldn’t dismiss it instantly, since this wouldn’t be the worst place in the world for it, which made her mind crave the truth. "Only one way to know for sure."

With the excuse that it would be safer to keep the kids a little deeper inside the old mine, they continued forwards. Steady steps, using the light of the candle to make sure they could see the tracks and where they needed to walk so they didn’t stumble. So few moved down here that the footprints were too obvious.

But as they moved further into the mines, the number of tracks grew. They weren’t all equally old, some made weeks ago while some looked very recent.

When Lily saw lights further ahead, she realised that there were probably other ways people had gotten inside as well. She could hear some muttering ahead, but only one voice. It seemed a little annoyed, but the laughter that followed not long after made her think it was maybe something else she’d misunderstood. She just knew that the robed figure turned towards them as they began to leave, the lantern held low as they walked.

Instinct made her extinguish their own candle instantly, shrouding them in darkness as they all hugged the wall. The two kids seemed ready to make some noise, but Finn kept his hands over their mouths. They were completely silent as the robed figure walked by them, and the next five minutes were spent doing little else but just sitting next to the wall. They had to be sure they were completely gone before they turned on the light, another match spent letting the candle regain its light.

"That was something," Finn muttered as he let the kids breathe again. They heaved for breath. "Oh, sorry. Needed to be done."

They didn’t seem to understand, but Lily just had them follow as she ventured onwards anyway. There was something not far ahead, something that had glowed weirdly, and she needed to know what it was meant to be.

Nearing the spot she’d seen the robed man stand, the smell of death reached her. It wasn’t filling the area just yet, the corpse not having been that way for too long, but the stench was still slowly spreading. And…when she went around the corner and lit up the truth, she hastily pulled back to stop the others.

The third elven child had been found, her body’s insides torn up in a half circle on the flat ground. It somewhat looked like one of the circles that Lily had made with the engraver, but this one just seemed…wrong. The hairs on her body were raised, she could feel the danger that came from being near the corpse, but she had to be sure.

"Hold this," she told Finn, and her brother did as instructed as she pulled the elves a bit further away. In the meanwhile, Lily shakily dug through her right pocket before finding the glasses. Putting them on, she found the distortion was noticeable once again.

Her eyes widened as she realised she could see the distortion. The world around her had turned into the lighting of a dark alley, and not the complete darkness it was down here. She looked around the tunnel and saw everything. The frightened faces of the elves, the concerned look from her brother, and…the red light that was pulsing from the corpse of the child.

When a tendril came loose from the arranged flesh, one that wasn’t physical but could nonetheless be seen, Lily had had enough, pulling the others away. The tendril tried to reach for her regardless, but it couldn’t get far enough.

"What’s happening?" Finn said as her breath became shaky. "Do you see something?"

"There’s a red thread reaching towards us," Lily said as she continued to pull them back. The tendril continued to get further and further with time, though it wasn’t quick enough that they needed to be scared just yet. The fact that more was coming out from the area, though, made her shake more than she normally did. "We need to leave."

"Now, why would you do that?" a foreign voice asked—Lily instantly turned her head to see the robed man once again, except his hood was down this time around. She could see the countless scars on his face, the complete lack of hair on his head, and the swirling tattoos on his throat. There was only one option now. "You are going to—"

Lily kicked the man in the kneecap before he could finish talking, a sickening crunch announcing the backwards bending of the limb. He screamed, doubling down onto the floor, and she gave him another kick before she pulled Finn and they ran. The kids were outright grabbed from the ground and held as they ran, no one having any desire to see that person again.

Maybe they should’ve killed him. Lily didn’t consider it at the time, her mind’s instinctual desire to flee overpowering any kind of will for a fight that wasn’t absolutely necessary. They needed to leave this place. Not the mines entirely, but most definitely this section.

No matter what, though, Lily knew one fact above all others.

Nobody ever left Dalry alive.


Chapter 11

Homesickness


If you could get a grade on relaxing, Theo was relatively sure that he would fail on principle alone. The month of little to no action in Rootdale was meant to have been the month where he could be entirely silent, just lying around in the sun while doing nothing. Nero certainly hadn’t seemed opposed to the idea, having flopped down in the royal garden at the first chance she’d gotten.

Theo…hadn’t done that. He’d eaten what had been prepared beforehand for their arrival, had certainly slept a few hours too many in a row, and had then started working. Maybe it was the usual routine he’d been under the past many weeks, or maybe it was just the [Profession] that refused to let his mind be idle, but the result was the same no matter what. From sunrise to the time the giant flaming orb fell below the horizon again, Theo was elbow-deep in something.

At first, it was just about fixing the [Arch Portals] so they had the updated safety features. Then it was about finishing the bikes that Theo had promised Reginald a while ago. Then he proposed the idea of them getting access to the new [Fabricator], which would allow them to make the individual parts of bikes, have them [Engraved], and then assemble it all themselves. That had been a challenging project, but it had also allowed Theo to grant them an easily accessible gateway to [Runic] weapons.

Pistols, ammunition, and then enough [Barrier Circuits] to outfit every soldier with a fully engraved set of armour that had barriers, healing, and the ability to communicate their position within the city to a screen inside the guard’s hall on the upper floors. Making that large [Hardlight] screen had been more than fun, and Theo was sad that he hadn’t been able to do much more than that for now, but he had other projects to do as well.

The large-scale long-distance communications! It had required three separate trips to the [Storage Facility] to compare notes from the place, but Theo had actually been able to copy over the design and create towers in Linrel, the [Druid]s’ grove, and Rootdale, all able to communicate with each other with only a few seconds of delay.

Near-instant communication through half a continent of distance. Theo was also planning to connect it to phones so the towers could be used as relays, but that had been saved for later due to the time investment required. Instead, he’d dabbled in a more important subject he’d been avoiding.

The work of Elgriva Dulka, or, as the [Storage Facility] called it, [Unit 13308-ED: Apocalypse Bringer]. Theo had stopped himself from doing much with it, due to his lacking expertise with it and his first test that went…badly. But now he had been given several days of pure reading, checking through schematics again and again, and he finally felt more comfortable testing it again.

"Regeneration is controlled by [Intent], the mobile transfer is entirely disabled, and if there isn’t a large cluster of [Runes] nearby it won’t try to spread itself to a new chunk," Theo muttered as he stood in the large room. Nero was napping in the corner and Stig was sitting ready to interfere if it was needed. There wasn’t much he could actually do, but if Theo needed a limb cut off, the dwarf would be there to do it for him. "Ready?"

"I should be asking you that," Stig said from his chair, looking at Theo with mild boredom. He had been pulled out from practising with his own portals, but this was important. "You can start whenever you want to."

That roughly translated to "start now," which Theo would happily do. Crushing his nerves, he took a deep breath and placed his hand on the prepared stone plate. Along with being a test of whether he had modified the design enough that he could control it, this was also the first attempt at using the [Initial Transfer] included in the original schematics.

Elgriva had made plenty of notes about the need for it, due to the complexity of making everything by hand to the exact measurements required, and [Air-Engraving] wasn’t viable either with how long it would take to imagine the designs when everything had to be applied at once. That meant that several dozen [Rune-Crafters] would need to work in tandem, or…everything would need to be made on a separate surface before being transferred over.

The designer had chosen the last option, and Theo had followed along.

"Transfer," he said, letting the process begin in full. The pain was immediate as the [Runes] on the disk began to slither from his hand and up his arm, digging into his skin along the way. Several lines of skin fell to the floor, and Theo had to clench his teeth together to stop himself from pulling away from the stone disk. Stig seemed concerned, but he waved him away. "It’s fine."

It didn’t feel fine, but that had been expected. The notes made it clear how painful the transfer was for the person. The benefits were incredible, sure, but the sensations of skin being ripped away were worse than what most people would ever feel in their lives.

And when it then dug deeper so it could settle in the bones… Theo just took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and found himself in a happy place. [Spirit of Aegis] activated, and the pain became a muted whisper on the outside. Inside, he was calm, his only thought being the study of his changing [Mana-Veins]. They weren’t being harmed by the change but were instead trying to figure out their needed placement while everything was being modified.

He helped steady them for the next ten seconds until the process finally ended and he could open his eyes to study the effects. The [Runes] only went just above his elbow, halfway from it to his shoulder. Lines upon lines covered his skin, with only a few fragments and patches left empty. It was a beautiful creation, sure, but that didn’t mean Theo enjoyed looking at it all.

"Seems stable enough," he said when a minute passed without anything of note happening. It wasn’t trying to spread, it wasn’t doing anything unexpected. His arm felt rather light, his muscles stronger than normal, but that wasn’t surprising to see. It’d happened on a smaller scale when he had tried it out with just his hand. This wasn’t too different. "Ready to cut my arm off?"

"Only if you start shouting," Stig replied, watching on as Theo pulled out the first test case. Everything looked stable, he didn’t feel himself growing insane, and trying out his engraved arm proved that it was indeed stronger than before. The surface could take more pressure before breaking, the shock was absorbed much more effectively, and any actual damage was being regenerated at breakneck speeds.

The latter was taking some energy from his natural reserves, though, which wasn’t fun to see. The main power generation of the entire design was situated in the heart of the vessel, which meant Theo would have to [Engrave] that part of his body before he could get a net positive in [Mana-Regeneration], which he had no intention of doing at the moment.

If everything turned out fine, though…then maybe.

"Test two," Theo muttered, letting Stig know he was starting the more dangerous part. "Remote deactivation in three, two, one…"

As he pressed down on the [Transmission Rune] on his side, it sent out an extremely strong burst of [Mana] in all directions, spamming every wavelength with messages filled with [Intent] that could be translated as "shut down, or I’ll come over and do it myself." While Theo certainly felt it as the arm twitched in response, some of the [Runes] actually seemed to flicker, the rest of the engravings shocking everything back into functioning status.

It hadn’t worked, but this was promising. Some parts could be interacted with from a distance. Not everything in the design, but Theo could remotely manipulate the stuff on his arm. And it wasn’t because of the [Mana-Signature], either. This had no reason to not work on every person using this design.

Hell, you could control their bodies with this.

Maybe. Theo still had to figure out how to not make the other [Runes] instantly shut down his manipulation. He was relatively sure this was a flaw in the design, but he had to spend some more weeks on it to be sure.

"Test two is a success," Theo noted, scribbling down the observation on the paper next to him before going through the next series of ideas. More durability tests, other ways to manipulate the [Runes] from a distance, an attempt to see if it could be made to self-cannibalise, and finally some checks to see if the regeneration was as perfect as it looked to be.

Ordinary stuff that could be exploited and all. Not much of it actually came back with positive results, mostly just being a pain for Theo and a waste of time for Stig, who was forced to watch. By the end of the day, and with nothing new learned in a full hour, they finally called it quits. While Theo did want to see the effects of having the engravings on him long-term, the inability to constantly monitor them made it too much of a safety hazard.

"I wouldn’t have minded having the strength, though," he admitted as they packed their gear. A full month had passed, and their time to move had arrived with it. Theo had enough research done that he didn’t need to go back to the [Storage Facility] for a while, he had everything in the way of communication if anybody here needed his help, and…the third reason for wanting to move along was a rather personal one for both of them.

Stig wanted to see Zerdyl again. Theo wanted to as well, though he was also rather curious about the [Facility] that he hadn’t been to for so long. The starting place of his adventures was the so-called dungeon where he’d grown mad. He was going to be visiting the true beginnings.

"Everything looks like it’s in working order," Reginald said from beside Theo as the [Arch Portal] began to solidify its connection. Those in Linrel had been informed about the temporary disturbance a few hours prior, and they were already complaining about how unexpected it was through the communications tower. "Rations are enough to last you months, your armour has been repaired, and your spirits are rather high."

"Comes with seeing a part of your past again, I suppose," Theo replied with a grin, wondering how the guard captain had rolled into the job of doing final checks on them. The elven royals wanted his survival to be assured, which apparently meant that the guards had to make sure that they were fully prepared for everything. "Portal’s done, so we’re not going to piss off more merchants now. We’ll see you soon, captain."

"Hopefully," Reginald muttered as the three-man group moved through the portal. Bags in hand, they were transported over hundreds of kilometers in the span of a millisecond. When nothing seemed to happen, and Theo just stood on a floor with a layer of cobwebs and little else, it seemed like they were good to cut off the connection. "Good luck to you both. May the gods look upon you favourably."

With that, the guard shut off the connection, leaving the three inside the [Facility] with no way back. Or…Theo supposed that they could most certainly return once he spent a few hours modifying this [Arch Portal] as well, but before that, they were somewhat stranded.

"He was rather dramatic," Stig commented as he began to inspect the dark area around them. Theo barely gave it a glance, the grey walls, blinking lights above, and surface entirely covered in cobwebs not bringing back too pleasant memories. "So…this is where you spent a few months of your life? Just constant darkness and webs all around you?"

"Well, no, it got brighter once you tapped the lightbulbs," Theo corrected, touching the lamp above them as an example. A small bit of his [Mana] was drained in response, and the room lit back up to proper levels, the corners of the room not shrouded in black anymore. "Having to do it with every light in this place every day did get tiring at some point, though, and I kinda just let sections be darkened again."

Probably not the best idea at the time, but it had been something to think about back then. If it kept Theo sane, he had nothing against it.

‘Smells bad,’ Nero commented. ‘Toxic.’

‘That’s probably the literal [Toxin Rune] that was used here previously,’ Theo supplied, idly wondering if he could actually locate one of those and have it for himself. He’d never seen them during his time beneath, which meant they were well hidden, but they had to be somewhere. ‘Shouldn’t be a danger to us, though. It was purified afterwards.’

‘You trust this broken-down place to have successfully detoxified itself?’

…

"Maybe we shouldn’t stay around here too long," Theo told Stig. "Smells a bit toxic down here. Wasn’t good for me back then, and it isn’t good for us now."

Stig didn’t need much more prodding before he joined up on the idea, the two moving out into the long hallway before trying to find the staircase to go up. Theo knew it was meant to be around here somewhere, though he couldn’t earnestly say he knew which floor they were on right now. It was probably one of the lower ones, one of the handful that he hadn’t explored so heavily in favour of just going all the way down instead.

Maybe it was good that he hadn’t, since he would’ve probably died trying to mess around with the [Arch Portal]. That thing gave people too much freedom to fool around with its internal circuitry. Theo could most certainly imagine himself trying to jump through a half formed portal to some random place and dying in the aftermath.

Not my brightest hours.

The staircase was finally found, revealing they were on the second-to-bottom floor. Not the worst place to start, even if it meant having to go up a dozen floors to reach the exit.

One small stop before, though.

"Those pools over there," Stig said as they began to wade through a thick layer of green goop on the ground. "They’re spiders, right?"

Looking over, Theo could see a few bumps in the green liquid, some areas taller than others. Half-rotten bodies covered in the stuff.

"Should be, yeah," Theo replied. He wasn’t sure what else it could be. "Probably not a good idea to get too close. Or to touch whatever this is with bare skin."

Nero touching the green liquid didn’t count, however, as she was just slowly converting all of it into [Corrupted Mana] before consuming it for herself. Any kind of damage she was taking was instantly repaired, as was proven by the fact that the rabbit was slowly becoming a rather effective fog machine once more.

‘Might want to tone it down, though,’ Theo requested as they began to take certain turns to get back to a very special place. The burn marks on the walls, along with the scratched-in arrows on the floor, told a sobering tale of his history here. "We’re getting closer."

Closer to the centrepiece of this place. The spot where he flopped to the cold stone ground, with nothing but a bag of chips and a water bottle to get started with. It was a terrible time, one that he had no desire to ever go through again, but…the memories just kept flooding in as he got closer.

The spot where he’d killed his first group of spiders, the place where he’d taken down one of the bigger monsters for the first time, and the second of the laboratories where he had hidden to escape a massive horde. They were all horrible events that would scar him for life, but, with glasses so rose-coloured one could barely see through them, the memories became somewhat pleasant.

Or maybe they’d just gained that status because he knew what came afterwards.

Whatever the reason, Theo stopped thinking about it as they finally reached those rusted iron doors, the protective gates he’d used to keep himself safe while sleeping. Not that they could do much good now, since those [Toxin Runes] had done their job well and utterly destroyed the metallic surface. Chunks fell off just from Theo trying to gently push the doors open, forcing him to instead simply smash right through them.

It worked like a charm, and the group found themselves inside the small room. The floor was wet from the dripping ceiling, countless glass shards crackled as they walked forward, and Nero was quick to express her distaste about the smell of the place. Theo’s stench was seemingly apparent here, even after all these months.

‘You try going several months fighting without a proper bath,’ he said in his defence, but the rabbit didn’t buy it. Not that Theo cared, since there was something much more interesting to be found on the floor before them.

Thousands of small lines on a rather fancy flat plate of slightly blue stone. The actual colouring hadn’t been noticed back then, likely because Theo hadn’t been skilled enough in [Mana-Sight] to see the truth, but now there was no hiding from it. He saw everything, including the [Circuit]s’ information.

The portal to this world had been revealed.

[Reality-Fragmentation Matrix]
Circuits used: [Healing Circuit] [1/540], [Initial Fracture Circuit] [0/3722], [Fracture Stabilization Circuit] [0/5048], [Fracture Scanning Circuit] [0/2194], [Reality Shift Pull Circuit] [0/8501], [Mind Alteration Circuit] [0/702], [System Initialization Circuit] [0/546]
Activation: Pulse
Capacity: 1/21253

Theo wasn’t sure he had words for what he was seeing. A [Matrix], which was evidently the name for something that contained several [Circuits] working in tandem, had been revealed to him. The [Reality-Fragmentation Matrix], a name which he didn’t like too much, though it was nonetheless the name of what had brought him into this world. It was what had scanned through a fracture it had created itself until it had apparently found what it wished for before pulling him into this place and…altering his mind before inserting the [System] into his brain.

Altogether, the price of doing that had been 21000 [Mana]. Probably more, since the entire contraption had been connected to the [Facility]’s [Mana-Generators], but that the individual [Circuits] could contain such an extreme amount of energy made it clear what they’d gone through to make this possible.

What were the individual [Runes] for making this work, though? Theo wanted to know, going through the list one by one. The [Healing Circuit] happily revealed its secrets to him, letting him see it was mostly variations of the [Holy Runes] he’d seen several times before. They were all [Tier 7] and above, sure, but it wasn’t too surprising. With the other [Circuits], however, he wasn’t as lucky.

Access denied!
User is not allowed information surrounding these [Circuits], due to the original creator’s restrictions.

What?

"This can’t be that hard," Theo muttered, trying to repeat it with all of them. The "access denied" popped up each time, throwing away his hopes again and again. He couldn’t see the actual screens, but maybe the [Runes] themselves were another possibility. "Just have to hone in on where on the surface everything is…"

That proved fruitless, as everything just showed up as [Connection Runes]. It wasn’t always the usual version, [Tier 0S] showing a few times, but there was nothing special about this. And with everything put in so densely, [Mana-Sight] wouldn’t let him penetrate further into the secrets and let the [System] show what he wanted.

"Come on," Theo said. "Just show me something. Anything that can help me just understand the slightest bit about this."

Request detected!
Accessing the creator’s notes about this matrix. Please note that it has been marked as incomplete and can contain information that is not fully accurate to the current version or could be entirely useless with the present iteration.

Hello, whoever you are.
My name is Charles Walker, and I am one of two working on this project, the other being Adrian Fraser. He is the originator of this concept, to take something or somebody from another reality and to place it inside ours. The actual idea has never been properly published due to the fall of the [Citadel] arriving before the first official presentation, but it should be known that he is the person who had made all of this possible.
We are in the midst of testing the current design, to see if we can bring through something which fits certain specified criteria. So far, we’ve been able to bring a bird, a bird with a specific mentality, and a bird with a specific mentality and the ability to grow further than its peers. It is revolutionary, and we have had a rather extreme amount of progress in so little time, but we’ve continued to suffer issues with the long-term health of the summoned. While they have been in optimal health for the first day or so, they have had trouble acclimating to the energies of this world.
The current plan to circumvent this is to find something entirely neutral in the magical spectrum and bring it through. The theory states that there should be no clashing, since there is nothing inside to clash against, but that likewise brings in the requirement that the summoned must grow from nothing and become the beacon of power that we wish for here.The chances of this working are next to none, but there are no other ideas we can hope to use before it is too late. Draven is getting closer to this place, and we must complete this in time.
I don’t know who will actually read this, but I hope that they read it after this world has been saved from that mad warlord.
- Charles Walker, the man who should’ve stopped it from the start.

A few things of note could be found here, even if this didn’t allow Theo to see the [Runes] used.

The ones who had made this were called Charles Walker and Adrian Fraser, both presumed dead. Secondly, the [Matrix] seemed to have been given the specifications of a certain mindset, the ability to grow, and the lack of any type of real [Affinity] to counteract the effects of foreign entities entering this reality normally. That was all fine, since it didn’t change much about Theo’s situation, but the knowledge that they weren’t sure if he would succeed or not was kind of harrowing. They had hope, but they knew that the hope wasn’t going to ensure anything good would happen.

A beacon of power, though…

Theo could see himself living up to that in the future.

Thoughts of self-aggrandizement aside, one name finally popped up again. Draven, this time with the mention of him being a warlord, a profession that had previously been connected to the name but with uncertainty. The second they could ask somebody with any hint of knowledge about it, they would be searching out exactly who this warlord was meant to be.

"I wouldn’t be surprised if we can find some mention of him in the lorebooks in Zerdyl," Stig said after Theo had repeated the entire log to the [Space Mage]. He seemed similarly perturbed by the information, but there was little they could do anyway. The only true path was to continue as they had, working to become more powerful so they wouldn’t falter at the last step. "Is there anything else you want to get before we leave this place?"

"Check the laboratories to see if there’s anything we’d want, maybe?" Theo supposed.

Though they didn’t do too thorough of a check. Most of the tools they found lying around weren’t good anymore, rust going through most of the important chunks while others outright broke when touched. The [Toxin Rune] had destroyed everything worthwhile in the long run. A shame, though it was nothing that they cared too much about.

A quick check of the [Server Room] before they left the place behind entirely was needed, however.

Entering inside the one on the top floor, he found it didn’t look too different from last time. The servers were still somewhat operational, even if the bolts holding them in place were halfway to falling on the floor. Some actually had, even, which made Theo feel a little insecure about touching the [Terminal].

He did so anyway, of course, though he also set up a few [Barrier Runes] to stop stray metal fragments from hitting them.

User detected!
The [System] of [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"] welcomes the [Rune-Crafter].
What does the user need help with today?

"What do I have access to?" Theo asked blatantly. He had been wondering just what the [System] would allow him to actually see now, since he’d been upgraded to [Standard Rune-Crafter]. Not being an [Apprentice] anymore had to have some kinds of perks, right?

Request detected!
The user is able to access:
Technician’s logs.
Recently published papers from this [Facility].
Monthly news issue from the [Citadel] regarding new publications.
Monthly news issue from the [Citadel] regarding current politics.
Automatically generated monthly report on notable events in [Facility-3310 "Arachnid’s Paradise"].
The cafeteria menu for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
Does the user wish to access any of the screens shown above?

Theo just went through them all. The technician’s log was the same as it’d been last time, and he couldn’t see the old ones, either. The recently published papers were all empty or came back with errors, the cafeteria menu was much of the same, and Theo was forced to consider everything useless until he finally tried the automatically generated reports.

It should’ve been evident that the report which required no living involvement would be working.

Monthly Report for Year 389, Month 10 of Facility Operations!

[Mana-Generators] are in need of maintenance within the next XXX years to be operational in the long term.

Janitors have been requested to clean the halls to stop tripping hazards. Requests have been ignored.

Guards have not been following their assigned patrolling schedules. Requests to amend these mistakes have been ignored.

Attempted connection through [Arch Portal] detected. It has been noted for direct inspection by the [Director] at their earliest convenience.

Full connection through [Arch Portal] detected. This has been noted as a fault in internal logging systems, due to the [Arch Portal]’s current status having been set to [Deactivated]. Technicians have been requested to fix this manually. Requests are currently being ignored.

…

The monthly report didn’t have much in it that Theo could actually see, with several sections being blacked out. That was somewhat annoying, but it was made up for because he could see the previous ones.

Not just the ones for this year, either. The ones for all years, starting with the first and going straight forward until they were attacked by an unknown force. More and more was blacked out the further he went back, sure, but Theo wasn’t going to ruin his chances of getting more information.

"You might want to hurry up a little," Stig commented, making Theo realise that the servers around him were shaking an awful lot. It wasn’t to the point where things were shooting out just yet, but it was enough to get the message across. "I’d rather not die because of some flying metal, thank you."

"Your wish has been noted," Theo muttered, eyes flying through the screens as he tried to find the very last report made before everything went quiet. For the past 200 years, it seemed that the reports had been exactly the same. People were dead, so no timelines were being met, stuff was getting dirty, and monsters were out of their designated areas. It was rather gruesome, but Theo didn’t care about that. He cared about the logs from the attacks, and especially the final one which had signalled the end of this [Facility].

A minute later, while the servers were making weird screeching noises, Theo finally found it.

Monthly Report for Year 203, Month 5 of Facility Operations!

[Director] has accepted a request to change the breakfast menu for the cafeteria.

[Mana-Generators] had been changed to grant full priority to [Charles Walker] and his related works.

Top doors into [Facility] have been forcibly opened from the outside.

Foreign hostile entities located in the entrance area.

The emergency lockdown procedures have been enacted.

All guards located inside [Facility] have been put on patrols. The need to change the yearly budget has been noted for future inspection by [Director] and the accounting team.

Deaths of 95% of inhabitants of [Facility] have been noted. The [Citadel] has been sent information about their demise. No response has been received yet. Attempts to resend the information will be made next time the [Citadel] is within range.

The [Mana-Generators] have detected intense spikes of energy usage. The technicians have been sent a request to find the reason behind spikes, as they can have long-term effects on the health of the generators. Requests have been ignored.

Theo took his hand off the [Terminal] before more iron bolts could fly towards the barriers, leaving him to consider just how everything had ended. The warlord, or at least some of the people working for him, had gotten into the [Facility] and just…killed everyone inside. It was a rather terrible thing to consider, but it had all happened already. And nearly 200 years ago.

After that log, things just went wrong as expected. The spiders broke out, started to fill the entirety of the [Facility], used the cafeteria to get food, and then, finally, they were eliminated by yours truly. Nothing more could be gained here.

Or maybe not nothing. If he really wanted to, Theo always had the ability to go back down and rip apart the [Matrix]. He wasn’t too sure he could actually get something from it, but it was an emergency plan if nothing else worked.

For now, though, there wasn’t much to do other than leave.

Getting out of the server room and over to the entrance area, he noted the red flashing light above. It was still on, just as it had been when he first left, and the place he’d done so was the same as well.

The gate outside was just barely open, the machinery inside dead and only in its current position because Theo had pulled the sliding door to the sides last time. Now he did the same just a little more, making sure Nero could get through.

Or…getting through the gate was the easy part. The literal wall of dirt in front was another problem.

"I made a tunnel up last time," Theo recounted, trying to remember how long it had taken him. "It’s a handful of meters. Nothing we can’t survive."

Granted, they only needed a clear line of sight to just [Teleport], but it was perhaps better that they made it more clear where the [Facility] could be found. Neither of them wanted to take the trip back to Rootdale manually, especially not when they didn’t have his car to use.

Ten minutes later, the hole they’d made finally collapsed, a good ton of dirt filling the entrance to the [Facility] before the light began to steam in from above. For the first time in likely a few hundred years, natural light broke into the old place. Theo didn’t care much about that fact, however, just happy to see the hole big enough that it would be impossible to miss.

"A few more markers wouldn’t hurt," Stig corrected him as they both reached the top, the forest dwarf quick to take branches from the trees and stick them upwards into the dirt. A good half circle was made after a while, easily able to be seen from far away. "Even without your runes, this should be enough of a visual aid."

Theo supposed so as he dropped a good dozen [Transmission Runes] around the area. If needed, he’d just ping one of them and get a general response on which way they needed to go to find the place again.

After that was done, however, the time had finally come to make a surprise visit. Theo flew with his flight suit while Stig [Teleported] from tree to tree. Nero followed along in the air as well, lazily floating as they located and approached the small village. He guessed that they must’ve seen them as well, seeing as shouting began when they got closer and closer. When they were within a hundred meters of the entrance, the wooden gate opened up to reveal some rather surprised faces.

"So my eyes didn’t betray me!" Ulf shouted, the bald-headed dwarf showing a toothy smile as he enveloped Stig in a bear hug, seemingly crushing the poor fool’s spine with his strength. Not that Theo could see any complaints from the [Space Mage] in question. "Didn’t expect to see you three for a few more years. Why’d you spend the months to get back here? Got homesick?"

"Not quite," Stig replied, though Theo wasn’t sure if that was a lie or not. It had been the forest dwarf that wanted to return here at first, even if he himself had been rather happy about the idea after a while. Some feeling of homesickness must’ve helped accelerate that process, right? "It’s more that we got the chance to open up a portal close by, and it seemed obvious that we’d take the chance to visit."

That threw the welcoming party for a spin, frowns coming forth all around

"Portal?" Ulf repeated. Stig nodded with a growing smile as they both grew a little too excited, the bald dwarf looking ready to demand to know everything right this instant. That emotion got muted when Theo finally landed and the others got a good view of him. "By Moira’s name, Theo, what happened to your arm?"

Oh. Right. He supposed that the presence of a metallic arm would raise questions, and especially when the elbow was thin enough to make others certain there wasn’t an ordinary limb hiding beneath it. Maybe he’d grown too accustomed to people not asking about it. The dwarves down in Olkir certainly hadn’t after a while, just seeming to accept it as a [Rune-Crafter] being weird.

"Uhm… Well, we got captured by this criminal organisation in Rootdale, and were somewhat forced to fight for our lives for a while before trying to escape, when the owner of the establishment then used magic to kill me but instead missed and just cut my arm off and—yeah, actually, let’s save that for later," Theo said, stopping himself when horrified looks began to form on their faces. Arila, however, just deepened her frown, sending a look towards Stig that made her opinions very clear. "Oh, right, I suppose I should warn you guys about Nero as well."

"The fluffball always sitting on your shoulder?" Ulf asked, confused more than anything. "Where is she, by the way?"

"Well, the first fact is that she’s gotten a little too big to sit on my shoulder nowadays," Theo answered, looking up into the sky as Nero finally crossed the final stretch of trees and folded her wings as she dived down towards them. Some further inside began to shout about a "monster appearance," but those at the gate just ignored it. Even with the speed built up, Nero easily landed right beside Theo, her wings briefly fluttering with white fog before they settled against her sides. "Also, she has a bit of a fog issue, but I promise it’s not dangerous to be around."

Even Stig was giving him the look at this point, making Theo consider the fact that they should’ve maybe practised this.

"I think that…we can save this for when we’re inside," Arila finally said, her words concluding the conversation as they all moved towards the gate and into the village. Theo noted that he almost needed to put his neck down not to miss the top of it. Had he grown again without noticing? How annoying.

There was a fair amount of prodding for information about their journeys, both Ulf and Bjorn wanting to know what they’d gotten up to. Initially, they didn’t share much, waiting until the sun began to dim and food was brought out.

Then? Well, Theo didn’t need to say too much, Stig retelling starting as soon as they sat down and not stopping for the next three hours. Others in the village were more than happy to listen through it all, along with watching the examples of the different abilities they’d gained through the journey. [Teleportation] was the obvious one, even if it had been known back when they were still here, but the other stuff was something.

"His grandfather did have a portal-using problem back in the day," Arila confided when she and Theo sat a far distance away from the showing. Nero had been brought in as well at some point, though the [Familiar] was just napping next to the fire as Stig continued to entertain the people of the village. "Used it often to call out orders from hundreds of meters away. Sometimes even from his bed because he couldn’t be bothered to get up."

"That’s the pinnacle of doing as little as possible while still getting the job done," Theo supposed, managing to get a small chuckle out of the woman. She hadn’t seemed too happy about what had been said at the start, and the recounting of what dangers they’d been through had nearly set the leader off several times, but now…Theo couldn’t detect much anger in her anymore. "Do you still have something against Stig being out in the world?"

"Of course I do," Arila replied, her words cutting even when her smile didn’t fall. "What kind of mother would I be if I said I was happy with my son risking his life again and again? His father wasn’t much better, I admit, but look where that got him."

He’d been sent to an early grave, fighting off some people while on a trip to Oslaker, if Theo remembered right. It happened very early in Stig’s life, nearly fifteen years ago now, but its effects were still seen now.

"If it helps, he is happy with all of the travelling around," Theo said as some kind of offering. "Seeing the world, meeting people from just about everywhere, and even going through the more dangerous times are things he apparently has nothing against. The knowledge that he’s making a difference means a lot to him."

"Oh, I don’t doubt that," she assured him. "He always wanted to go out and explore. Now that he finally has his wish fulfilled, I would be shocked if he wasn’t having the time of his life."

They talked some more, keeping quiet every now and then so they could hear Stig’s voice coming through the air about some large fight they’d been through. Talks of the [World-Tree] being awakened, meeting the [Druids] in Linrel, and seeing a horde of dragons fight against the army from the Queen of the North. Everything was so grand in scale, so massive compared to the lives of the villagers here. They loved to hear it, though Theo knew that nobody except the children wished to be a part of it.

That was what made Stig so different, after all. He hadn’t changed from the wishes that had been there since his youth.

"Do you ever want to do something different from what you’re doing now, Theo?" Arila asked when Stig grew quiet, the [Space Mage] needing a break from all the shouting and storytelling to get some food and drink of his own. It was almost hilarious to see somebody be so excited, so willing to say more, but unable to do so. "Theo?"

She had asked him a question.

"Right, sorry," Theo said, his focus back on the leader. "Do I want to do something different after this is all over? I mean…hopefully, yeah? The final battle is coming, and I’m hoping to survive that along with being successful, and after that, then…I do something else. Not too different, I still want to go around the world and explore everything, but not as violent. Plus, I have to fix the [Stasis Field] in Olkir before I get too relaxed as well, you know? After that, I’m not too sure."

Rebuilding the legacies of the [Rune-Crafters] wouldn’t be a terrible idea, though, with all of the inventions being shared more openly. Theo certainly wouldn’t mind getting the world into the age of information, with everything able to be shared across the world with little to no delay. And if he was able to actually figure out how to create more of the [Arch Portals], making a giant hub network that people could move through as they wished, he would suddenly be able to unify a good chunk of the world by making the distance between allies virtually nothing.

A dream so grand in scale, and one that Theo could only dream of for now. He had other things afterwards as well, of course. A floating island wouldn’t be bad, diving down and studying the [Citadel] came with that turf, and then…going into space? That last one was childish at best, but it was a long-term goal he wouldn’t mind trying out. This place had a moon, and he wanted to slap a portal until its surface. If his lore about [Mages] was true, he would live for quite a while anyway. Grand goals were how he could make sure he always had something to do.

And that was what he said to Arila as well, after finally considering his future.

"Visit everything inhabited, meet just about everybody important, try to find all the old information from the [Rune-Crafters], and then build cooler stuff than they could ever dream of," Theo summarised. "Should take a few centuries to do at least."

"That is an…expansive goal for your life," Arila said after having listened to everything. It was surprising that she’d been able to sit through all his rambling, though there was maybe more than just idle interest in that nowadays. Where he went, Stig would most likely follow, and she still had to be sure he wasn’t doomed to be killed no matter what. "Though I suppose that expecting anything else from you would be ludicrous. Those ideas of yours were present from the start, even if you didn’t have the ability to make them happen at the time."

"But now I do," Theo concluded. "If I had a year to work on the projects I want to do just for fun, it’d be even better."

"But you can’t," Arila commented. "Because of the reason you’re here."

The reason.

Theo was here to stop the end from happening because of the scourge of death. It was…something of a weight to have on his shoulders. Theo didn’t curse the fact that it was there, even if it did stress him out at the best of times. He was here because of this, he’d been picked out from his old life and he only needed to repay it through helping this one survive. Truly, he didn’t think that the price was too high.

As long as he survived, that is.

"There was actually something I wanted to ask you about," Theo said, remembering a certain name. "This entire problem is connected to a human warlord from about 200 years ago. He went by the name Draven. Stig said that you might’ve had some lorebooks that had details about him, but I wanted to ask you before we—"

"There isn’t anything about that man in the books themselves," Arila cut in before he could finish, making Theo frown in the process. Her voice had ceased its calmness, that edge returning. "Before my father died, he fulfilled my grandparents’ wishes to remove that chunk of our history, as they felt that it would be too much of a burden on the future."

"So you know about him?"

"I know quite a lot about the warlord, yes," the leader of Zerdyl confirmed, though she didn’t look happy about it. "200 years ago, just about everybody on the continent would have at least heard of Draven Wulfric, one of the more powerful warlords who wanted the supremacy of humans to be understood more clearly. He might’ve even succeeded, if he could have made the other warlords around at the time gather under his banner."

Theo proceeded to get a basic retelling of the man. He was known for his large stature and his ability to move the people, and had been one of the fast risers in gaining power. He’d taken over a good chunk of the southwestern continent before trying to expand further east and north. Resistance had come in the form of other warlords who wanted more land as well, and wars had started, everybody nonhuman in the middle being killed in the process. There had been no end to the cruelty until the moment the scourge came around.

"The end of his reign happened at the same time that those beasts went through the continent, but that could’ve just as likely been because he also succumbed to their powers," Arila commented. "But since he has been mentioned so frequently, it’s clear that he had some kind of influence over what happened with the scourge. I don’t know what, but I suppose that’s something you would have to figure out."

"Not sure how I could go about doing that," Theo replied with a low chuckle. "Everything happened two centuries ago, and the people around them are either dead or converted. There’s nothing left."

"I wouldn’t say nothing," Arila corrected, taking a stick and drawing on the dirt. A rough sketch of the continent was quickly made, the [World-Tree] in the middle, before she made a small circle somewhat south of it. "While still a fair distance away from the southern mountain range, the last human village on Vrasis should still be standing strong. They were under Draven’s rule when he was still in power. Even if they are not known for their…refined personalities, I would assume they still have some form of archive left. It might not contain everything you want, but it might point towards some other place where you can get it."

Theo considered her words for a while. They had been hoping to go towards some of the other continents after these visits, but figuring out who this Draven was was more important. He would still be asking the elves and the [Druids] if they had something more in-depth about him, but visiting this village seemed like a must anyways. If there was any form of information that could help him in the future, Theo knew it would be idiotic not to spend a week flying there.

Even that wouldn’t be needed, since there was meant to be an [Arch Portal] not too far away from there. It was hidden in the mountains, but, as Arila had said, the village wasn’t too far away.

"It looks like Stig and I are going to visit some humans, then," Theo said, even if Arila didn’t seem too happy about the [Space Mage] being brought along. "What’s the place even called, by the way? I didn’t hear you mention it."

"Dalry."


Chapter 12

Friction


They only spent another day in Zerdyl before they took their leave again. Theo spent most of the time by giving the forest dwarves a few [Runes] that could help in emergencies, mostly being long-distance phones to contact Rootdale if needed along with some [Variant Holy Runes]. Theo also made a charging platform so everything could be kept full of [Mana] and repaired. As long as they didn’t break them in half themselves, the [Runes] would last as long as they wanted them to.

Theo also just had to give Ulf some toggleable enhancements to his hammer as well, of course. The [Tier 2 Impact Rune] had long since run its course, so he had been due for some upgrades anyway.

"It’s all based on what you intend to happen," Theo explained as they led Ulf, Bjorn, and Arila over to the entrance to the [Facility]. While they had been strongly advised to never venture down into it, since the [Toxic Runes] had left their marks on the structure and all the creatures were already dead, it was good to know where it was for emergencies if the [Arch Portal] ever needed to be used.

And, in the meanwhile, it was possible to make sure Ulf understood what his enhanced weapon could do. It had just about everything one could wish for, though the main feature was the adjustable [Tier 6 Impact Rune]. Theo was rather proud of the idea, since it allowed the dwarf to decide how hard his hammer would hit. The standard had already been able to kill most creatures, but a full hit could destroy one of the ancient trees around them if he wished for it. Not that he normally would, of course, which was why he could tone it down to a mere disintegration of a rabbit if he wanted it.

"So I have to focus on how much I want them to die?" Ulf asked, Theo nodding at the interpretation. It wasn’t too far from the proper way to do it, and the [Rune] would most likely understand the [Intent]. "Works for me. Might have to practise a little so the dungeon doesn’t collapse on us."

"Quite," Arila agreed as eyes began to fall to the stick markers ahead of them. The entrance had been reached. Now it was just about going down the hole and reaching the portal room.

There were some comments about the surprisingly stable structure, though those words were retracted when it became clear that they could outright push their hands through some of the iron doors around the place. Only the more important places were still holding strong, including the stairs.

Nearly twelve floors down, clear instructions on how to find the portal room began. Straight forward, then right, and then they just had to go straight ahead until they could see the coloured wall, after which it was just about going inside and pressing a button on the side.

"Though I still need an hour to make it work," Theo added as he opened up one of the metal plates on the side of the arch. "Else it should be sitting right here. Only need a press, and then it’ll connect to the portal in Rootdale."

"Is it that easy?" Bjorn asked, to which Stig nodded. The group fell into conversation as Theo messed around with the [Circuits] inside the arch, climbing on top after the first twenty minutes. He knew everything he needed to do, since he’d done it three times already, but there were still so many parts that it required a good chunk of repetitive work. He could’ve probably automated some of the changes with the help of some of the other [Circuits], but Theo didn’t want to take the chance. If it broke in a way he couldn’t fix, they would be stranded without any good options left.

So doing it manually was for the best. Not like it was that hard, and Theo fell into a rhythm and got it done in only forty minutes instead of the expected hour. It was done quickly enough that the others didn’t want to leave either, the three wanting to see it in action.

Theo didn’t mind that, showing off how, at the press of a button and the lifting of a lever, the [Arch Portal] activated. A bit of flickering came at the start, making a few crackling noises that had them stepping back, but he and Stig had seen it quite a few times already. There wasn’t much special about it now, and they could just sit back and relax until it fully opened up.

"By the gods," Bjorn said, removing his helmet as the view of the [World-Tree] was finalised. Theo supposed it hadn’t been too bad an idea to let the portal in Rootdale be outside its wall, since it also helped those going through the portal for the first time to see the massive structure right before. "I didn’t think I would get to see it again."

"Well, now you do," Theo said, inviting them to step through. They were hesitant at first, some primal fear stopping them until they saw both him and Stig walking through without issues. They did get some questions from the guard on the other side about when it would be closed again, since there was a caravan which wanted to get through, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was the confidence the three others got, the dwarves stepping through and basking in the sun above as the [World-Tree] was looked at with immense joy. "Quite the sight, I know."

They stepped away from the [Arch Portal] entirely, Theo restoring the connection back to the one in Linrel while the group studied the large tree in front of them. Just looking at it alone was seemingly enough for Ulf, but…Theo wasn’t one to let one of their rare trips to Rootdale be like the last. He had to call in a small favour.

"Eirene," Theo began, letting some energy slip into his voice to make sure a certain somebody heard him. "Is there a chance you could come down for a moment? I think it would make some people very happy if you did."

Was this a bit rude to do? Yes, but Theo knew he would rather give the forest dwarves an unforgettable time and risk being a bit demanding than just let them look at the [World-Tree] for a while before returning to the village.

‘Honourable intentions, Theo, though I’d ask you simply fly them up here next time,’ Eirene sent him telepathically as the air became dense with energy, a warning of her oncoming presence. ‘My appearance usually causes quite the stir down there. While I do love making people happy, they can get…rowdy.’

‘I think that’s partly because of how you’re presented,’ Theo sent back while Stig looked downwards. He could sense it as well. ‘Ever considered trying to go incognito?’

There was a second when the rumblings in the energy below grew silent, which just seemed to confuse Stig all the more. Likewise, the other forest dwarves were giving him looks, but Theo just smiled at them.

‘I cannot say that it has crossed my mind before, though…it is something I should’ve done a long time ago,’ Eirene replied, sounding very pleased as she seemed to muse about how to disguise herself. ‘Do you have any suggestions, Theo? I’d imagine that they would appreciate something more incredible than an elf, but would I need to hide the green skin if I wish to not be instantly recognized?’

Theo threw her a few ideas, she put in some of her own, he hastily added that clothing wouldn’t be a bad plan, and she was quick to insert some of the earlier elven designs. By the time a full second had passed, the new body had been fully conceptualised.

And by that point, it was just about letting her appear.

"Theo, who are you talking to?" Ulf asked, the bald dwarf seeming confused until his eyes suddenly widened. "By Moira’s left—"

Arila hit the warrior before he could finish his rather crude words. Theo just smiled their way, not needing to turn his head to know who stood right beside him. While all the others seemed rather eager to fall to their knees, Stig just watched with a grimace on his face. The magic of being next to an entity of unimaginable power had worn off a while ago.

"I’m not sure if I’m meant to be offended by that thought, Theo," Eirene commented, her tone lighter than normal as she so rudely read through Theo’s thoughts. That got a small chuckle out of her. "It’s quite impossible not to, you know? You’re too loud."

Looking at her, Theo noticed that he’d grown in the past month and a half without noticing, his eyes a few centimeters above Eirene’s now. Either that or she’d shrunken a little, her new form perhaps more fitting in not standing tall above everybody else.

Tan skin easily complemented the green eyes, human features filling the rest of her form. She wore a spotless white-and-blue summer dress as well, though she didn’t bother with shoes. Even if it was an illusion, separation from the natural world wasn’t something she enjoyed.

They’d originally wanted to still include the elven ears, but they felt it didn’t work well in separating her from the actual forest elves around. So, with little other choice, it was decided to go the human route, and Theo had to admit that it didn’t look terrible.

Eirene didn’t comment on the last thought as she stepped forward to greet the three forest dwarves a few meters away. Their forms hadn’t changed from their previous wide-eyed state, and Theo could see them considering stepping back as the heart of the [World-Tree] stepped towards them with a smile.

‘Use the egg,’ Nero suggested from the side, letting him hear the people who’d started whispering amongst themselves a distance away. They’d noticed the sudden appearance of another human. They currently thought her a friend of Theo’s who hadn’t been noticed before, but he didn’t doubt they would realise she was slightly more if given time to think.

After looking through his bag for a second, he sent the artefact the instructions to hide them, the glass egg happily doing as much. Before anybody could notice, they were all gone from sight, nobody able to disturb them.

Which was perfect, since Eirene’s voice couldn’t be ignored that easily.

"I heard that you wished to see me?" Eirene asked with a smile. They all stayed quiet, though, seemingly frozen in fear. Or amazement. It was very hard to tell, though it was all taken in stride as she looked at Bjorn and Ulf. "I remember you two. Weren’t you in the group that tried to scale my body with nothing but climbing gear a few decades ago?"

The two fifty-year-old warriors, who could stand against a horde of undead without flinching, lost all blood in their faces very quickly. Some sputtered excuses began to be made, but Eirene simply laughed at their reactions.

"Do not worry yourself to death for my sake," she requested of the two, assuring them that it was all fine. She didn’t mind visitors, though she also didn’t go out of her way to make it easy for people to get to her. "I just took note of it, due to how dangerous it was back then. Your group really wasn’t as prepared as the others were."

"Well, uh…sorry?" Ulf said, sounding very uncomfortable with talking to somebody who was leagues above them in power.

"All is fine," Eirene repeated, before putting her attention towards Arila. The leader of Zerdyl wasn’t making her anxiety over her situation too obvious, but it wasn’t that hard to spot either. Especially not when a too open powerhouse took the woman’s hands with glee. "Oh, you must be Stig’s mother, right? I must say, your kid is quite brave. He stood against a demigod without breaking a sweat along with taking care of their minion. You can thank him for being the reason I’m still here and not in another realm. He and the others risked their lives, and there’s not much I can do to repay them properly."

"Risked their lives, you say?" Arila asked, in a tone that made a certain [Space Mage] flinch in a way that life-threatening scenarios could never hope to do. "Tell me more."

What followed was about an hour of chatting, some stories about how life was as a giant tree in the middle of a lake, and some notable events that had happened around them. It was nothing too special, though that didn’t matter in the slightest. The chance to talk to Eirene was apparently enough for the three, even if it was only Bjorn and Ulf that looked at her as above mortal status by the end.

"If you do want to visit again, have Theo bring you up to my lair," Eirene told them as the day reached its peak. They still had a few visits to make, and she didn’t want to keep them for much longer. "Being down here is fine, but I do prefer manifesting inside my space. And the tea I’ve got isn’t terrible either, if any of you would be interested in that?"

Nobody rejected the offer, even if it would be a while before any of them could visit again. Eirene said her farewells, dematerialized in the span of a second, and the group was back in its former glory. Arila and the two older dwarves needed to get back to Zerdyl before any of the others began to get a search party going, so they were sent back into the eastern forest as well, though the leader of the village was able to push in a few choice words at the last second.

"Don’t fight any more demigods."

Not the words parents usually told their kids, but it got the message across. She was worried, and Stig being put into extreme danger wasn’t something Arila enjoyed hearing about. When they were gone, it was time for a quick trip to Linrel to chat with a certain [Dryad] about their new information regarding the mysterious Draven.

Sadly, she didn’t have much more to tell them.

"He was able to manipulate the masses in almost magical ways," Asari explained. "There’s a chance it actually was magic, but that rumour was never confirmed. Since he and his people were against anybody who wasn’t of purely human origin, communication was never too stable. After he was past his initial gathering of power, our sources relaying his actions were just…gone."

"Killed?" Theo asked.

"Maybe," the [Dryad] replied, forced to shrug. "Everything that happened afterwards was impossible to know for sure. We suspect that they died, but…we can only hope."

It was gruesome to consider, but such was life. They thanked her for the information and went back to Rootdale to gather their tools and rations once again. The hour had come for them to travel to the first new portal, designated as [Emergency Portal 3825]. From what the [System] told him, that meant it wasn’t directly connected to any actual [Facility] but instead simply hidden in a small room in the wilderness. It was never meant to be used for anything, hence the emergency in its name.

And…Theo supposed not wanting to spend a week travelling was a reason to use it. It was an emergency for him! Kind of. Nobody was around to question his usage of emergency resources, so it was okay, right?

Whatever the answer to his ethical dilemma was, he boarded the car and flew through to the other side, Stig by his side and Nero sitting in the back. The vehicle fit through snugly and, after turning off the [Arch Portal] to let Linrel back into the system, they moved ahead. The wall that kept the construct hidden from the outside opened wide, and they could move outside without an issue.

When it closed behind them, though, Theo made sure to plant a good handful of [Transmission Runes] to make sure they could locate it again. After that, though, there was only one thing left.

With their higher altitude and a relatively cloud-free day to work with, he could see the barest speck of a village in the distance. The time to visit humans had come, and Theo had to admit that excitement wasn’t close to enough to describe what he was currently feeling.

Very few things could ruin his mood now.


Chapter 13

Best of Dalry


The humans were racists, and Theo’s mood was ruined.

They’d flown towards the village in the car, slowly looking down at it as it became larger and larger. There were easily five to ten thousand inhabitants within it, the place rather large for being so far out in the middle of nowhere. Stone buildings, brick streets, what seemed to be a lamp on every large corner, and enough people looking up at the vehicle that it was clear they had eyes that worked.

All in all, not too terrible a sight, though that had rapidly worsened as Theo sat the car down on the ground away from Dalry, about twenty meters outside of the open gate. While he didn’t think they would be outright hostile to him entering the village from above, there was no reason to take chances. Looking peaceful was the way to go, and that would be done by entering through the right entrance.

Since there had been no chance of Theo leaving the car in a place he wasn’t comfortable with just yet, however, he’d put it into the floating mode, keeping it about a meter above the ground, and they began to drive in at the pace of what a horse-powered wagon could manage.

"Hello there," Theo had said to the guard at the entrance. A human guard, with a welcoming smile! Didn’t reach his eyes, but Theo didn’t question it too much just yet. "Could you point me towards the town hall for this village?"

"Of course! It’s just down this street the entire way. Stop when you see the big building with the red banner," the guard had happily answered, pointing right down the path they were already taking. How helpful, though Nero was already warning Theo about the blades being taken out of their scabbards.

Maybe not so helpful.

Theo really had hoped that they would be a bit more subtle with their intentions. Now as they moved forward, all the people around them were still wearing smiles, some waving while others just looked at him with idle curiosity. There was even a pair of heads seen from atop one of the roofs, two youngsters muttering about something that Nero couldn’t pick out. Curious.

"They want to kill us," Stig whispered calmly, the forest dwarf already having pulled out his own knife from his belt. "I count seven people with swords, two with hammers, and everybody else is sticking to household items."

"Nero counts about double that," Theo said, just rolling down the street without any efforts made to stop. Nero’s presence seemed to be making the people around them weary, though those looks of greed and spite were very clear. Theo wasn’t sure how long it would take before greed overpowered self-preservation, but it couldn’t be that long. "Nobody with anything that threatens us, though."

A few seconds more were spent in silence, until a rather handsome young man stepped in front of the car. Theo stopped it before it ran him over, though it was just barely done in time.

"Excuse me, sir," the man said, Theo noting the black hair and accompanying beard. If the smile had actually matched those empty eyes, he might even have felt calm looking at him. "I just have to be sure you know what village you’re in. We have a lot of caravans who get lost out here, you see, and it’s always best to clear up any confusion."

They needed to know if Theo knew about their very strong ideas about anybody who wasn’t human.

"This is Dalry, a village who I’m realising now is living up to its reputation rather well," Theo said with a smile right back. That seemed to confuse the man in front of him, though Theo had to admit he wasn’t paying as much attention to him now. Somebody in the building next to them was fiddling with a pistol of some kind, muttering angrily to another person about how they needed to get the "damned dwarf" first. "Maybe you should go over and help your friend over there. It seems they don’t know how to arm a pistol properly."

"It’s not called a ‘pistol’ here, Theo," Stig corrected him, the peoples’ eyes switching to the [Space Mage]. "They call it a boomstick."

"Right. The jig is up, boys!" the man in front of him shouted to the others, weapons now proudly on display as they all began to near the car. Nero didn’t bother getting up from her sleeping position just yet, however. "Surrender your belongings, human, and we might let you leave here alive."

…

"You’re being serious right now?" Theo asked, unsure of whether the man in front of him was playing a very weird joke. Could he…could he not see the metal arm? Or the fact that the car was floating? The entire village had been looking at them flying, and here people were threatening them with hammers. "I just have to be sure. What’s your name, dude?"

"I’m not joking, and my friend here is going to blow your head off if you don’t do as I say," the man continued, that forced sense of friendliness entirely removed. Theo lazily looked over to see a boomstick pointed towards his face from a few meters away, though there wasn’t a finger on the trigger. Was it even loaded properly? Didn’t matter. "Are you going to comply, or will you be—"

Theo lined up the shot in his head, sent a pulse through his own pistol, and the bullet [Teleported] right through the other man’s head. The skull was vaporised, the boomstick was [Teleported] to Stig’s hands, and the others fell quiet.

That’s the warning shot.

Rather brutal, but he needed to make an impression.

"Complying is not my style, to be honest," Theo said, wondering if he should’ve made it a display of power to begin with. The man in front of him didn’t comment instantly, the black beard shaking as his jaw moved in quick intervals to match a quick breathing pattern. "I ask again. What is your name?"

Three of the people behind the car grew restless, two with swords and one with a hammer swinging towards Nero. She didn’t bother transforming until the final second, becoming fog and travelling inside the mouths and noses of the three attackers. They barely had time to scream before their veins turned a dark purple, everything within being converted to [Corrupted Mana] and then consumed in under a second. Pain was at a minimum, though the sight of their empty bodies flopping to the ground must’ve made an impression, the others dropping their weapons and running.

The only one left now was the man in front.

"Last chance," Theo said, dropping his smile as well. "What is your name?"

The black-haired man fell to the ground without any of them touching him. Was it really that easy to induce fear in people nowadays?

"Theo, you’re radiating again," Stig commented beside him, making Theo realize that he was right. [Oppressive Aura] had slipped out without him realizing it again. It was annoying how common that was nowadays, Theo getting everything back inside before he stepped out of the car. He touched the shield in the back seat, making it pop out a [Silver] plate. He put a [Tier 5 Mental Rejuvenation Rune] on it while walking towards the unconscious man.

"Awaken," Theo said as he pressed it against the man’s head. Instantly, a gasp came from the human, a sense of clarity leaving him, though it was replaced by fear as Theo’s metallic arm was seen just beside his head. "Don’t worry, now. I won’t kill you unless I have to."

He grabbed the man by his right shoulder with his other arm before pulling him back onto his feet. It was incredible how short he looked in comparison to Theo, even when he was likely the average height of a human. A life on the road really made a person grow as tall as the trees in the long run.

"You’re a monster…" the black-haired man muttered, trying to free himself of Theo’s grasp. He couldn’t, though, likely too low-[Strength] to do anything of note.

Actually.

Why was Theo trying to get his name directly when he could just make the [System] tell him? He kept forgetting about that perk, though it wouldn’t be that way for long. With one burst of [Mana], the black-haired man’s [Status Screen] was revealed.

Status

Name: Lucas Ravenholm
Level: 3
Class: -
Profession: -
Title: Spiteful Human
Health(HP): 100/100
Stamina(SP): 80/80
Mana(MP): 80/80

Stats

Strength: 11
Wisdom: 8
Agility: 8
Intelligence: 9
Endurance: 9
Perception: 11
Vitality: 10
Willpower: 7
Toughness: 13
Available Points: -

"Lucas Ravenholm?" Theo said slowly, wondering just what kind of surname that was meant to be. From how the man in his grasp instantly stopped resisting, however, it must’ve been the right one. "I’d love to give you my opinion on your early demands, but I somewhat don’t care right now. The guard back there said the town hall was straight ahead. Was that a lie?"

Lucas said nothing, living up to his [Title] by looking at him with pure spite. When Theo tightened his grip on the man’s shoulder, however, he gave in, confirming that it was straight ahead. He even gave an extra detail. The red banner they were looking for had a white skull in the middle.

How dramatic.

"Thank you for the information," Theo said, letting the black-haired man run free. And run he certainly did, the adult man charging right into one of the alleys. "Try anything like this again, and I’ll crush your skull!"

It was shouted with fake cheer and a healthy dose of [Oppressive Aura]. Hopefully enough that they wouldn’t have more issues, but Theo didn’t bet on it.

‘The people on the roof are still looking at us,’ Nero commented, making Theo remember their presence. Looking up at the building they’d been seen on before, he could briefly see two pairs of eyes looking at him before they ran as well. From the thuds reported by his [Familiar], they’d seemingly jumped down the side and retreated back into the alleys.

Was everybody in Dalry just that weird? Theo didn’t care to think much about it, though those last two were certainly strange. Why were they strange? Why did he continue thinking about what he’d seen with [Mana-Sight]?

There’d been something familiar about their [Mana-Signature], something that Theo saw in himself. It was hard to really place down due to their lack of true substance in their magical showcasing, and that had Theo confounded for a full minute until he realised the truth.

Those two shitheads didn’t have [Affinities]!

They were like him! Theo stopped floating the car down the road the instant he understood that fact, asking Stig to watch the car as he [Teleported] onto the roof those two had been on before. There was no sign of them, of course, but he could further study their [Mana-Signatures], since they’d stayed there for a while.

"Empty," Theo muttered, confirming his previous sighting. They were perfect candidates for [Rune-Crafting], and…wait, why were there traces of an [Engraver] as well? "Just who were those kids?"

‘Do you think you can track their scent?’ Theo asked Nero, the [Familiar] reporting back in the negative. If they popped up again somewhere, though, she’d let him know. ‘Thank you.’

Before Theo left this village, he was going to have a conversation with those two. Everybody present seemed to be terrible people at best, but those two…they had the potential for something very great.

"Found anything interesting?" Stig asked as Theo [Teleported] back into his seat and immediately let the car start to float forward.

"Nothing, though I know there’s somebody we need to watch out for," Theo replied, before rethinking his words. "Two somebodies, both of them having no [Affinity]. They also seem to have an [Engraver] on them somehow. If we see them, we need to get in contact."

"That sounds—wait, what?" Stig began before realizing what Theo had said. "No affinity? Like what you’ve got?"

"Yup," he confirmed, with a grin. "First time I’ve seen anybody with it, and now we have two of them at once. Neat, right?"

"Strange is what it is," the [Space Mage] corrected, though he continued to look thoughtful. "And they had one of the [Engravers] you work with as well?"

"The [Mana] in the air only hinted at it, but I’m pretty sure they do," Theo said, already fantasising about the possibility of them knowing some [Runes]. If they did, selling them on a very serious proposal was possible. "No clue where they are now, which means we have to get lucky and stumble into them."

Or go out and do villagewide searches until they did. Whicher came first, really. Theo just knew that he wouldn’t be leaving before he at least talked to them, even if it meant going from door to door in a village with several thousand people.

Throwing that line of thought away for now, however, they continued down the street. People further inside gave them muted looks as they moved along, some hostile, some curious, but nobody openly trying to attack. News must’ve travelled fast, with how nobody even dared to brandish their weapons at them.

Power displays work, apparently.

Theo didn’t like the thought of having to do it again, though. At least they were able to finally reach the centre of Dalry, the larger building with the red banners spotted as the street became a large open area. The real centre of the village, with a good fifty people sitting around on benches chatting while children ran around playing.

The number of parents who stood up, got their kids, and left as the car entered was a bit insulting, but he didn’t let it get to him. Parking the car in front of the town hall, the guards in front giving him angry looks but saying nothing, he and Stig stepped out.

"Nero, you can stay here," Theo said out loud, since it worked as a message both for those nearby and for the rabbit herself. "If anybody gives you trouble, just empty them like last time."

It took real effort not to laugh at the sheer amount of people nearby who collectively gulped.

As he and Stig walked up the five steps to the doors of the town hall, the two guards opened the doors for them. He muttered thanks, walking into the surprisingly well-furnished entry area. The red carpet matched the banners outside, a good dozen people could be seen filling out papers on the side, and there was even a desk right in front with a woman currently filling out some papers herself. While Theo didn’t like to intrude on the quiet and seemingly dedicated work atmosphere inside, there was a need to talk with a manager.

"Excuse me," Theo said politely, the woman finally glancing up from her work. When her eyes couldn’t see his face, however, she had to tilt her head as well for eye contact to be made. "I’m looking to speak with the mayor of this village? Or leader, if that’s the working title."

Could’ve been "commander" for all he knew. No matter what it was, Theo’s request was enough to make the workflow inside the building come to a halt, eyes falling on him. When people realised that Stig existed as well, different eyes fell on him. Didn’t seem to bother the [Space Mage] much, though.

"I am…sorry, sir, but we don’t allow or appreciate meeting with nonhumans or those who support their existence," the secretary replied, sipping her tea before getting ready to look filling out papers again. Theo…did not think that was a good idea.

He raised his metallic arm before letting it freely fall onto the front of the woman’s desk. An ordinary arm would’ve caused a small thud. An arm made of pure metal? The decade-old desk got itself a large fracture which rather accurately showed off his hand.

"Let me reword my request," Theo said. "I am demanding to be shown to your leader, or I am going to find them myself."

The sound of armour rustling around as guards moved could be heard from the sides of the room, leaving Theo to wonder if he would have to stain the carpet. Or…since it was already red, maybe that wouldn’t be an issue?

Is that intentional?

Theo found the thought a little humorous as he prepared to use his shield to beat some sense into a few idiots. Before anybody could get too close, however, a shout could be heard from the floor above.

"What idiot is destroying shit down there?"

It came as a roar, the guards and other workers freezing in place as Theo was greeted by the sight of a large woman’s scarred face staring down at him. She scowled at him, though it deepened when Stig was spotted as well.

"The fuck’s a dwarf doing here?"

"Thinking about his life choices, mostly," Stig replied in a calm tone, though the lack of positive reaction made it seem like only Theo enjoyed the attempt at a joke. "We’re here about looking through your archive if you have one."

The large woman Theo presumed to be the leader walked down the stairs. She was just a head shorter than him, but she was much wider. While he was still certain he could take her on if needed, at close range she would be a credible threat.

"We might," she said, looking down at Stig. The forest dwarf did not look overly concerned, which just infuriated her more. "What are you going to do if we don’t let you look through it, though?"

"Probably kill you and have a look anyway," Theo answered, drawing the attention back towards him. "By the way, do you sanction the welcoming committee over at the entrance to the village? They were rather confident at the start."

The leader narrowed her eyes at him before looking over at the guards who’d walked through the entrance. Theo couldn’t decipher the communication made, but he certainly noticed it when she took a step away from them.

"Killed them, did ya? Dumb idiots didn’t know how to read a scene," the leader said, a toothy smile on her face. They shook hands, and Theo thought there was a failed attempt to crush his metal hand, but he didn’t question it too hard. She seemed displeased by the lack of damage, though. "The name’s Bia. Who the fuck are you two?"

"I’m Theo Locheim, and that’s Stig, of the Goldfeet family," Theo answered, briefly turning his head to look through the wall. Even without his own eyes telling him much, the information a certain [Famialir] was feeding him made something very clear. "The giant rabbit outside is called Nero, and she is about ten seconds away from killing a lot people. You might wanna ask one of those guards of yours to get them away from the car."

Bia looked confused at the last word, but a tilt of her head made one of the guards go outside and shout at the people slowly surrounding Nero’s half sleeping form atop the vehicle. It took a bit of coaxing, but the strangers did leave the [Famialir] alone after a while. Theo silently thanked them for it, since it meant fewer corpses for the village to clean up.

"That worked well enough," Theo commented, before looking at Bia again. "So…was that a yes on Dalry having archives? We’re looking for something that’s about two hundred years old, so they’ll have to reach far."

"Two hundred years? You two are really reaching for straws," Bia replied before turning and going up the stairs. When Theo and Stig didn’t instantly follow, a growl left the woman. "You’re just gonna stand there or you’re coming to have a look? Bad enough already I gotta tolerate a dwarf. I don’t wanna sit around while you waste your time."

There was no comment on the racism as they followed along as requested. There weren’t any attempts to take them by surprise, which surprised Theo. It was a rather simple affair. A few doors down, they reached one which looked older than the others, with its handle covered by a thin layer of dust. Clearly, it would need delicate care not to break.

Bia pushed the handle down in a smooth motion and pushed hard with her shoulder, something in the hinges breaking but barely holding on nonetheless. Welcomed inside, they were greeted by the sight of tens of rows of books and nothing else.

"We’ve kept all the old garbage. Good enough for ya?"

"This works just fine, thanks," Theo said, the leader of the village turning and walking out at his reply. Nobody was watching over them, nobody was even in this section of the building except for them, and it sounded like orders were made to keep it that way. "Awfully helpful for somebody who wants to slice our throats."

"Give them the opportunity, and I’m sure they’ll do just that," Stig retorted, stretching as he walked over to one of the tomes. While Theo was still incapable of understanding the writing, it seemed like the different books were numbered. "They say what years they have information about, which is great, but none of this is in order."

"You expected them to have taken care to systematize their archive?"

"Not really, but you can always hope," the [Space Mage] said, [Teleporting] around the room while he skimmed the backs. Theo just kept watch, making sure nobody thought of making a surprise visit. About ten minutes later, the proper book was found. Or at least one of them. "This looks like the right decade."

Bringing it to one of the empty tables, he opened up the book. It was dusty, the pages fragile, and they were forced to look through it quite slowly. Theo didn’t mind, however, as the information wasn’t terrible.

"It’s mostly a list of achievements and victories against other places," Stig said, next reading the pages out loud to Theo. Merchant deals, some of the more prominent speeches, the different battles fought, and how many were lost in each. "I don’t know how he did it, but this Draven Wulfric was quite the tactician."

Theo wasn’t sure whether or not to agree, though he had to say that the listed casualty numbers were both abnormal and consistent. When hundreds or even thousands would be lost on the enemy’s side, only a few tens of people would be lost on Draven’s side.

"Or, wait, no, it gives another number of casualties right here," Stig pointed out, muttering about inaccuracies before the truth began to emerge. "Wait…no, this can’t be right."

"What is it?" Theo asked.

"The first number isn’t the number of casualties. It’s the net number of casualties," the [Space Mage] explained. "This man was able to consistently make hundreds change sides in the midst of battle. I…that’s not possible for an ordinary brute."

When they could find nothing that refuted the claims and several that even commented on the "ease of converting the enemy," they were forced to accept the facts. Asari’s comments about Draven’s possible magical abilities were true, and it seemed like they were able to manipulate minds as well.

In some way, it made sense why Rina had taken orders from him now. If the demigod of trickery had just been able to control his mind, the hierarchy would’ve been the other way around.

But that it wasn’t was strange as well, since that heavily implied that this Draven was more powerful than the demigod. Even worse than the fact that he had ordered her to spy on Theo, which could only mean that the warlord was still alive.

"A man who can order a demigod around is at least 250 years old, and is powerful enough to outmatch the previously mentioned demigod," Theo said, grimacing as his current situation was considered. "He disappeared when the scourge of converted [Runic Beasts] began to cover Vrasis as well. That should mean that he was converted along the rest of his people, but…if he’s currently able to order others, and if he was already known for being able to mentally influence others…is there a chance that he’s something more?"

"What do you mean?" Stig asked. The dwarf was clearly coming to the same conclusions as Theo, but they both needed it to be said out loud.

"Draven was mentioned in the old logs in the [Facilities] as the person killing the [Rune-Crafters]. And after he killed Charles Walker, the mentor to Elgriva Dulka, not much time passed before the scourge wiped out most people on the continent," Theo explained, letting the timeline form. "It had to have been intentional, and…he might be in control of them?"

"That could explain why all of the converted disappeared at the same time," Stig agreed, though he wasn’t as quick to take it as fact. Theo, on the other hand, was entirely convinced. He knew it was possible to influence Elgriva’s design from a distance. He hadn’t been able to do it properly yet, but it was just a matter of time until Theo found the secret. "It wouldn’t explain why he would do it, though."

Theo couldn’t entirely understand that either. They would’ve already taken most of Vrasis under their direct control at that point, likely the largest army to exist at the time, so…why stop there? Why hadn’t he gone out to take on the rest of the continents? Draven believed in human supremacy, and he clearly had been willing to spread his ideology, so why had he just stopped when he could’ve gotten so much further?

None of the texts answered their questions. It was just more battles, more converted, and more notes about how great their leader was. Endless love and little else, though there finally did come something in the later parts of the documents.

"The last crusade he led personally returned with something," Stig explained, eyes skimming through the text. "Doesn’t say what, but it’s important enough that Draven apparently moved to the southern mountain range where we started. He had a home on the east end of it, where he stayed until… It never said he returned."

And not long after he’d moved, the apocalypse had started up.

They had a new location to visit.

"Does it say more precisely where it was located?" Theo asked, Stig giving the negative. The leader had been secretive about it, which meant that nothing about it, other than its existence, had been written down. He hadn’t trusted something he didn’t directly control. "Doesn’t matter. We’ll just brute force finding it. Can’t be hidden too well after two centuries of no use."

Hopefully.

They both wanted to stay in the archive room for a few hours more to double-check that there’d been no mentions of where the home was located, but Nero’s voice made Theo stop that line of thought.

‘They’re getting arrogant,’ Nero sent to him, along with the visual feed of a man mumbling about dumb rabbits while holding a rusty knife. He looked rather cheerful when Nero just looked at him silently, talking to the others about her lack of intelligence. ‘I understand you don’t want more dead outside, but please let me kill this one. I’ll let the others go with minimal limb losses as well!’

Yeah, no, that wasn’t going to happen. Theo barely needed to look at Stig before the [Space Mage] knew what was up. With a sigh, a book was put back into place, Theo’s side was grabbed, and they both [Teleported] right out into the open. The destination was rather well-placed, too, since it put Theo right in front of a man who seemed so small next to him.

"I was told you wanted to mess around with my stuff?" Theo asked with a smile, the knife-wielding man sending out a string of curses while hastily moving a few paces back. "If you’re retreating the second I arrive, are you sure you wanted it that much?"

Maybe it was a bad idea to make fun of the potential thieves, but Theo felt it was somewhat deserved. The others nearby certainly seemed to think so, laughs echoing through the area.

Theo noted that the natural light was slowly fading. Looking to the side, he saw that the sun had decided to set, the hours spent inside the archive allowing it to sneak away. How rude.

Even ruder was the knife thrown his way, the rusted blade hitting his right arm.

Or maybe bounced was the proper word. It didn’t pierce anything, not even moving the limb before it flopped down onto the ground.

"Was that meant as lethal?" Theo asked, putting his left hand on his pistol. "And before you answer, think very carefully. I know that might be very hard for a person like you, but I would appreciate it if you really tried."

Vessels were close to bursting on the man’s face, idly entertaining Theo until Nero came through with a very lucrative piece of information.

‘Their scent is back,’ Nero reported, pointing her nose towards one of the alleys not far away. Theo instantly looked that way, seeing two heads pulling back in the same instant.

With a quick promise to let Nero do whatever she pleased with the aggressors as long as she kept the car safe, Theo pointed Stig towards the alley before they both [Teleported]. The two potential candidates were running once again, and this time they weren’t allowed to get away.

Though…he wondered why the guy was clutching several loaves of bread.


Chapter 14

Crimson


Theo had to admit that the two ahead of them were very fast on their feet. Not in outright speed, but more in their ability to just not stop in the hellfest of a maze they were trapped inside. There was no obvious system for the thin alleyways, no way to predict what the two were running towards. Theo could [Teleport], and so could Stig, yet they just weren’t able to catch up. They needed a line of sight to work in an unfamiliar area like this, and looking more than ten meters ahead was a far-fetched dream in a place like this.

And when he finally got in front of them, things didn’t work either.

"Could you stop? I just want to—" Theo didn’t get the chance to say much more, the guy’s boot hitting him in the stomach. While his armour protected him from damage, there was still enough force to push him on his ass. Before he could adjust, the two were ahead of him again, Stig stopping briefly to help him up. "Dirty tricks."

"Your fault for getting kicked by them," Stig retorted, bringing them both over to the next corner so they could see where to go next. They’d been at it for a while, and Theo knew they were getting closer to the walls of the village, yet the two targets had found a new way to get away. "You have to be kidding me."

Theo barely got to see it, as the girl jumped into a hole in the ground. [Teleporting] to it, for half a second he could see her landing in some sort of tunnel before taking off to the right.

"Underground tunnels," Theo muttered tiredly. "Of course those are here as well."

He wasn’t sure he could actually fit through the small collapsed part that allowed the two to get inside, which meant another [Teleport] down into the dark. The place was at least large enough that he could stand properly, even if it was pitch-black further inside.

[Darkvision] it is.

With a quick spare plate pulled out, the [Rune] was formed and filled, and a dose was granted to them both within a few seconds. And…with the world turning dark grey, the truth was revealed about the locations of the two they’d been following.

They’d apparently thought to hide in a corner and not make a sound. A good strategy for those who’d been limited by the lack of light and the expectation of them running further along, but…it wasn’t as effective when they could be clearly spotted.

"You know we can see you, right?" Theo asked, hand on his sides as he wondered about the pair of glasses the girl was wearing. When their eyes met, though, he could guess what their actual usage was. "Those let you see in the dark? Cool. Is that [Enchanted], or… What are you doing?"

Theo wasn’t sure what to say as the guy pulled out a metal plate from his bag. He thought it was an attempt to throw something at him at first, but the green glow that came from the sigil made him realise the truth.

They had an [Ignis Rune] pointed right at him.

He couldn’t have been happier as the last bit of [Mana] was put into the engraving, a small pulse coming from the plate before a pillar of flame shot out towards the duo. The fire was hot, easily able to burn anything it touched into a crisp, and the two kids in front of him had learned it all by themselves! Excitement was the only thing going through his veins.

"That was an actual attempt to kill us," Stig commented as he stood beside Theo. They’d both [Teleported] out of the way of the attack, of course, standing beside the two teens who were huddled in the corner while they did their best to get in a few breaths. "No hesitation. Just an instant torrent of flame."

A yelp came from the two when they finally realised the two [Mage]s’ position, Theo waving at the girl while they pushed themselves further into the corner. From the confused expression on the guy’s face, he didn’t seem to have the same ability to see in the dark. Those glasses really were the cause.

Interesting.

"Since you two quite literally can’t run away right now, is there a chance I could get some words in?" Theo asked, the two in front of him not answering as they continued to stand in place like statues. He idly noted the attempt to refuel the [Ignis Rune]. "Sounds like a yes to me! The first question is how did you two get this?"

Another yelp came around when he [Teleported] halfway through his sentence and grabbed the [Ignis Rune] out of the guy’s hand before he could get a chance to fully recharge it. The quality of the engraving wasn’t incredible, Theo had to admit, but he could see that there was some definitive care put in to get it as right as possible.

[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 28%
Tier: 1
Material: Iron
Capacity: 7/11
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 24/32

Still, though, there came no answer. The guy was looking cautious, ready to do another kick at Theo if it would let them get away. The girl, on the other hand, looked curious.

"I made worse ones when I was first starting out, which makes me think you two are the ones behind it. That [Engraver] you’ve got in your pocket furthers that idea," Theo continued, the guy clutching at his inner jacket pocket on reflex. It was still there, of course, and it brought to mind a good point to make. "I’m not going to steal it or anything. I don’t need another one, and I’m not sure I can even use it. What I want is simply confirmation that one of you has used it to make this or just something like this."

…

"We made it," the girl confirmed after a few tense seconds, Theo’s words finally making her curiosity too strong. He didn’t hide his smile at the answer, either, relieved to know for sure. "That sigil. We’re the ones who cut it out."

Good.

One more question was needed, though.

"Very happy to hear it, though I do still need to know which one of you specifically is using the [Engraver]," Theo said, thinking back to the [Soulbound] status of the tool. Only one living person could use it, since it had to be honed in on one [Mana-Signature].

They went back to silence, though a different one than last time. The girl and guy both looked confused, seemingly not understanding what he meant. Theo didn’t get it. It was a very simple question. Which one of them had used the [Engraver]? Who was it attuned to?

"We both used it?" the guy answered, making Theo frown. That…didn’t make sense. "Are we not supposed to?"

"If you’re meant to or not doesn’t matter. You’re not meant to be able to do that at all," Theo replied, gears working inside his mind. Could he be wrong about the qualities of something being [Soulbound]? That wouldn’t make sense, since he’d gotten it confirmed in old texts from the stone dwarves.

The reality, however, did not care about the supposed truths, the two teenagers continuing to insist they were able to use the [Engraver]. There was only one way to be sure where the lie resided.

A modified [Ignis Rune] was made on the plate, one which emitted a steady stream of flame. It wasn’t too hot, but it lit up the tunnel and made it possible for the last person to see without any issues. Along with it, Theo pulled out two [Steel] plates, both untouched by magical influences.

"If you would both be so kind and demonstrate," he requested. There was some hesitation from the two, the two sharing a look. Theo wasn’t sure what it meant, but he knew that he had no desire to lose out on potential. "If you can both do it, I’ll give you each fifty silver."

That was worth a lot here, right? Theo hadn’t thought a lot about money after the first few villages visited, since most stuff was just…handed to them afterwards. Maybe that was a mistake on his part, he wondered when the teenagers instantly flicked their eyes towards him, both of them staring him down.

Had he just lowballed them? Better not to risk anything.

"Or…maybe fifty gold each? A hundred?" Theo said, fully prepared to go higher. They had a bag full of them in the car. Giving them each a portion of it wouldn’t be too hard, though Stig’s elbow hitting his stomach made him realise that he was maybe going too high. "I think we’re just staying at fifty gold each."

"Twenty-five each," Stig corrected, which Theo didn’t comment on. "After you’ve both shown the ability to engrave the rune."

"You’re willing to give us fifty gold for just making cuts on a metal plate?" the guy asked, getting a hit on the shoulder from the girl before he could say much more. "I mean…why not?"

Handing the loaves of bread to the girl, the guy pulled out the [Engraver] from his jacket before accepting one of the plates Theo had brought out. Settling down onto the ground, with the plate on his legs as he began to make the practised pattern, his line of [Mana] leaving his hands was noticeable. It was very unrefined, not controlled as it should’ve been, but Theo could see that the guy was the real deal.

Calling him "guy" and the other "girl" wasn’t working out for Theo, though. He didn’t want to intrude on their process either, as the guy finished his work before handing the [Engraver] over, which meant he’d be using [Mana-Sight] once again. With a slight pull from his own energy, their [Status Screens] were brought up.

Status

Name: Lily Wagner
Level: 2
Class: -
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 70/70
Stamina(SP): 90/90
Mana(MP): 120/120

Stats

Strength: 7
Wisdom: 12
Agility: 11
Intelligence: 14
Endurance: 9
Perception: 13
Vitality: 7
Willpower: 14
Toughness: 6
Available Points: -

Status

Name: Finn Wagner
Level: 3
Class: -
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 100/100
Stamina(SP): 110/110
Mana(MP): 110/110

Stats

Strength: 10
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 8
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 11
Perception: 12
Vitality: 10
Willpower: 15
Toughness: 10
Available Points: -

Finn and Lily, huh? Theo supposed the names fit the people. Their [Stats] certainly did as well. They were both rather thin, about the same as Theo had been when he’d finally left the spider dungeon behind back in the day, though these two didn’t have his muscles, and their twitchiness made it clear how ready they were to bolt at a moment’s notice. They were smart, perceptive, and had enough spite inside them to throw Theo for a loop if needed.

Not that they did, since he was more than happy to just wonder how the fuck the world was turning out like this. Picking up the two plates from the ground and examining them both, there was only one thing he could say.

"This doesn’t make any sense."

The [Engravers] were meant to be controlled by one person, one soul, one unique person. There was nothing other than that, no surprise facts that would explain the sheer idiocy before his eyes. These two teens in front of him would have to be the same person if they could even hope to—

Oh, please don’t tell me.

Looking at the two again, Theo supposed they looked very similar in age. Same last name as well, which meant one of the parents was the same, and…shit, that was the answer, wasn’t it? Theo should’ve guessed it when their [Mana-Signatures] were so similar. He’d chalked it up as them being family members, but there was a deeper truth to it, wasn’t there?

"You’re twins, right?" he asked.

"Yes?" Lily replied, looking at the bag in Theo’s hand more than Theo himself. Their priorities were rather obvious. "Did you want anything else, or can we just…go?"

Theo put the [Ignis Runes] back into his jacket, saving those for later. Right now he had something slightly more important to offer.

"Actually, I suppose I do," Theo replied with a smile. The light he’d made flickered out before he could answer properly, though, which made him pause to crouch down and refill it with [Mana]. While the flame still flickered, it wasn’t as obvious. "You two might’ve guessed that the ability to carve out shapes on a surface and make flames burst out isn’t normal."

"Of course it isn’t," Finn said, holding up the [Engraver]. "This makes it possible. You’re still not getting it, by the way."

"I still don’t want it, by the way," Theo mimicked, though the humour seemed to have been lost on them. "And I have to say that, while the [Engraver] right there is partly why you can do it, it isn’t the entire reason. The two of you are in the unique position where you have an entirely neutral [Affinity], which makes it possible for your creations to branch out into everything else. This might sound a little crazy to hear, but the two of you have the abilities required to—"

"Theo, red tendril," Stig said, cutting his words short. Brief confusion was replaced with a lot of confusion as he turned his head and saw the aforementioned red tendril shoot out from the other cave, nearly going through his head if not for a quick dodge. Stig’s dagger was out in an instant, the blade going through the red flesh, but…it just phased through? "Huh."

Another tendril grew out of the first, trying to strike at the forest dwarf. It was avoided with a [Teleportation], but things didn’t become better after that point, with several strikes nearly getting Theo, avoided by his own suddenly changed locations.

But they could dodge them. The two teenagers couldn’t. While Lily still wore those glasses which allowed her to see both things in the dark and the red tendril in the air, Finn didn’t have any real visual of what was wrong.

When another dozen red tendrils sprouted, lashing out at the pair like whips, Lily could push her brother and somewhat avoid the blows. She could. Finn wasn’t as lucky, struck on the left shoulder before anything else could be done.

Theo spared a second to look at the wound when the tendril retreated. It’d gone through the jacket with ease, and a light-red colouring was starting to seep into the flesh. Red marks began travelling through the skin, a slight pulse along with them.

It felt deadly, and Theo wasn’t having that. Not now, and definitely not with potential apprentices.

‘Abandon the car,’ he ordered Nero, the rabbit already on her way. ‘Come here and kill some magical thing.’

‘Gladly,’ Nero replied, turning into fog to hasten their travelling through the alleyways. It would be about a minute before she was there. Theo had to stop these two from dying before that.

"Hold that," Theo ordered as he pressed a [Silver] [Holy Rune] onto Finn’s wound. The kid just groaned in pain, but Lily held it in place for him. "Stig, need some help here!"

The forest dwarf was beside him in an instant, grabbing Lily’s open arm. Theo took Finn’s.

"Alley above?" Stig asked, Theo nodding. Before a wave of red tendrils could cut them all to pieces, they appeared in the dark alley, the hole in the dark sending out a red stream of smoke only viewable through the [Magical Spectrum]. "Haven’t seen that before."

"Neither have I," Theo commented, checking on how the activated [Holy Rune] had worked on the wound. While the spread had lessened, there were still some obvious strands of red embedded on the surface. It would start covering the teen again in less than a minute at this rate. He had to get it all off before that point. "Okay, so, this stuff might kill you in the next five minutes. Do you want that to happen?"

Finn didn’t answer instantly, which Theo couldn’t really work with. Pulling out a [Mental Rejuvenation Plate], he put it next to the kid’s head and muttered the [Command Words]. While his pupils briefly turned white from the [Mana] travelling through, he seemed to awaken properly afterwards.

"An answer, Finn, or I’ll just take your sister’s nodding as your own," Theo encouraged, putting another [Holy Rune] onto the wound. It was working less than the first time, though the extra pain was enough to have the teen rapidly nodding. "Good enough for me. Lily, hold his arms. Stig, take his legs. This is going to hurt."

It wasn’t that he always had to use a knife, since everything else could usually be used before it, but cutting out some magically infected flesh meant this wasn’t the worst usage.

"What are you going to do?" Lily asked, though she grabbed Finn’s arms regardless. "And how do you know our names?"

"Cutting up your brother before using some magic, and…magic," Theo replied, ripping off the jacket surrounding the wound before sticking the dagger into the kid. The scream of pain was quite prominent, and not such a good work environment, but Theo ignored it as best as possible. If he hurried, the teen wouldn’t go into shock and he could make the flesh regrow without too many problems. "Sorry about giving you perfect clarity through this. Not my best choice."

He got a look of deep wrath as he used the dagger’s side to push up a good layer of flesh. Being careful was important, but time was a higher priority, so Theo took a wide cut to make sure he’d gotten everything. Blood was flowing, and life was close to being lost, but…all the red veins were gone, and nothing had gotten deep enough to hide.

"Away with you," Theo muttered when the red veins on the cut-off flesh tried to dig into his metal arm. Done with that part of the operation, he pulled out another [Tier 6 Holy Rune], along with a vial of [Liquid Mana]. "I understand that getting cut up hurts, but this is going to give you about five times as much pain. Don’t bite your tongue off, please."

All the liquid finally left the small vial, absorbed by the [Rune] on the [Silver] plate. It looked ready to explode in Theo’s hand, making him smile as he pressed it against the exposed flesh.

"No, please wait—" Finn tried, but it was too late.

"Mend," Theo spoke, the [Command Word] allowing the healing energies to all be released at once. Muscle was woven together, flesh regrowing in the span of five seconds. All impurities were removed from the area, and anything not perfect was spat out through the skin before being replaced with the ideal iteration.

By the end, there was only perfectly healthy skin with a slightly lighter tone than what was around it, along with a heavily breathing patient who was finally released from his hold.

Theo would’ve refused any offers of gratitude as the kid got up from the ground. That wasn’t needed, though, when a fist flew towards his face. There’d been quite a lot of power behind it, enough to have even hurt if it hit properly, but Theo just adjusted his position to make it a glancing blow.

Enough to get some steam out of the previously injured. Not enough to break his hand.

"Not what I expected to be doing today," Theo mumbled, blinking a few times before looking down at the alley. Nero had announced her arrival, and a steady roar was heard from the white fog that came around the corner. Lily and Finn both looked ready to turn and run, but the only exit was down the tunnel, and the red tendrils likely still below held them in place. "Relax. She’s friendly."

"She?" Lily was able to ask before the white fog washed over them. Theo could feel himself getting briefly inspected by his [Familiar] before she flew down into the tunnel. "How is that a she?"

"She’s the rabbit you two saw while spying on us up on the roof at the gate," Theo explained, seeing the teen flinch in response to his words. Not the best impression.

‘How’s it going down there?’ Theo sent the [Familiar].

‘There’s nothing,’ Nero replied. That…wasn’t good. ‘Must’ve fled.’

‘No traces to track?’

‘Nothing.’

Of course there was nothing. Theo’s life would be too simple if that had been the case.

Instead of worrying about the threat that had almost killed a very viable candidate, he decided to actually make sure it was possible to get them as a candidate. That meant making the proposal properly this time.

"You wanted to know how I learned your names, right?" Theo asked, getting two nods in return. "It’s because of the [System] in my head. Allows me to more easily access information about the world, which includes other people. I can see how much [Mana] you have, how healthy, how strong, and how willing to fight you are. But I can’t see everything with it. There are gaps, ones which make it a necessity to learn about others the traditional way. I’ve now done that with you both, and I can properly determine that you two are candidates to be [Rune-Crafters]. Have you heard that title before?"

Two nods.

"What do you two think about leaving this place behind, and learning more of this magic?"

Theo wasn’t sure what it was in his words that had made their eyes brighten. Maybe the prospect of leaving, or perhaps the idea of learning more. He hoped it was the latter, personally, but Lily’s words made him doubt it.

"We have conditions," she said. "We want money."

"Easy," Theo replied. "This role brings you more than enough."

"We want beds," Lily continued. "In a house. An expensive one."

"Well…we mostly sleep at inns, though those are on the very expensive tier, so that’s somewhat doable."

"Food without any limits."

"That goes without saying."

"Protection from the people here if they try to get us."

"I won’t let any of these maniacs touch you two, I promise."

"We can bring two elven kids along."

"Oh, that’s…what?"

"Two elves," Lily repeated, her eyes sharp as she studied Theo’s expression. "Kids, both below ten. They’re coming with us."

…

This was the village that killed nonhumans on sight, right? Why the hell did these two teens have elven children hidden somewhere?

"You’re serious?" Theo asked.

"Yes," Lily said. "We’re not leaving without them."

The twins in front of him actually had a pair of elven children hidden somewhere. Theo was a bit baffled by that fact, but, looking on the positive side of things, it at least meant he wouldn’t have to explain the proper ideas about people that weren’t human.

"The car is properly going to be a bit crammed, but I don’t see any reason why that shouldn’t be possible," he said, the twins looking relieved. "Can you get the kids? I’d prefer if we left immediately."

"We can!" Lily promised. "Bringing them out to your vehicle will be impossible, however. They’d be killed before we got there."

People really are the true detriment to progress.

"I’ll go with them, and make sure they don’t die," Stig said. "Can you bring the car around? I’ll find you."

Separating wasn’t ideal, and especially with the attack from below, but Theo didn’t have any other obvious ways to get out quickly. With the promise to not die in the meantime, the trio ran along, leaving him alone.

‘Nothing below,’ Nero repeated as the fog left the hole in the ground and reformed into her usual shape.

"Might be for the best," Theo supposed, [Teleporting] to the roof of the closest house. With the ability to see further, he headed towards the centre of the village again. If the people had touched his stuff, heads were going to roll.

Wait. Why was the air ahead turning red?

‘Theo, there was nothing below,’ Nero repeated. ‘I can sense it up here.’

He could too, though that grew into full visual proof when he came close to the centre. The open area had been opened up even further, the brick floor ripped open while red tendrils began to sprout upwards.

People were dying.

A threat.

Theo had his hands on his phone in the same second, but he didn’t have time to send anything. Stig was already shouting from the other end, informing him of the ones at their location.

Dalry was being attacked from below.


Chapter 15

Fistfight


Theo ran on the roof, nearing the centre of the village. Looking below him, more and more tendrils were pushing through the stone tiles, striking at people who couldn’t see the danger in front of them. Confusion, screaming, and chaos were the kings of the field, and Theo didn’t know what to do.

"It’s not stopping anywhere else," Stig said through the phone, quickly informing Theo of the fact that the tendrils were sprouting just about everywhere else in the meanwhile. Through alleyways, buildings, and anything that was in the way, the red threads did not care. They pushed through and attacked anything living.

And those that were attacked could only scream as their flesh was covered with the red material. Theo knew he couldn’t repeat his previous healing trick with all of them, which meant the goal was minimising the amount who were attacked.

‘Shouldn’t we just leave?’ Nero fired back as she turned into fog to enter the fray below. She wasn’t doing it to save anybody, though, just opening up enough space so Theo could get to his car and fly it out of reach without any attacks on him. ‘These people want to kill you and everybody related to you. Are they really worth risking your life for?’

‘Most of them want to kill me,’ Theo corrected, flying up far enough that the tendrils couldn’t get him just yet. He threw an [Absorption Rune] down at the tallest ones, grinning when it actually seemed to have an effect. Not a massive one, but something to get started with. ‘There are kids down there, Nero. People who just want to live their lives.’

‘And many of them also wouldn’t mind having your head on a stake,’ the [Familiar] added again, though it was useless. ‘Do you really want to risk losing the apprentices you just got?’

…

No, he did not. But Theo also didn’t want so many to die just because he didn’t want to bother. It felt wrong, so utterly selfish, and he didn’t know if he could forgive himself for something like that.

But, for now, he needed to make sure the others were okay. He let Nero travel through the air in her fog form before transforming and landing just atop of the car. With her safely strapped in, they moved through Dalry until Stig reported that he could see Theo in the air.

"They have the kids as well," the [Space Mage] reported, which made the process slightly harder. Stig was perhaps growing stronger by several margins as of late, but [Teleporting] four people and various bags was still outside of his powerset, which forced Theo to get too close to the village streets for comfort. Hoving just a meter above the ground in one of the wider alleys, he watched on as the others got onto the car.

Shit, they really are kids.

Theo wasn’t sure what he had expected, but…in front of his eyes, he could see the two kids, looking rather scared and thin, thinner than elves were meant to be. They must’ve had too little in terms of food lately, a consequence of hiding around in the village where their existence meant death.

‘Not the time for despair,’ Nero sent him from behind the car, along with some muttered complaints about having to give up some of her space so the four could sit in the back. It was a very tight squeeze to get all four behind, but it would have to be done if this was to work. ‘Get up now.’

He heard the rumbling as well, more than happy about the fast reactions of his car as they pushed upwards with extreme acceleration. The kids behind screamed bloody murder, the tone reaching right into his ears, but it was perfectly fine, seeing as they weren’t reached by the giant tendril from below.

Or at least not instantly, Theo stopping after getting fifty meters into the air. He thought them safe, since nothing else had been able to reach above twenty.

He was wrong, the car making a very worrying crackling noise as the red tendril hit below. [Mana] was drained out of the batteries instantly, and worries were had about losing power, along with the chance of the [Runes] just failing on him entirely. Nero was already on the case, however, shifting into fog while the four behind him continued to shout and scream.

Within five seconds, the red tendril was forced to retreat, though the upper end of the thing had been consumed by the [Familiar].

‘How do they even taste?’ Theo asked Nero as she reformed again, and they moved further into the air. His own inspections of the state of the car made it clear a section of the batteries had been emptied, along with another side just being disconnected. They wouldn’t be able to travel in the air for more than an hour without doing an emergency landing, which they hopefully wouldn’t need to. ‘Bitter? Sweet?’

‘Spicy,’ Nero replied, giving him feedback about the fact that the consumed energy was fighting back inside her stomach. It was all being overpowered, of course, but the fact that it was able to remain conscious after being converted to [Corrupted Mana] and then absorbed was worrying. Maybe it was a perk of being connected to a hivemind of some sort? Theo couldn’t be sure, though he knew he would have to figure it out soon.

Some of the people below were armoured up and fighting back. He wasn’t sure where those [Enchanted] pieces of armour had been when he’d dropped in, but he knew for sure that Bia understood how to use some silver gauntlets to beat up the tendrils. Even without physical bodies, the [Mana] constructs buckled under her hits. Theo knew for sure that it was good they hadn’t been forced to fight each other.

I could take her, though.

"So… Do you four have everything you need?" Theo asked, remembering that Lily, Finn, and the two youngsters were still here, even if they were all just as interested in the ongoing struggle below. "I’m not sure I want to bring you back if you forgot something."

"We have everything," Lily replied, looking scared as her glasses allowed her to see the ongoing fighting. "Those red tendrils…what are they?"

Theo looked at Stig, who just gave him a shrug. They were both clueless.

"I don’t have the slightest idea," he answered, trying to consider their current enemy. "It was seen in the mines at first, was aggressive from the start, seemed to detect our [Mana] or just life aura in general and was instantly hostile from that point, and…those hit by the tendrils are getting back up. Stig, look at this."

That was not good. They didn’t seem like outright undead, not stumbling around or towards the others who weren’t hit by the tendrils yet, but there was no lucidity left in them. The red infection was growing like fungus on their bodies, offshoots happening at several random spots on their flesh.

Undead? No, they still had life inside them. This didn’t feel like [Necromancy], either, that red pulsating aura being sent through the air indicating a lot of life. It was closer to what blood gave in general. Blood, organs, the insides of organic bodies.

"Blood monster that attacks with invisible tendrils. I don’t see why that would pop up so suddenly," Theo muttered, confused at best and utterly bewildered at worst. With how things were looking, he might just have a better chance at flying them back through the portal, getting Jakob and some of the other [Druids], and making them help figure this out before it got worse. But at that point, would they have waited too long? It was growing stronger by the minute, judging by how many were being attacked by its brethren. "It can’t just be made of [Mana]. It has to have some kind of main body, right?"

"It does," Lily confirmed, which was…not sounding right. Theo looked over at her with a raised eyebrow. How did she know about this again? "These two escaped death with a third, but she didn’t make it. We found her inside the tunnels three weeks ago, but at that point, she’d already been cut up, and… Finn."

Without another word, Finn gathered the two elven children who already had tears running down their faces, holding him tightly.

"She’d been cut open and her insides had been arranged like what we did when carving out that rune you wanted us to make," Lily finished. "I can draw it if you have paper."

Theo most certainly did. A [Rune] made out of body parts? It was a very possible thing to do, though the standard practice was to make the engraving on a [Material]. If it had just been put onto the ground, then it shouldn’t have been possible to do much. Especially not this.

A few seconds were spent making the shapes on the paper before it was handed over to Theo again, letting him see the half circle along with the two triangles inside it, along with a rough description of where the body was meant to be in relation to it all. The engraving was around the centre, though not obviously a part of the shapes outside of that.

"I saw it glowing red for a few seconds before it all started up and the tendrils began to come out," Lily explained. "We just ran away after that, but we met the man who did it."

"What’d he look like?" Stig asked while Theo tried to consider the possibility of this being a [Rune]. He wasn’t truly sure it could happen, especially not something as simple as this. Maybe as a trigger for something more complex elsewhere, but…why make it out of a corpse? This was closer to a ritual of some kind, something he didn’t have any clue about.

"He wore a robe which hid his body, but he was bald with a tattoo on his forehead," she described. "He wasn’t physically strong, either. He tried to grab at us, but I kicked his leg and it bent backwards easily enough. We were able to run, those red tendrils didn’t get out of the mine afterwards, and we thought it was over. It wasn’t, though."

A man with a tattoo on his body, clad in robes, and able to be hurt through ordinary means. Theo wasn’t too happy about the confirmation that it was done by a person, but he could at least cheer himself up with the fact that they could hurt. No immortal beast this time around. More than likely just a very crazy mortal, one with a regular body He could deal with those. His pistol could do it at range, even.

But as for the red monster, the fact that it had needed three weeks before it showed up was strange. It had been able to try and attack others for so long, but it only tried to attack the surface now. Maybe it was intentional, the man who’d created it granting it energy until it was ready. A viable strategy and one Theo was worried would work before he got back down there. The centre of Dalry was starting to fight back in full, with Bia in the lead, but the other sections weren’t holding up half as well. People were continuing to flee and fall. They needed help.

"If it’s man-made, then we should be able to take them on," Theo supposed, looking at the four behind him again. "We’ll fly a few kilometers away from here, put you down, and then…no, leaving you alone isn’t good. Stig, can you—"

"Yeah, sure," the [Space Mage] said, waving away his request before he could finish it. "You’re taking Nero, though. She’s an actual danger to them."

That didn’t even need to be a question, the [Familiar] refusing to do anything but follow Theo if he was going inside.

"Good to hear," he replied, turning the car around as they began to fly towards the mountains. Not the entire way, however, as a minute or two of high-speed flight was enough to create a good distance. He let the vehicle descend quietly and, within another minute, they touched down on the grass softly, the others able to step out without any worries. Theo did the same, more closely inspecting the damage done by the red tendril’s attack. "It really just had to do that."

He would need to replace a chunk of the metal if didn’t want the car to be ripped apart during the top-speed turns. Very annoying, since he wasn’t in a place where that was possible, but they would survive with the lower speed. As for the missing battery…he could reattach it temporarily. He would need to throw most of it away when fixing it anyway, so the current solution would give them an extra thirty minutes in the air.

"We’ll survive until we get back to Rootdale," Theo summarised to Stig as he went back on his feet. "Try to survive out here, please. We should be back in an hour or two."

The sun was almost entirely gone on the horizon, leaving the world to fall into darkness. The moon was already doing its best to give some form of light to the night, but the clouds were happy to interfere.

"We’ll do our best," Stig promised, letting the others start a small fire while Theo and Nero went into the air. There was a brief shout about how it was possible for him to fly at all, but the final words weren’t heard as they went out of earshot.

‘It’s not going to be safe fighting in the dark,’ Nero informed him.

‘It’s never going to be safe fighting,’ he fired back, though he did grant her a [Darkvision Rune]. It wasn’t fully needed, as she saw decently fine during the night anyway, but any kind of improvement was appreciated. Theo certainly knew that he perked himself up with some [Mental Rejuvenation]. ‘This might be a long night.’

Five minutes later, they flew over the walls to Dalry, dodging the early attempts by the red tendrils to grab at them as they landed right in the village centre. Bia was still around, fighting off the tendrils trying to get at her. She looked sluggish, but her roars of defiance made every enemy around her shake.

It was quite inspiring.

Nero charged towards the group, returning to her fog form as she absorbed the countless tendrils around them. They did try and fight back, but they weren’t able to do anything against her. Their whiplike attacks passed right through Nero’s body, the only benefits of their movements being that they allowed her to get into direct contact with them.

In just twenty seconds, they had been wiped away from the area entirely, Nero reforming beside Theo while fog rolled off her in massive amounts. The [Mana] inside the tendrils were no joke.

But the other enemies… Those that had been hit by the red tendrils had clearly tried to attack their brethren, though they didn’t have near-total invincibility against the tendrils. Scattered body parts could be seen around Bia, the red fungus growing out of all of them. Many of her guards were dead.

"Should’ve guessed you were a [Mage] of some sort," Theo commented as he threw her a [Holy Rune]. She grabbed it with her left [Enchanted] gauntlet, looking at it curiously. "Put a bit of [Mana] into it and it’ll heal your injuries."

She looked suspicious for a moment until she just gave up and did as ordered. A pulse of green energy was inserted, the silver light began, and she pressed it against her bleeding arm. A second later, everything was dealt with, only red skin left from the wound.

"Not a terrible gadget to have," Bia said, throwing the [Silver] plate away once it was empty. "You behind this?"

"Can’t say I am," Theo replied with some distaste. The casual accusation was not appreciated. "I know it apparently started in the mines below us, though. Somebody stumbled upon a corpse with its insides sprayed across the floor down there three weeks ago. Emitted those red tendrils, tried to attack them, though they got away at the time."

"And of course, the idiots didn’t tell anybody," Bia muttered, seeming both tired and angry. Theo offered her one of the plates that would get her back to full alertness, but it was refused. "A life sacrificed, this turns up… I would ask the smart people I had about it, but they’re all dead now."

She didn’t say it with any kind of sadness, and more just matter-of-factly. Maybe annoyance at not getting what she wanted, but nothing in the way of grief. There was no real care about their lives.

At some level, he could see how she’d become the leader of this place.

"If it started at the spot where they were cut open, there’s a chance its main body is around there as well," Theo said. "Do you have any regular way of getting into the mines? I’d rather deal with this before it kills the rest of your people."

"Should’ve gotten most of them by now," Bia commented, though she showed him through the town hall regardless. A massive hole was right in the centre, along with a large group of corpses close by. All of them had fungus growing out of them, and a few chunks even reached the red carpet. "There you go. Right into the underground."

Theo looked down at the five-meter-deep hole, considering his options for a moment before shrugging and jumping inside. Bia didn’t follow, seemingly not wanting to join him in the death trap, but he didn’t mind. Nero was beside him a second later, and they began to travel through the area where the red [Mana] was the densest.

There were no attempts made at hiding their presence anymore, allowing Theo to see the air constantly flying with those red particles of [Mana]. They were shaking, even when separated from the actual tendrils, which made him worry about what they actually were even more.

‘They’re something that needs to be killed,’ Nero informed him. ‘Nothing more.’

"I’d still appreciate knowing their name before I crush the body, though," Theo replied as they continued further. It didn’t take long before the surrounding area started to show the effects of being so close to the catalyst behind all of this, that red fungus seen on the corpses of the infected now sitting right there in front of him.

It was on the floor, on the walls, and hanging down from the ceiling as well, all of it steadily releasing spores. It was a disgusting sight, and quite obviously a danger for anything living, which made Nero transform to eradicate all of it before it could harm them. As she began to convert all of it to [Corrupted Mana] and consumed it for herself, however, hissing could be heard deeper within.

"I think it felt that."

‘Good,’ Nero said, welcoming the challenge. Theo, on the other hand, did not appreciate the danger, and he most certainly did not like the forms that began to emerge from the different tunnels around them. The bodies of people, or what previously had been people, began to surround him. Some had extra legs, some had razor-sharp arms, and some had gotten their mouths enlarged enough that their heads were little else. All of them were deformed in different ways, the only common factor being the extreme growth of the red fungus on their entire bodies. Gender was impossible to discern, the red offshoots obscuring everything that the people once were.

They knew only the orders granted to them, and Theo felt it as the hissing deep inside the tunnels made the bodies attack him. Twenty bodies, all charging at him from all sides.

"Give me time," Theo muttered, watching the world around him slow down while he gripped the pistol. The [Time-Perception Rune] was a lesser version than the one he’d used in Olkir, only giving him a minute to work with before the world went back to speed. Before that happened, though, a bullet was [Teleported] right in front of each of their heads, the restarting of time then making the projectiles fly through and utterly evaporate the half flesh, half fungus leftovers. "Disgusting."

Worse, though, was the fact that more stumbling could be heard from the outside. More were coming after them, some even running, and Theo wasn’t sure he wanted to take a few thousand on by himself. Instead, moving towards the source was the more viable option. Nero had taken care of most of the flying bits of the fungus anyway.

‘There’s still enough that it could get you,’ she informed him as he ran, the rabbit appearing right beside him. ‘If you get this into your system, I’m removing it.’

"And how are you going to do that?" Theo questioned, moving around the corner, seeing a good horde of fungus people, and turning right back around to find another way to the source. They were getting close. "I don’t remember you handling knives very well."

‘I’ll transform into fog and enter your lungs,’ Nero bluntly replied. ‘I could hollow out dozens at once. Taking care of one infection shouldn’t be impossible.’

Theo wasn’t sure that’s how it worked, seeing as one was a brutal extermination that left no chance of survival and the other was a delicate procedure to stop a minuscule amount of material from staying embedded inside one of the organs crucial for living.

She seemed confident, however, and he wasn’t currently able to spend time countering her points. His time was instead spent [Teleporting] right to the edge of the tunnel, pressing against the fungus-covered rock while a red tendril shot right past him. Nero was already in her fog form again, absorbing the red [Mana], but that was a clear attempt at a surprise attack.

The leader of the operation was getting desperate. Attention was being put on Theo.

Not a terrible thing, since it meant there was less pressure on the surface, but it also meant that the horde right on his tail was increasing. That meant praying that the old tunnel wouldn’t collapse after he activated an [Explosion Rune], threw it towards the approaching horde, and continued forwards. The walls around him vibrated as the wave of force expanded through the fungus-covered bodies and into the structure of the tunnel, but it mostly held. Theo was sure that the falling rocks behind him were purely decorative and none of them had been load-bearing.

Hopefully.

Another red tendril tried to get him before he could blink, but he dodged both the original attack and the secondary one as several smaller tendrils went out of the larger to try and take him unexpectedly. Theo already had a few [Absorption Runes] at the ready, however, stopping them from getting close while Nero took care of the main branch.

‘They’re getting bigger,’ Theo commented, noting that Nero wasn’t leaving her fog form now. She couldn’t react in time without it and, regardless, she had enough [Mana] inside her that it would be unwise to return to her normal shape at the moment. ‘You doing fine?’

‘I can transform everything nearby into corruption in an instant if needed,’ Nero answered. It sounded positive, so he just let it slide as they went through the next dozen tunnels. The fungus was starting to outright glow now, as the density of [Mana] made it hard to really contain. Everything was covered, everything had tendrils of its own, and none of it even got close to him as his [Familiar] absorbed everything. ‘There’s somebody here.’

‘I know,’ he said, looking straight ahead as the tunnel opened up. It was clearly a new addition, the area they now stood in unlike anything else. The roof was also only being kept up by created fungus that was working as pillars. This had been a normal tunnel, but it had been expanded to give space for the tree of life right in the middle.

Or…calling it that was disrespectful. There was nothing related to "life" in front of him, the robed man standing alongside it barely able to qualify himself.

He wasn’t human anymore.

"Truly, I did not expect a rune-crafter to visit Dalry on this fine day," the robed man said, while Theo allowed his pistol to shoot a bullet right through the man’s face. It went through cleanly, causing the skull to be entirely destroyed, but the voice kept coming without it. The rest of the body certainly didn’t care either. "Somebody with such an interesting companion as well…it’s almost a shame."

This wasn’t going anywhere Theo liked. With a quick order to Nero, the [Familiar] allowed her energies to spread through the area. In an instant, the place around them was converted from its fungus-infected state to be entirely filled with [Corrupted Mana]. The pillars began to shake, the tree began to palpitate, and the voice sounded rather concerned.

"What are you doing?" the robed man accused, body tensing, though it didn’t work as well when there wasn’t a head that could stare at them accusingly. "I worked for years, sacrificed everything, so this damned village could feel the pain they inflicted on me. Why would you ruin it?"

"Because I don’t like the idea of allowing somebody to kill thousands?" Theo replied, wondering if he would have to dig himself out of here. He had enough [Barrier Runes] to protect himself if the ceiling fell, and there was at least a good chance they could see outside from that point. "They’re terrible people, sure, but they—"

"Terrible?" the voice said, repeating Theo’s words with clear venom. "They kill, slaughter, and loot the corpses of anybody they wish, they take and take and never have to think about the consequences. They deserve this, they deserve judgement!"

"Maybe they do," Theo admitted. "Most of them should properly have a bullet between their eyes for what they’ve done."

"You see it too, then! You must—"

"But not all of them deserve it," Theo continued, not letting the voice speak. "I don’t know what some of these idiots have done to you. I’m not letting their crimes be the reason innocents die."

With a steady aim, he allowed one of the absorption rounds to reach the trembling tree. The voice screamed and cursed at him as the energy was greedily absorbed, countless threats made as the resulting explosion took out everything nearby. While some of the fungus further out was still living, the heart of the operation had been dealt with.

Like he’d predicted, the explosion made the pillars lose their power, the structural integrity falling apart as the roof began to fall towards them. Theo gave Nero the seconds she needed to reform, before he allowed the [Barrier Runes] to cover them, protecting them from the falling debris.

‘What benefit did we get from this?’ Nero asked him as they waited around for the collapse to finish. ‘Did anybody gain anything here?’

"I…don’t think so, no," Theo replied. The robed man had clearly been doing something, working to kill the people here for something they’d done to him or those he cared about. Most likely murder and looting, which he had decided to respond to in kind. Only he had magical abilities to work with, and with that, he had devised a plan that would make them feel his pain tenfold. "Arrogance created wrath, and from that there was only destruction and chaos."

They waited in silence for a while as the rocks about them finally steadied, the barest hint of a moon able to be seen through the cracks. Theo was just about ready to use the view to the air outside as the anchor to get them to the surface, already grabbing Nero while putting energy into the [Teleportation Rune], but the sound of a weak cry not far away made him pause.

‘Do you hear that too, or am I going crazy?’ Theo asked Nero, standing around silently while he tried to figure out where exactly it was coming from. The [Barrier Runes] was muffling the sound too much for him to be sure, but [Mana-Sight] could come in handy here.

‘You’re crazy regardless, but I hear it too,’ Nero replied, her ears moving as she tracked the location much more accurately than he could ever hope to do. ‘They’re over here.’

Theo’s eyes flicked to where she was pointing, his eyes revealing a small form hidden behind a few layers of rock. It was in the same pulsating type of red as before, which made him instantly think it was a leftover fragment of the enemy, but that crying wasn’t normal. It didn’t sound like something the man would’ve been able to do, instead closer to the voice of a…young girl?

"This better be wrong," he angrily muttered as he opened and pulled off one of the [Teleportation Runes] from his armour, slapping an [Item-Teleportation Rune] on the other side before carefully lining up the shot. The metal plate was gone the next second, landing on top of the crying form before the original engraving was activated. A second later, the frail body of a malnourished child was at Theo’s feet.

While the red skin immediately made him cautious, those long ears were proof of his fears. The sacrifice, the third elven child who had supposedly escaped, was alive.

‘Likely a trap,’ Nero sent him, urging Theo to reconsider as he pulled out a [Holy Rune] to remove the injuries from her body. Countless cuts were on her arms and back, likely the effect of the entire room collapsing on them. ‘We can’t trust this.’

‘I agree,’ Theo replied while getting the child up in his arms. ‘If I open the barrier a little right here, do you think you could get out yourself?’

He could only [Teleport] one extra person at the moment, after all, and he had his hands full.

Nero grumbled but accepted the alternative, turning into white fog and travelling through the hole as he opened the barrier up. A second later, when fractures began to cover the blue material, he [Teleported] as well, narrowly avoiding being crushed to death.

Faced with either considering that fact or finding some clothes, he took the latter, entering the half-destroyed clothing store a street down and finding something that could keep the kid warm. A few layers were something everybody needed, and especially somebody as thin as her. He didn’t know what to really do, though, as she continued to shake.

"You awake, kid?" Theo asked, snapping his fingers in front of her face. The scream that reached his ears made him think that was a "yes." "Good to hear. Do you remember anything before now, or…?"

The screaming and crying continued for a minute until she seemed to tire herself out, the kid falling to the floor. Theo stopped her head from hitting the half-destroyed wood, though he was unsure of what to do from here. Hopefully, the other two elven kids knew her enough to calm her down.

‘Still very likely a trap,’ Nero supplied, but Theo just ignored her. The elven child had red skin, and enough of the red [Mana] inside her to blow up half the village, but she didn’t seem outright evil. The albeit-scarred mind of a kid was still there, and that alone meant she needed help.

"If we take her with us, she can’t really be used against Dalry," Theo pointed out, making his [Familiar] sigh tiredly. "We’re the best to be around her if it is a trap as well. Shouldn’t be hard to deal with."

‘Your logic is flawed and you’re as stupid as always,’ Nero replied, giving up on him as she left the storefront. Theo just followe,d getting his shield on his back while he continued to hold the elven child. She at least seemed to be warming up, that freezing temperature gone from her skin.

The [Gravity-Reduction Runes] were activated as they both flew upwards and looked at the village from above. A lot of the places had been destroyed, people were dead on the street, and many years would have to pass before it would regain its former glory. But…those who had been struck down by the red tendrils and converted weren’t standing anymore. No injuries or wounds could be seen on their bodies, other than those made by the fungus, but they had nevertheless collapsed. It seemed that the death of the creature’s heart had been the true way to stop the attack.

His bet had paid off, and it meant that Dalry hadn’t been fully lost. Even while it was still night, people were outside in the street dealing with the dead and destroyed. Nobody could rest, nobody could take a moment to breathe. They needed to rebuild.

He found Bia shouting at some of the remaining guards not far from the village centre, able to land in front of her without getting much more than a glance.

"Whatever it was has been dealt with," he told her. "It was apparently done by somebody who this village did a lot of harm to."

"What, we killed his family or something?" Bia asked, Theo’s frown answering the question for him. "Oh. Well, he’s dead, so that’s that. Thanks for the help. You can just leave."

That…was it? That was everything the leader, the one ordering the guards to pick up the dead faster, had to say. Theo wasn’t sure disgust could truly express what he thought at the moment, though he likewise understood that trying to get into a fight about it wouldn’t do much.

‘Are you reconsidering your choices?’ Nero asked through the [Bond]. ‘Maybe you should’ve let the man kill them.’

‘Wouldn’t have done much harm to let him get her specifically,’ Theo admitted, though he wasn’t swayed too heavily by her uncaring reaction. Bia was one of those who had little empathy, and he knew that from the start. ‘We didn’t do it for her. We did it for those who’ve done nothing.’

‘Not a lot of those left now.’

That there weren’t. Theo supposed that leaving without another word was the smartest choice to make. The danger had been taken care of, the people were safe, and he could leave this place while knowing they wouldn’t all fall because of his unwillingness to assist them.

But he just knew that he had to make one last attempt.

"Next time a caravan comes here, have you considered just not killing them?" Theo asked Bia, getting both her and the other guard’s attention. "This is the result of you just exterminating everybody you don’t like the look of. Is it really worth it?"

For a moment, he had hope that he’d made them consider his words.

But the ensuing laughter said otherwise.

"If this is the cost of looting for decades, I’ll gladly accept it," Bia replied with a grin, her eyes finally falling to the frail form that was clinging to Theo’s side. Her smile disappeared at the sight. "Why do you have an elf kid clinging to you?"

Her armoured gauntlet tried to reach towards the head of the child, but she stopped when Theo pulled back. The smile appeared again, only a little muted.

"You’ve got a heart in that chest of yours, Theo Locheim," the leader of Dalry commented. "A bleeding one. Might want to consider getting that fixed before the wrong type stabs you in the back."

Okay.

"You…disgust me to no end," Theo replied, withdrawing any kind of anger before it got overwhelming. He had saved this person. No reason to change that now. "You and almost everybody else in this horrendous village. You’re a stain on the human race."

Theo had more to say, but those words were enough to change the roles. He wasn’t the one meant to keep his cool anymore. That job was fully thrown over to Bia, her face red as her fists clenched.

The guards were pulling out their weapons.

‘Do you want me to deal with this?’ Nero asked, but Theo rejected the offer. Instead, he asked her if she could hold the kid for a bit. ‘Why not. Put her on top.’

Theo got her settled between Nero’s wings a moment before Bia lunged for him, her fist a meter from his face instantly. He [Teleported] to avoid it, but she was on him a second later, her other hand grabbing at his throat. He ducked under the attack, his metal hand getting her in the stomach. It was a clean hit, though she tanked it in favour of getting him as well.

One hand was on his shoulder, the other on the right arm, and then she just pulled. Even when only given a second to work with, as she was thrown off her feet, Bia was strong enough to rip the arm from his body.

A distance was unanimously created.

Both were injured, one with one less arm to work with and the other with a caved-in core. Theo could see her leaning forward while her body convulsed.

"You hit hard," Bia admitted. Theo said nothing, pulling out his pistol with his left arm. He didn’t fire the bullets at her, however, the three rounds that left its barrel going through the approaching guards instead. All three died instantly. "You’re not gonna cheat, are ya?"

"Wouldn’t dream of it," Theo replied, dropping his pistol and shield to the ground as he focused on his stump on his right. With the help of about 800 [MP] fueled into it at once, the entire limb regrew in the span of a second. "Just putting us on equal footing. Would only be fair."

A bark of laughter left her as she pulled off her gauntlets as well, throwing them onto the ground beside his tools.

"Always wanted to beat a mage to death with just my fists," Bia confessed, feigning a side step before she leapt at him again. Theo was ready for her, leaning back to avoid the wide swing before defending against the uppercut. He took a step more back, tilting his head to dodge the third strike, before finally going on the offensive again. Her core was broken, she couldn’t move her middle much, and he happily abused it as she opened herself too much and he could get a hit on her ribs.

It was a fake opening. She’d seen it coming, and she traded the hit for one of her own, pushing forward and getting an elbow into Theo’s face. When her eyes glowed a deep gold, though, he knew she was using other tricks.

So he used some of his own, letting time slow down as he grabbed her upper right arm and swung her. It was fast enough that he felt some part of his body pop, but he didn’t care, Bia’s body hitting the tiled ground with a loud crack.

It was the stone that fractured. Bia was fine, grinning widely as blood seeped from her mouth.

He didn’t disengage fast enough, and her hands got around his flesh arm. A flex of muscle and a twist was everything she needed to do before Theo’s left forearm broke, the bone split in two. [Holy Runes] did their best to heal it, but they could only do much. The pain was muted, but the limb was useless.

"This is fun," Bia said as she got up from the ground while Theo took a few steps back. "How does it feel?"

"Painful?" Theo replied, the woman laughing at him. "Mildly exhilarating, though. Wanted to do this since I saw you."

"Oh, I’m more than happy to hear that, Theo! I knew that the blood of our forefathers was still in you," Bia said, her voice congratulatory as she seemed ready to clap him on his back. Not that he would let her get close enough to do it, though. "Your mingling with the subpar breeds was worrying, and I had my doubts when I saw that coloured goblin on your side, but this proves you’re worthy of your title."

"Title?" Theo repeated.

"The title of humanity, the greatest to ever exist," Bia explained, blood continuing to seep from her mouth. She spat a good chunk of it to the side, but it was continuing to grow. Those injuries to the core were getting to her.

Waiting around would mean his victory. A bad way to win, and they both knew it.

"Humanity can’t be that great, though," Theo pointed out, getting the attention back. "We had a small attempt at an empire for fifty years, and then it all fell apart. If that’s the best we could do, we are kinda inferior to…pretty much every other group of people around, don’t you think?"

The truest fact of all about humans was that they were very prideful. If there was something they thought of as the truth, they would defend the tenacity it required. How much was required also depended on how hard they believed in it.

So when the entire structure of a person was built around the fact that they were superior? They didn’t like having that questioned.

Theo felt some blood seep out of his own mouth as he grinned widely, Bia’s roaring shaking the windows nearby while her eyes glowed a royal gold. Her muscles spasmed, growing larger while she likewise gained a head in height. She might’ve been close to death, but that didn’t make her weak. She wanted him dead.

But since they were now willing to use magical gifts in full, he felt nothing wrong with covering the armour on his left arm with [Liquid Mana], letting the [Holy Runes] force his arm back into place, the bone repairing and the muscles put back into their former state.

"Let’s see what the so-called superior race has to offer," Theo said, moving his arm wide in a welcoming embrace as the giant of a woman charged him, her every step making the ground crack. "Right now, it’s very disappointing."

Rage, spite, and some unadulterated hatred were sprinkled into those golden pupils, Theo seeing everything put into the fit flying towards his body. It never reached him, a [Teleport] putting him in the air right behind her. Bia might’ve turned in an instant, but it was too late, the [Air-Engraving] already formed.

He threw the [Absorption] and [Explosion Rune] mix onto her face, strips of flesh cut away to let the engravings form. She screamed in anger, unexpectedly quick to recover and getting a hit onto Theo’s side before he could get away. He felt a rib turn into dust while a chunk of his armour was ripped off, but he survived.

The extra distance was perhaps even a positive when the [Absorption Rune] finally activated and began to absorb her face, flesh and everything else consumed to fuel the explosive. She screamed, he laughed from his position on the ground, and she was halfway to getting over and crushing in his skull before her own seemingly disappeared.

The ticking time bomb had reached its end, and the head and upper body were removed from existence. Theo idly noted the bits that had landed him as he sat up from the ground.

Bia was dead.

His pulse was still at an all-time high, and it didn’t seem like it was going down. Poking his side, he winced at the flare of pain. Even a glancing blow in her full power had been able to rip away flesh and some amount of bone.

‘Was it worth it?’ Nero asked as she steadily walked over to him, the elven child still on her back.

Theo looked at her, considering his current state. He was bruised, he was missing a literal chunk of his body, and even with an [Overfilled] [Holy Rune], this would still be hurting for a few days.

His pulse was not going down.

"Most definitely," Theo answered with a grin, spitting out the blood that continued to form. His nose was bleeding as well, though he didn’t care too much about that. "Can you see the missing piece of the armour anywhere? We need that for when we get back."

Nero moved to try and find it while he dealt with his injuries. Everything was healed as much as possible, a [Mental Rejuvenation Rune] was used to get him standing with enough clarity to try flying, and…he could almost feel like himself again.

The scene replayed itself a few times in his head, the death of the leader engraved into his mind without any chance of ever leaving him, and Theo felt that was the only positive end result. Forgetting this wouldn’t help anybody.

Finally, his pulse started falling down to rest, his heart understanding that the fight was over. The excuse to help Dalry move on from the old had been performed. While there was a good chance it wouldn’t be a full-on withdrawal from their former ways, he expected some level of improvement. Those without proper foundations weren’t too much of a threat, and without their leader, their most powerful asset was gone.

Nero found the removed piece of armour not long afterwards, giving it to him as she continued to carry the still-sleeping kid. It was surprising how much the youth could sleep through. Theo knew he wouldn’t have been able to handle the noise himself if he’d been made to sit on the sidelines of the fight.

Together, they rose into the air again. People below were finally approaching the centre of the village, curious about the noise, and the sight of their leader dead on the ground likely didn’t make the best impression. Theo…found himself not caring too much, however. He was done with this place.

[Skill] increase detected![Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Adept 1] to [Adept 3].

The [System] was able to sneak the message into his vision before he could stop it. There were other blinking boxes that wanted his attention, but Theo didn’t want to bother with them right now. The child was still in his arms, he was still incredibly tired, and the car wasn’t too far away anymore. The fire they’d built to keep themselves warm was a good indicator of that.

Stig saw him approaching before the others had the chance, greeting him as he landed on the ground. The words from the forest dwarf were stopped, though, when the red-skinned child was seen.

"Theo," Stig began, voice somewhere between cold and concerned. "What did you do?"

"I took care of whatever the fuck was down below," Theo explained cautiously. "There was a dude behind it, as we expected. Wanted to kill everybody in the village because of ‘their crimes.’ Nero [Corrupted] everything, I made the fungal heart of the tree monster explode, and…that was meant to be the end of it. The entire room collapsed, I protected us with a few barriers, and we were ready to leave until we heard a certain somebody crying."

Theo held her down so Stig could see better, that frown on the [Space Mage] softening.

"She was located about where the heart of the beast had been sitting," Theo added. "Absolutely filled with the same [Mana-Signature] as well, but… You four, come over here so I can worry less, please."

The cries of the elven children when they saw the face of the red-skinned kid told Theo everything he needed to know. The supposed sacrifice was alive. Changed but alive nonetheless.

"She’s meant to be dead," Finn stammered, face paling as he looked at them. "We saw her corpse. How is she alive?"

"Zero clue," Theo replied, noticing how frequently he had to answer like that. He had to get that changed soon. "Maybe her role wasn’t to be the sacrifice. Maybe she was meant to be the vessel."

He had to admit, the latter idea wasn’t a terrible one. While the natural versions were rather limited in capacity, living bodies were rather good for storing energy. And, from how utterly filled with [Mana] she was, her internal structure must’ve been altered to maximise that ability.

"Speculating isn’t going to give us an answer," Theo finally said as worried eyes continued to stare at the kid in front of them. "We have to ask somebody who actually knows their shit, which means…skipping trying to find a mountain base to get back to Rootdale."

"Rootdale," Lily repeated. "Isn’t that…several months of travel away?"

"Might be if you travelled by horse," Theo supposed, slapping the outside of the car. "It’d take a week or three with this thing here, which we aren’t going to be doing either. We’re taking a shortcut."

"There’s not a ‘shortcut’ to travelling thousands of kilometers," Finn said, not looking happy as Theo just smiled. He tried to hide his wince as he stood and reached his full height, his side still not loving him.

"That’s where you’re wrong, my friend," Theo said. He did a double-check to make sure the car was still operational, which it was, before stepping into the driver’s seat. At the press of a button, everything turned on, and the vehicle floated a meter above the ground without any issues. "They might be impossible for the common folk at the moment, but [Rune-Crafters] aren’t too normal anyway."

They didn’t look convinced, though they did as asked. It was getting very crowded in the back now, with three kids and two teens, but they managed. Theo certainly saw it as acceptable as he allowed the car to rise into the air, pointing it towards the mountain range before taking off. With the [Transmission Runes] guiding his path, he was able to know exactly where a certain [Arch Portal] was hiding.

After a bit of flying, and remotely communicating with the door to the [Emergency Portal] to have it open up and let them float inside, he was granted the pleasure of the people in the back shouting in disbelief.

The kids were intrigued, Lily was seeming to question her entire life, and Finn was paying a lot of attention to the raised door as they floated inside, seeming to tense when it began to close behind them. Being trapped was something they were perhaps not too fond of.

Getting out of the car, Theo put in the needed commands. It didn’t take too long before the [Arch Portal] turned on, crackling seen in the middle until a new sight began to emerge. The others seemed to speculate until Lily finally spoke.

"Isn’t that the world tree?" she said. Theo just smiled until the full image was revealed, including the elven guard curiously looking into the portal from the other side. Theo waved, and the elf seemed to lose interest, returning to their post. "Oh, shit, it is. You weren’t lying."

"Lying isn’t how I like to do things," Theo just replied, letting the car move forward once the barrier was gone and they could transfer through to the other side without any risks. He briefly talked with the guard to make assurances that the traffic wouldn’t be disrupted for the next hour as he and the others flew towards the top of the [World-Tree]. "To your left, you can see the city of Rootdale in its full glory. It’s not a terrible place, and it’s currently our base of operations."

"Good to know," Finn said. "Why are we going towards the world tree, though?"

"Well, if anybody knows what the hell happened to the third kid that’s still unconscious, I imagine it’ll be Eirene," he answered, getting two very confused looks sent his way. "Oh, right, Eirene is the [World-Tree]. She’s nice. Slightly imposing at times, but otherwise no complaints to be made."

While the two teenagers looked rather horrified at the number of facts being thrown their way, Theo felt somebody connect to the [Familiar-Bond]. Their presence had been noticed.

‘It’s nice to hear that you don’t find me imposing all the time,’ Eirene said. Her eyes moved away from him as she studied the others. ‘More rune-crafters? How intriguing. Though…I am not sure what to say about the sleeping Harbinger.’

[Harbinger]? Wait, shit, why did the [System] recognize that as something important?

‘I think we have a lot to discuss,’ Eirene stated, Theo finding himself in agreement as they reached the entrance to the [World-Tree] and landed in the entry room. The heart of the tree herself was already there to greet them, giving the newcomers a welcoming smile. "It’s nice to meet you all."

There wasn’t any response from the five in the back, however, as all of them were frozen in fear. The presence of a godlike entity was yet again a little too much to handle.

This was going to go well, wasn’t it?


Chapter 16

An Old Lair


The tea wasn’t half bad, Theo had to admit. He wasn’t usually the type for it, preferring coffee above leaf water, but Eirene seemingly had some tricks up her sleeve to accommodate his type.

"The secret is to brew it properly," she said, getting some confused looks from the two teens yet again. Stig barely gave it a glance before going back to his slice of cake, and the two kids were just happy doing the same, the last not even listening. As for the third one…she wasn’t awake yet. They would need to get to that soon. "Yes, I think we do."

"Responding to my thoughts does somewhat complicate communication with the group, you know?" Theo commented, eyes widening from the other side. It was incredible how much human faces could do that. Did he also do that, or were the twins just unique in having their abilities? "Talking audibly might make introductions a little easier."

Introductions. They had done them at the start, after getting past the first hurdle of the others fearing to move out of seeing Eirene standing in front of them. It was the horror stories for the twins, and sheer awe from the two kids. The former had thought they’d likely be killed for what their village had done through the years. The latter were simply too excited to do anything but stare.

Not now, though. They’d been able to finally greet her back in timid voices, following along over to a sitting area, and get settled with some refreshments. Tea and cakes, to be specific, which Theo certainly didn’t mind. He hadn’t eaten properly in too many hours, so getting some sugar into his blood kept his mood up.

"Do all mages communicate with their thoughts?" Finn asked Stig, the forest dwarf glancing over at the teenager before shaking his head.

"No, that’s just Theo being weird," the [Space Mage] replied, tapping his skull. "I can’t do anything like that. No thoughts but my own inside here."

"Will we be able to do something like that, then?" Lily questioned, to which Theo could only shrug.

"I’m able to do it because of a small mishap which resulted in me getting Nero right there," he explained, grimacing at the events of that day so long ago. Nearly killing himself because he wanted to touch a shiny rock was not his fondest memory. "I wouldn’t recommend trying to do the same, even if telepathy is a nice bonus."

He could properly simulate the bonds with [Runes] anyway. There was an entire [Mental Domain] and there had to be some kind of engraving that could pick up directed formulated thoughts. If he just used that as a trigger, as well as making sure it could be transmitted through the same technology he used for the phones, making it possible for anybody wouldn’t be too hard.

"The amount of people who you would be able to talk to, outside of your familiar, would also be rather limited," Eirene chimed in from beside him. "I can only interact with Theo because of my own abilities being strong enough to influence his [Bond] with Nero. There are very few entities left in this world who would be able to do the same passively."

That put a damper on their excitement, which made Theo quickly add that they could properly replicate it with [Runes] in a few months of training. Or a year. He wasn’t sure how quickly they could progress. Maybe half a year?

"When are we actually starting on this ‘training’ you want us to do?" Lily asked him, which raised a rather good point. "You want us to become rune-crafters like you, which means we’ll have to become good at, what, using the engraver?"

"Partly, yes, though your limited supply means I’d recommend you learn [Air-Engraving] within the first month or two," Theo added, before giving a brief explanation about what [Air-Engraving] even was. He needed to focus if he wanted to teach these two properly. "As for when you’re meant to get started…I suppose we will have to wait a day or two while Stig and I go take care of the mountain base."

‘Mountain base?’ Eirene asked, Theo sending her the memories of the past day. Even when her humanoid body was only a projection of her true core, even it couldn’t stop the disapproving look. ‘Even when looking through your memories of the event, I can’t decipher what made you want to fight the leader of those horrid people without anything to assist you.’

‘Felt right at the moment,’ Theo replied, which didn’t seem to help his case. ‘It’s over now, though. Nothing to go back to.’

‘Oh, but there is,’ she corrected. ‘The two children in front of you. Their uncle is meant to arrive to Dalry in only six days. While I understand that you want what is best for them, I believe they would prefer to stay with family.’

‘Don’t you mean the three children?’

‘The third is not a child anymore.’

‘You really have to start explaining that soon.’

‘Of course.’

"I have a proposition," Eirene said a few minutes later when the consumption of the food seemed to have slowed down. "From what Theo has told me, you two are going to be staying in Rootdale for the next many months, and, while I hope you will excuse me for peeking at your belongings, you do not have much prepared for everyday wear and life in general."

"Comes with not having a home with a roof," Finn replied with a shrug, Theo frowning as Lily sent an elbow into her brother. "What? It’s true."

"Doesn’t mean you have to say it," Lily stated with an edge to her voice. The brother conceded, hands up in defeat as he quieted down.

"Since…you two are aware of this, I propose that you get situated in the city while Theo and Stig deliver the two children to their family alongside visiting the other location they need to inspect," Eirene continued, the casual atmosphere clearly not something she was used to. "Theo can easily provide you with a guard escort, along with everything you would need to prepare for daily life in the city. Rooms at the inn should not be an issue, since I remember your current accommodations having two extra rooms inside which were unused. Right, Theo?"

"Just how much of our daily lives have you listened to?" Theo asked, getting a smile in return.

"It’s hard to ignore when the city is built around my roots, so…there is little I have not heard," Eirene helpfully replied, sending him a few of her favourites in recent weeks. She had apparently found much joy in watching him experiment and fail horribly.

Theo needed to start charging for viewing permissions at this point.

"Going out and buying clothes does…not sound bad," Lily answered, bringing back the focus of the conversation, looking over at Theo. "You still owe us that fifty gold."

"You can have a hundred," Theo replied with a shrug, Finn’s eyeballs looking ready to pop out. "What? I did say that [Rune-Crafters] are very valuable. If you asked the royals for that much, they would give it to you without a second thought. They want you to be their friend because they know what you can give them in return."

He knew that they would give him several thousand the second he even suggested that he could build a second [Arch Portal] for their use. The market had finally accommodated the change, the trading of rare metals alongside new types of food was skyrocketing, and Rootdale had quickly become a true stop for most traders on the continent. Having the ability to skip a month of travel was unheard of, and the royals wanted more.

"I won’t say no, then," Finn said, more than happy to take the money and use it to their fullest. "Always wanted a wardrobe to pick from. These rags have been getting old."

…

"Just how long has it been since you two got new clothes?" Theo asked cautiously.

"That would be around—I actually can’t remember," the brother replied, looking over at his sister. "Do you remember?"

"Three years? Maybe two?" Lily said, seeming unsure. "It was when Lucas had first priority on the ones who transported cloth."

"That was two years ago, so, yeah, we’ve had these for two years," Finn summarised, looking over at the mildly horrified Theo. Eirene, fully able to understand the context of where the cloth had been acquired from, didn’t seem pleased either.

That ability to speak of it so lightly was perhaps good when having to survive on the streets, but Theo wasn’t sure it was a positive habit after leaving that area. Bia hadn’t been unique in her ways of thinking. She’d been the standard, and all others had echoed it. Even those against it had those patterns ingrained in them somewhat.

‘Could you keep an eye on them while they’re in the city?’ he asked Eirene.

‘You don’t need to ask, though I am sure they won’t do anything,’ she replied. ‘They might originate from a place of intolerance, but they do not seem to follow those ideals. Especially not when they did so much to bring the children back.’

Theo knew that was true, but he had to be sure.

With the agreements made, he gave the twins and two kids an hour or so to rest, while he, Stig, and Eirene moved to another room to check up on a certain [Harbinger].

"You never said what that was, by the way," Theo reminded her. He’d already filled Stig in on the name, but he had never heard it before either. "What does it mean?"

Inside the room, the red-skinned child was sleeping on the bed. She looked peaceful, softly breathing while covered with the blanket. If not for the scars and the colouring, Theo could’ve seen her as a normal person.

But the fact that she’d gotten larger, and that the red [Mana] inside her was starting to swirl around at incredible speeds, made it clear she very much wasn’t.

"The title is an umbrella term for many things, though it is usually used for those who have become vessels for somebody or something else," Eirene began, walking over to the bed and putting a hand on the head of the child. The quickened breathing that had started a moment before slowed down once again. "In this case, I believe that there is more than one inside."

More than one?

"What do you mean?" Stig asked. "With how she was kicking and screaming when Theo found her, she sounds like she’s still the child from before."

"I don’t reject that idea," Eirene explained. "Based on what I see, however, there is more to her now. From what Theo saw down below, and from what Lily explained to you, it seems that the man had tried to use the lives of the villagers to grant this one her own back."

Now it wasn’t making much sense.

"He killed her, though," Theo pointed out. "Why would he want her brought back?"

"Are you sure he was the one behind her death?" she asked in return. "From what you heard, his reasoning for trying to destroy Dalry was as revenge for the killings they’d done previously, including the killings of people who were close to him. While this might come from my own opinion, I can’t fathom why he would dispose of an innocent person unrelated to the village. It would make more sense if, say, he used the body of a recently deceased victim to hone in on who was meant to be targeted."

"So he found her corpse, brought her down to the mines, cut her open and used her in a ritual that summoned a monster that would kill the villagers while bringing her back to life," Stig summarised, the group quiet while mulling it over. Theo had to admit it sounded possible. A final act of redemption for all of his own murders, to allow somebody innocent to walk once again. "Maybe he wasn’t that terrible a person."

"A good person made to do terrible things by the trauma of the past," Eirene agreed, eyes once again falling on the sleeping child. Had she grown after she’d been brought to the [World-Tree]? Theo swore that she’d been shorter while they’d been in the car. "I’m not able to say what ritual was used to bring her back, though I can say that it was a very dangerous one. While she is alive once again, I fear that those consumed to grant her life have been embedded in her."

"In what way?"

"Their memories, most likely. She might have some affinity for certain crafts as well," Eirene said, though she sounded unsure. "Since she is growing at an abnormal rate as well, it would not be impossible that she will take a mesh of their physical appearances too. With time, her elven ancestry could be hard to notice."

Forced to look like her killers. Theo didn’t envy her, wondering how everything would be seen once she woke up. Eirene was adamant that she couldn’t return with the two others, due both to the sheer power within the girl and the likely outbursts of destructive energies once she became conscious again. While wisdom and comfort could lessen the outbursts, there was little chance they could be stopped entirely. Any ordinary person nearby would find themselves dead from such a thing, and a caravan filled with only those wouldn’t live for long in her presence.

"Perhaps when she is older, but for now I must keep her here," Eirene concluded, her word on the matter final. While there was a chance she could be moved to the druidic enclave in the north, that was only after the initial inspections of her mind. "It should be a few days before she awakens. You three should be able to do your businesses in the south before then."

Theo wasn’t sure he wanted to leave the kid, not knowing what she would become or what would happen to her, but he knew that they had a job to do. The two others had to be brought to their family before they arrived at Dalry, which effectively put a strict deadline on leaving again.

We need to hurry up.

The morning was starting to arrive outside, which meant that they would be moving once again. After an hour or so of resting, to make sure their bodies could actually handle this next day of activity, Theo got the others back into the car and began to fly.

"Do visit when you return," Eirene requested, to which he promised he would. For now, they had a few things to get over with.

Flying towards Rootdale, the others grew excited. Maybe it was the buildings with a roof of gold, or maybe the layout of a city with multiple layers wrapped around endless giant roots was just too unique to not stare at. Whatever the reason, the twins couldn’t keep their eyes away, more than excited when they landed on the large balcony of the royal tower.

They got out out while the guards contacted Reginald, and the guard captain was in front of them within a few minutes. Theo noted the sleep still present in the old elf’s eyes.

"Sorry if it’s a little early," Theo apologised, though the guard waved away his concerns quickly.

"It is of no concern," Reginald promised, eyes moving to the new faces. The twins stood beside Theo, both clearly wary, while the two children were still seated in the car. "Could I ask who these new followers of yours are?"

"Of course," Theo said, nudging the two forwards so they could shake hands with the captain. "These two are my new apprentices, Lily and Finn Wagner."

"A pleasure," Reginald said, a thin smile on his face as he greeted them both. They responded in kind, though their voices were not too loud. They seemed unsure of how to act in front of the elf. "And the two children in your vehicle are…?"

"Nothing you should be worried about," he promised. "Victims of Dalry. I’m flying out in a moment to get them back to their nearest family. While I’m doing this, I do need somebody who can help these two get acquainted with Rootdale. They need to be shown around, to buy some clothing and other necessities and finally get brought to the inn where we have rooms. Do any of your guards feel up to that task?"

"A simple escort?" the captain asked. "It should not be difficult to find a group willing. I can assure you that your apprentices will be in good hands."

"I’m glad to hear it," Theo said, the two then chattering some more about the specifics before letting guards take over. He handed the twins a good bag of golden coins, with the promise that they would spend it wisely before he and Stig returned to the car and flew off once again. "That was easy."

Stig didn’t respond instantly, waiting a handful of minutes while they flew down to the [Arch Portal]. It was opened up to their previous destination, letting them go through before they closed the portal down once again. With the doors to the [Emergency Portal] opened up as well, they were able to leave the mountain range and head towards the road leading to Dalry. They were looking over a certain caravan, one meant to be nearing the village within the next twelve hours or so.

"I have to ask, Theo," Stig began, getting his focus instantly. "That hole in your armour. It wasn’t gained from fighting the monsters, right?"

…

"It wasn’t," Theo replied, remembering that he hadn’t told Stig the truth about Dalry’s leader yet. He had been planning to do so, of course, but hadn’t gotten around to it. "Bia…she did not appreciate my opinions about the village."

"She attacked you because you criticised the looting?"

"That and also because I called humanity a disgrace," he added, Stig doing his best to hide his laughter from the two confused kids in the back seat. They had to keep their words civil. "I dealt with the guards with the pistol, but I felt that it would be more deserving to get her without the weapons."

"Did she drop hers too?" the [Space Mage] asked, Theo nodding in response. "Must’ve been a hard fight, then."

"Most certainly, yeah. She ripped my arm off within the first five seconds," Theo recalled. "I got it back before the fight continued, but it was a good example of her strength. She broke my other forearm in half without any difficulty as well, which was…painful."

He went through the rest of the fight with Stig after that, detailing what he’d done to survive, those golden eyes from the leader, and how he had finally finished her off with the [Runes] put onto her face. While he didn’t outright say what happened from that, since the kids in the back were straining their ears to hear everything said, it was clear that the forest dwarf understood.

"I didn’t think you could put the engravings on other people easily," Stig commented. A good point, though one he had considered before.

"It wasn’t ‘easy,’" Theo replied. "Or, well, the actual forming was the same. I just had to use my last 200 [MP], about a fifth of everything I can have in total, to make sure it stuck."

If she’d been much more powerful, he wasn’t sure he could’ve actually made it work. It had sort of been a last resort on his part, since Theo hadn’t had much else going for him. There had been the emergency [Ignis Runes] on his armour, as well as flight if absolutely necessary, but he wasn’t sure those would’ve actually worked for anything other than annoying her.

Yet it was in the past now. She was dead, he was alive, and now he could put it all behind him.

"I know it can’t have been fun, with that injury right there," Stig said, both too observant of the hole on the upper side of his core. Even after being healed, Theo could still feel an ache from his ribs on that side. Phantom pain was overrated. "Caravan spotted, to the right."

What?

Theo mentally threw himself free from memories and the sensations that still lingered with them, in favour of spinning the car around so the the ground below was now to their right. They didn’t actually fall towards it, with the lack of gravity and seatbelts forcing them to their seats, but the effect was somewhat disorienting for the kids in the back regardless.

"Sorry," he apologised, before glancing around the grassy hills for a few seconds until he finally honed in on the caravan in question. They were a mere speck in the distance, far enough that without the yellow cloth covering the contents of some of the wagons, Theo wouldn’t have noticed them. Flying closer until more distinctive shapes could be seen, he looked at the elven children again. "Does your uncle use yellow in his caravan? Any chance this could be him."

They replied in the positive, though their slew of random words was hard to decipher. Theo supposed that the excitement meant that there was some level of recognition, at least, which was enough to make him start his descent.

The worried look on the elven faces below were noticeable, though the ones at the front turned to confusion when the kids started screaming hellos along with their names.

As it turns out, their uncle was called Galan, and he didn’t look too happy as the car finally landed ten meters or so from the front of the caravan.

"Hello to you two," he said with a grin after jumping down to greet the kids. His face did harden when an elven woman took the kids and Theo and Stig came into the picture as well. "Should I ask why you had two of my brother’s kids with you?"

Theo sighed, knowing how this was going to go.

"The map he was following, and the map you’re following as well, led him and his caravan into a village called Dalry," he began, recognition and despair seen on the elf’s face. "Their deaths were swift and brutal, though these two were able to be hidden from the others for the past three weeks or so."

The elven man didn’t answer, taking deep breaths while seeming to consider his current options. Nobody rushed him, and the others around were likewise in shock at the news. Getting told that the other half of the group was just gone could not have been easy.

"Are you from Dalry yourself?" Galan finally asked, eyes floating over to Stig. "I wouldn’t think a human would accept being around those who aren’t the same."

"Other than being of the same race, I’m not affiliated with Dalry in the slightest," Theo promised. "You can be sure of that, since I got rid of their leader about twelve hours ago. Not that it means the village isn’t still dangerous, though. I strongly advise you to go an alternative route if you can."

Galan still didn’t seem happy with Theo, but he took the advice given regardless. He was asked to point out where on the map Dalry was meant to be, which Theo happily did while also giving the alternative route that would help them move along without risking attacks of the human variety.

"You two have my most sincere thanks for stopping another catastrophe from happening," Galan said with a small bow, even when there was still clear distaste present. Some habits were hard to let go of, especially when one of them had been very strongly reinforced just now. "If we ever cross paths again, I hope it will be on better terms."

"I hope so too," Theo said, standing to the side while the caravan began to move again, the horses pushing along the wagons at a steady pace. At the next split, they would go right instead of left, avoiding a very disturbing death. "One part’s done, then. Onwards to the next?"

"Yes, and, hopefully, a bit quicker this time," Stig replied with a tired grin. "One hour of sleep does not make this easy."

"You’ll learn to love it," Theo promised, though both of them knew that wasn’t true. Instead, they both used a [Long-Term Mental Rejuvenation Rune], the magical influence somewhat waking them up, and they sped through the air once again. With the longer distance, he even felt that pushing it a bit further than normal would be acceptable. Within a minute, they found themselves travelling at a speed where the areas beneath blurred into one. "I just love this thing."

The speed of the old world was slowly being approached. While Theo still wasn’t beating the latest commercial cars, he could easily see himself outpacing the earlier iterations.

His technology was just better.

That line of thought kept his mood up as they reached the eastern side of the mountain range, slowing down so they could study the countless cliffs and caves on top. Everything initially looked like pure wilderness, with little to no inhabitation in the past few hundred years. Still, an hour of slowly picking through the area with [Mana-Sight] finally revealed something.

A hidden door, one old enough that the security features were leaking.

"Not the most long-lasting design," Theo commented as they landed and approached the concealed door. It was made to look like just another large pile of rocks that had fallen from the cliffs above. It took that role rather seriously, even if the slightly more barren area around the entrance revealed the truth. "I can’t see anything offensive if we try to break in. Are you catching something?"

"Nothing dangerous," Stig replied, squinting as he looked at the edges of the door. "I think the door’s actually loose. Look at this."

Moving to the dwarf’s spot, Theo could see a hint of light reaching further inside. The years had caused the door to move an inch to the side, which left a gap for the natural world to reach within the place.

That meant there was line of sight, and precisely what they needed to enter without permission.

After tossing in a random rock, and seeing that it hadn’t triggered any deadly traps, they [Teleported] inside without another word. Lights turned on rather quickly after that, revealing a long hallway that was surprisingly modern.

Draven had copied the [Rune-Crafters]s’ design in this regard, with the smooth white stone alongside the artificial lighting that seemed to half flicker at times. The doors were the same as well, as could be seen when they reached the end of the hallway and found the typical office door. There weren’t any protections on this one, letting them get into the actually important area without difficulty.

Inside…the aesthetics were slightly different. Going down a few stairs, they were met by a gigantic work area. Rows of tables, thousands of tools, hundreds of iron cages next to the walls, and tens of skeletons still filling some of them.

There was still white stone, but the laboratory atmosphere was entirely gone, replaced with what seemed like a sort of sadistic torture chamber. There were faded schematics lying on the floor and tables everywhere, and Theo was able to see that most of them had similar designs to what he’d found in Elgriva’s [Storage Unit] in Linrel. Some had rather extreme differences, however, especially when it came to the brain stems.

"This is an outright rework," Theo told Stig, trying to figure out just what kind of [Runes] they were all meant to be. He could recognize some of the tools meant to balance moods, but why was there an [Aura Amplifier] here? That was only useful for… "We were right. Draven’s controlling them."

Not through the standard mental manipulation, though. There was probably some interaction with the natural abilities, but they were also being heavily influenced by the prepared [Runes]. Most of the documents and notes about the changes had been destroyed over time, but they could piece enough together to know what requirements Draven had made for the workers.

He had been trying to make an infinitely expandable network, with each infected working as a relay. It was a barbaric thought, but the people working on it seemingly tried to do their best.

And they’d tested it as well. Walking over and getting down on one knee to inspect the skeletons still inside the cages, Theo could see the [Runes] put onto the bones. The changes were extreme, the structures heavily changed to make them more durable than ever, but it seemed that these iterations of the design could be defeated by age alone. Draven had seen that as a failure.

The warlord had wanted more, and from what the logs could tell them, he’d gotten what he wished for.

"He got some kind of scroll in the last years, which sped up the project by an extreme amount," Stig explained, skimming through the old books. Many pages were missing, and a few words had faded away to a point where only a lot of assumptions through context were possible, but they made do. "It should be inside storage, and… Oh, he actually ordered the people here to make a second version of the design."

What?

"What kind of second design?" Theo asked, to which the [Space Mage] [Teleported] away and rummaged through several lockers before pulling out various large stacks of paper. Theo walked over and inspected them, instantly seeing differences in the head design. "No emotional balancing, no real ability to influence the mental spectrum, very closed-circuit design for communication between the limb sections, and…more amplifiers?"

This wasn’t the kind of setup that would optimise the process of relaying orders gotten from elsewhere. This was made to be the origin point, the start of all orders of any kind. Any form of ability to remotely influence was removed, everything that wasn’t basic enhancement was gone, and most of the head outside of the amplification system in the brain stem was untouched.

Theo realised what he was looking at.

"He wanted the boost himself as well," he said, eyes wide as he skimmed through the design again and again. Changes were obvious, but the sizing was made for a very specific body instead of the measurements being easily altered to fit others. This wasn’t a universal design. This was uniquely Draven’s. "Being able to order them around wasn’t enough. He wanted to get the benefits alongside that."

Extreme resistance to magical, physical, and mental attacks, amplification of his own strength, even a boost to his ability to telepathically manipulate others, and the skills required to control an army on a microscale. It was… Theo didn’t know what to think of this.

Genius levels of insanity, maybe? They were certainly the orchestrated efforts of a control freak, one that Theo knew he would have to stand against sooner or later.

And when that time came, he would have to survive against this.

"There’s the scroll," Stig noted, bringing out a container which had a rather large amount of papers nestled inside. At a glance, the scribblings on the side were easy to recognize. The direct work of Elgriva Dulka. "This is mostly for the head, though…there are some last-second notes on the bottom here."

The scowl that reached the [Space Mage] as he read it made Theo curious. He wasn’t able to read it himself, though, which meant waiting until Stig was able to calm himself. A few minutes needed to pass for that.

"She’s noted down the section that makes it possible to manipulate them," the forest dwarf said, pointing at the mood-balancing [Runes]. "These two can only mildly influence people when on a metallic surface, but they have an exponential increase in the strength and complexity of what they can do when put on living tissue. She didn’t account for it at the start, since she never thought of testing it, but something happened and she figured it out. The last section here is a direct request to Charles to figure out how to fix it."

Theo’s own expression darkened at the last sentence. There had been hope to stop the wave of death the second Elgriva had understood the ramifications of her creation. But at that point, some of her designs must’ve been spread around, which made her dilemma less about stopping it from spreading and more about making a counter-tool to stop what it was going to do.

If they’re as strong as she’s saying…

He shook his head in disbelief. They were meant to passively influence the person to stop them from feeling extreme levels of emotion at once. The [Intent] for that had been made under the assumption of the [Runes] having very low power to work with, which meant that it ordered it to use most of its available resources. But because of how much their potency could increase, those orders would suddenly be twisted into something else entirely.

Yet…how had that not been noticed before? If it was the work of a single pair of [Runes] locally making disturbing changes, the Elgriva should’ve noticed it while testing the different individual sections. He’d read the research she’d done to ensure that nothing was done wrong, about how she’d repeatedly used them on one person to make sure no damage was done along with no alteration to his personality. Back then, everything had worked fine.

But then, when everything was put together, the madness that drove regular people to become rabid beasts arrived. There was a missing link somewhere, some connection that caused the effects to twist into induced insanity.

The closed [Circuits].

‘The closed [Circuits]?’ Nero repeated, unsure of what he meant.

"The closed [Circuits]!" Theo shouted as if that were the answer to everything. Or, well, actually, it was the answer to this answer. "It’s the [Intent] that’s leaking through the entire system."

"What?" Stig asked, sounding unsure of what he was ranting about.

"The [Intent] of each individual section of the body," Theo simply said, sitting down on the floor while he tried to go through all of it, seeing the error of Elgriva’s ways. She made it all too general, too easily able to communicate with each other. "They all have different orders, all clashing against each other but normally forced to respect the other’s boundaries. That’s how it normally works, that’s how it’s meant to work, but the [Self-Repair Circuits] are sending out new types of [Intent] constantly! All of them are across the body, working to repair anything damaged anywhere. They can be very accurate when it’s just nearby, sure, but across several limbs, everything else gets hit by the [Intent]."

His rant was just starting, but a certain [Space Mage] was already looking rather confused.

"Sorry, Theo, but you have to slow down a little here," Stig requested. "The segments that repair other runes send the intent along, but usually it doesn’t matter. Why?"

"Because the other [Circuits] aren’t built to be influenced by [Intent] from the outside," Theo replied with a grin. "But the emotional dampeners? They’re built to constantly monitor the mentality of the person, to take in anything from them, and influence their mental state accordingly. This is…shit, I need to be sure."

Browsing through his internal selection of [Runes], he quickly added the [Empathic Manipulation Runes] on his left arm, giving them the same [Intent] that they would normally be given when situated in the brain stem of a person. They would balance their emotional state according to their current readings, meaning they were open to outside stimuli with a specific frequency.

It didn’t actually get to influence him emotionally, since Theo put it far enough away that its range couldn’t reach his mind, but this worked regardless. His skin hurt at the implementation, but he ignored it in favour of putting a [Repair Circuit] on his right foot, giving it standard orders as well.

He had never tried to use the design anywhere but his arm, but this was as good an excuse as any. Theo just watched on as both of the [Circuits] did as they normally did, the [Repair Circuit] given free rein to send out assistance to any part of his body if it saw the need, and the [Empathy Runes] picking up anything sent.

A few seconds later, when both were activated, he only needed to wait a few seconds before the aura of insanity came from the [Empathy Runes]. Theo was right! The missing link was the [Intent] to replicate anything damaged and replace it with the correct version no matter what.

Without the boost to the mental [Runes], it would’ve been a minor suggestion in the back of a person’s head. Because of the exponential increase to their power, however, it instead replaced every lucid thought in the person’s head with this one goal.

To spread endlessly to any other person in existence.

Two very small flaws, each of which would individually only be a minor issue, but together became catastrophic. Theo wasn’t sure what to think anymore.

"That’s the flaw?" Stig asked. After he had explained it to him, the forest dwarf was similarly angered. "Two problems that were hard to spot coming together to create the start of the apocalypse?"

"The first could’ve been noticed in testing," Theo commented, though he knew that the procedures to test the emotional balancing hadn’t been done properly. Elgriva had experimented with it by applying the design in the participant’s mind before having a conversation with them for a while. Since they could still laugh, still look annoyed, and still feel sad, but hadn’t done any of them at the level of a mental breakdown, she had seen it as working just fine. "Instead of that, though, we have this."

A clusterfuck of problems, proof that they were working against a warlord advocating for human supremacy while having an army of fully enhanced slaves that numbered in the millions. This was going to be a fight against the horde of ants he’d faced before, but with each combatant rivalling the power of the commanders. With all of the enhancements, they would, at their weakest, be a more powerful version of Bia.

More than ever, Theo knew that he needed an army of his own, as well as to outfit them without enough weaponry that they had a chance of winning. A nearly impossible feat through the standard ways, but…if he went another route, then it was perhaps possible.

Draven’s own idea of making himself a version that allowed him to order all the converted around wasn’t terrible. It was extremely dangerous and would require more than idle curiosity to survive, and Theo wasn’t sure what other alternatives were currently viable.

"We’re taking all of this back with us," he said, looking at the ways that it all worked together again. Two flaws that, when connected, were able to bring the world to its knees. Elgriva had asked Charles to find the solution, but her [Mentor] had never managed. "I have to figure out how to fix this."

He had a few ideas, some crazier than the others, but the knowledge that the system used by Draven already relayed orders from one converted to the others was something he knew he would be able to abuse. The only hurdle was figuring out how to connect to the created system after surviving the transformation himself.

And to do that…he would need a few months.

"If I’m being honest, Theo, this isn’t looking good," Stig confessed while they put everything found into boxes. Notes, schematics, and everything that looked viable were brought along, and taken over to the entrance so it could be brought to the car. Before that, though, one final check was needed. "We always knew they would be powerful, sure, but the things that the researchers wrote down are frightening."

"What’d they say?" Theo asked while checking the walls of the room for anything that seemed interesting. The design of the white brick structure was too easy to take advantage of for secrets, and he could easily assume some amount of foul play. Even inside a location meant to never be found, there had to be something hidden away.

‘Any chance you could help me with this?’ he sent Nero, his [Familiar] sighing before she turned into fog and tried to find any small openings on the walls alongside him.

"They listed off what kinds of attacks could be shrugged off, what they could heal from instantly, and what kinds of passive magic nullification they possessed," Stig explained, listing off several elemental domains that the converted could apparently just ignore. Directed fire below [Tier 7] was useless against them, it was outright impossible for [Tier 5 Gravity Spells] and below to affect them, and they could seemingly lose an entire limb and have it regrow within three seconds. "This Elgriva Dulka made the design so that people with it would survive."

"And she succeeded," Theo concluded, thinking about what it could’ve been like. She only wanted it distributed to civilians, people with no combat experience or desire to learn. It would protect them, and let them survive through hardship unscathed. It was the dream of a wishful thinker. "Would’ve been great if it wasn’t used for this."

More than ever, he felt the need to fix this mess. Not now, though, as Nero had finally noticed a part of the wall with a room behind it. Since there was no obvious door or secret way to enter, Theo used his own sort of key.

As his shield hit the white brick, the sound reminded him somewhat of thunder, that crackle as the surrounding tone fractured too close to the real deal. The new few hits didn’t bring the same effect, however, stone merely falling to the floor around him as the hint of a room on the other side could finally be seen.

The lights didn’t turn on by themselves this time, needing a hit from Theo before they flickered and lit up the room. The white stone had been replaced with a grey variant, which fit well with the [Arch Portal] sitting in the middle.

Or at least an imitation of the design Theo had worked with in the past many weeks. It was a little too wide and too short, though the exposed gears weren’t too different from what he’d seen before.

"He tried to make portals himself after the rune-crafters shut theirs down," Stig said, picking up the designs from the lone table. Theo did the same, frowning at the poor work. The outside shell was entirely wrong, as if it had been made from incomplete descriptions rather than true understanding, but the inside was an entirely different conversation.

The secrets were known, the secrets Theo had been hoping to get since he first saw the [Arch Portal] for himself.

Draven might’ve failed to get the outside machinations right, but he had everything for the internal operations. Theo had only understood the outside, and the inside had been a mystery.

Now? Now he had both pieces of the puzzle.

Theo had all the instructions needed to build an [Arch Portal]. There were [Tier 15 Long-Range Portal Runes] in the schematics, alongside some [Tier 13 Encoded Transmission Runes] which were a complete enigma to him at the moment, but he could build this. The [Material] requirements were scarily high as well, but he knew people who could get him what he needed.

This was happening.

Everything was gathered, nothing allowed to stay. Theo needed everything, and he made sure the entire place was empty before they finally left. Boxes were strapped into the back seats of the car, Nero was settled in as well, and back towards the [Emergency Portal] they went.

It was almost dinnertime when they arrived inside Rootdale again, but hunger was not currently on his list of priorities. Instead, he flew directly towards the royal tower again, stepping out and manifesting a floating platform so he could carry all of the boxes inside without letting anything get out of his sight.

By the time he was ready to enter, Reginald had come to see what he was up to this time.

"I should notify you that your apprentices have been given the best possible treatment, even if my men had to apologise to several shopkeepers because of their behaviour," the captain of the royal guard began. Theo almost ignored his voice until the need to apologise came around. What had they done? "It seems that petty thievery is one of their many hobbies."

…Oh.

"I’ll talk to them about that," Theo promised, Reginald thanking him for it. "Before, though, I have some news for you."

Letting all of the secrets be spilt in such an open area was perhaps not the best idea, but Theo needed it off his chest. The truth about Draven Wulfric, what he had become, how he could control an army, and how Theo thought he could maybe lessen the ability to command them was the first section told, but the information about the [Arch Portals] was next.

"He was working on replicating them," Theo began. "He didn’t make it work, but his work was close enough that I can supplement it with my own, and, well…quite bluntly, I think I can make more of the portals myself."

Reginald said nothing for a while, the amount of information a little too much for the old soul. Maybe Theo should’ve spliced it up a little more. Not many could handle knowing that the future apocalypse had a leader behind it and that Rootdale had a very real chance of becoming a powerhouse in merchant routes.

"I…am going to deliver this information to the king and queen," Reginald was finally able to say, the old elf taking a deep breath before ordering some of the guards to make sure the found notes and schematics would be taken to Theo’s room inside the tower without any issues. "It’ll also be granted a constant set of guards to stop any intruders from getting in without being noticed."

Theo thanked him for the caution before they split up, the captain moving to the top of the tower to give the royals the headache of a lifetime while Theo and Stig moved through the current floor to reach the room he’d previously used when working on the bikes. A good ten guards followed along, five walking in front with five behind them.

They took their jobs seriously, clearing all the needed hallways to stop anybody from getting within ten meters of the floating platform. Theo couldn’t say he minded, and the caution was appreciated.

Not long after, they reached the room. It still had the early version of the [Fabricator], along with a few of the newer ones Theo had used to mess around with a few details. A pile of valuable metals had been thrown into the corner, but he didn’t care much about them. With the assistance of a few of the guards, the floating platform was settled right in the middle of the room, away from any danger.

He’d come to that soon. Before that, he had some twins to visit.

At the thought, the sensation of Eirene connecting to the [Familiar-Bond] was felt. She’d been waiting for him, having held up her promise to observe them.

‘Were they worse than we feared?’ Theo asked while starting up the car again, moving it over to the inn where the twins were currently meant to be. ‘Any acts of violence?’

‘No violence in the slightest,’ Eirene assured him, though there was still displeasure in her voice. ‘They are still living by their old standards, however. While they paid for most of their clothing upfront and in full, it seems that they both had a habit of taking smaller pieces wherever they went. Nothing too expensive, and certainly within the budget you granted them, but it was a habit that they continued to display through the entire trip.’

Theo was shown visions of the various stolen items. None of them were incredibly serious. A few sugar cakes from a baker, some rolls of coloured thread from a tailor, and various small animals made from wood that they’d seen being sold by a street vendor. Everything could’ve been paid for a hundred times over, yet they had still just…taken them.

And those were only the times when they had been caught.

‘You can at least find happiness in their neutrality to those who aren’t human,’ Eirene finally added. ‘They did this before they left their village as well.’

‘That’s certainly one way to make this a positive,’ Theo supposed, getting a laugh in reply. ‘Before I forget, how is the [Harbinger] doing? Anything new?’

‘She’s a head taller now, but still unconscious,’ she responded, sending another mental image of the elf in question. She looked peaceful.

Their connection ended after that, letting him turn to Stig and relay what he’d been told about the twins. "I’m not too sure how to handle this one, to be honest."

"Maybe just be frank about it?" Stig suggested. "Say ‘don’t steal again,’ and hope that they listen."

"I suppose that could work?" Theo said, not sure of what else to do. Nero offered to take one of their limbs, but he didn’t feel that would help anybody in the slightest. Instead, he just calmly landed the car in its normal spot, moving through the busy downstairs area of the inn, before going up the stairs.

A hallway was entered, and the door at the very end received a swift knock before Theo opened it. He was able to see the two twins in the common area sharing some kind of white cake. Further down the hall inside their area, he could see the doors to their room open, some clothes and other tools thrown onto the floor.

They said nothing when he and Stig entered, so Theo supposed that it would be him starting this out.

"I see you two have gotten yourself situated properly," he began, walking over and having a look at the cake. A few berries could be seen inside, and he gladly took the offered slice from Finn. "Thank you. Now…I heard you two were stealing some stuff."

"Not much," Lily commented, though it was clear she didn’t think it helped their case. "Nothing valuable."

"Still, it was stealing," Theo replied. "Listen, while being a [Rune-Crafter] will get you quite the leniency in way of the law, it doesn’t mean you should push it for no reason. I gave you the money with the intention of you two spending it and, what, you decided to save most of it and take things instead?"

Silence.

A glance with [Mana-Sight] revealed the location of the gold, the bag hidden inside the bedding in Lily’s room. A good spot to hide if there had actually been a need.

"If you wanted coins, you could’ve just asked for them. Hell, you could’ve asked for more than you’ve already got and it wouldn’t have been an issue," Theo continued when they didn’t reply. "Just…don’t steal when you don’t need to do it. We have money, we have the ability to use it, and we have the means to very easily get more of it. Even if your first instinct is to save for bad times, there’s no reason to think like that anymore. From now on, please don’t make the captain of the royal guard angry with you. Is that understood?"

Nods from them both, which made him breathe out in relief. There was no chance he wouldn’t be asking Eirene whether it continued, but it hopefully wouldn’t be an issue anymore. Now, however, there was another topic.

"So are we meant to start training soon?" Lily asked, pulling out her [Engraver]. "We’ve done nothing the entire day. Aren’t we meant to do…something?"

"I guess you are," Theo supposed, thinking about what could be done. Making them do various [Runes] was the easy solution, but he honestly didn’t want to have them be dependent on seeing how much [Mana] they had left. When they still hadn’t upgraded their internal [Capacity], they were still at risk of running out of energy while going through the process, which could be dangerous for the inexperienced. "We’re saving that for tomorrow. You two are going with me to a [Storage Facility]."

They didn’t seem to understand what he meant until the next day when they flew through the [Arch Portal] to Linrel, briefly saying hi to Asari before speeding along over to the [Storage Facility] in question. Having them experience it opening up was quite something, but Theo hurried them through so they could get to one of the [Terminals].

He had been able to promote himself to a [Standard Rune-Crafter] with one of these. Why shouldn’t he be able to get some qualified teens settled in as [Apprentices]?

The [System] to [Storage Facility 003-B] greets Theo Locheim!
What does the user need help with today?

"I have two people with no [Affinity] who qualify to become [Rune-Crafters]," Theo began. "I need to have them designated as [Apprentices], and grant them each access to the [System]. I am requesting for this to be reviewed by any person who has the clearance to do this or whoever is nearest to it."

"With ‘system,’ do you mean the blue boxes you mentioned before?" Finn asked, to which Theo nodded. "Cool."

Request detected!
Sending the two [Apprentice-Forms] to an elder or the nearest available substitute.

Good to see.

Theo waited eagerly for the [System] to ask him to review the case himself. It’d done as much the last two times. No reason not to do it this time as well, right?

…

Why wasn’t it showing up?

[Master Sara Anglo] has approved your request!
User has been granted access to [Storage Unit 99921-EP], where the required schematics to start [System-Initialization] can be found.

[Master Sara Anglo] has also added a note to their acceptance of your request.
Does the user wish to read it?

He was still, his breath caught in his throat as he looked at the blue box. This was wrong. This didn’t make sense.

"Yes."

He had to know.

Answer detected!
Displaying message:
Who are you?


Chapter 17

A Talk with the [Master]


A person, another [Rune-Crafter], was alive. Theo wasn’t sure what to think. He knew what to do, however. He knew how to act and take the chance granted to him. He couldn’t let this go to waste.

"Reply to the message with, ‘My name is Theo Locheim. Who are you?’" Theo told the [System], the blue box in front of him flickering for a moment until confirmation came that it had been sent. Beside him, the others looked at him weirdly. "Somebody’s replying back."

"Aren’t all the others meant to be dead?" Stig questioned immediately. "How do we know this isn’t a trick?"

"We can hope the [System] knows how to give [Master Rank] to some random person?" he supposed, though that was a farfetched idea to begin with. He could get the standard ranking by just increasing his skills in [Rune-Mastery]. Chances were that he could gain the higher rank himself if he just spent a few more years improving. "Even the loophole that I used required you to be a [Rune-Crafter] to start with. This person has that, so they have to be somehow affiliated with the group."

"Still, you shouldn’t take any chances," the [Space Mage] pressed, Theo accepting his words as truth. He wasn’t going to say anything too incriminating just yet.

Not until he saw the chance to see the reply, at least. At this point, there was little else he wanted than to get in contact with this person.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
I’m Sara Anglo. Your [System] should be displaying that in the above messages.
I can’t find any records on somebody called Theo Locheim, which means you’re not one of the survivors. Are you the one who sent out a ping to every [Arch Portal] on the planet a month ago?

So people noticed that, huh? Theo should’ve maybe…not done something so blatant to start with, but he had at least stopped his own portals from being in danger because of it. He knew all of their locations, they knew his, but they would need to physically travel to a place themselves if they wished to exploit it.

Which they would possibly do if they were angry enough.

More safety features were needed.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
Hello!
Yes, that’s me. I didn’t think there was anybody around anymore that could actually take notice of that. Sorry if that somehow negatively impacted you.Could I ask why the [System] was suddenly able to get in touch with you? Last time I sent in a request for something, it just looped it back to me so I could accept the request myself.

The message was sent along, and a minute later he got himself a reply.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
Don’t mess around with the [Arch Portals] if you don’t know what you’re doing. The [Facility] just notified me of the request sent from the portal in Olkir, which made me activate the remote messaging system.
That’s probably why you could reach me. This place can’t receive anything else without it now.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
I know how to use the [Arch Portals] now, don’t worry. Those first few attempts aren’t anything like what I can do now.
Could I ask where "this place" is? I’m currently in northern Vrasis.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
We’re on different continents, then. I’m somewhere in Igis. And your description of your skills makes me think you aren’t properly trained. The logs being sent through show that you didn’t get out of [Apprentice Status] until recently. It doesn’t say who your [Mentor] is either. How did you get access to the [System] to begin with?

"Ever heard of Igis before?" Theo asked the dwarf beside him.

"Igis?" Stig repeated, looking puzzled. "The fire continent in the north?"

"It’s made of literal fire?"

"I guess not, but the surface is always covered in fire, apparently."

Oh. Theo wasn’t sure what to do with that information.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
The circumstances for me getting the [System], I’m guessing, shouldn’t be shared through something like this, but I can say that they involve the Goddess of Fate and me being forced to stumble around without a [Mentor] for several months before understanding anything in the slightest. I was only able to get out of [Apprentice Status] because I reached [Adept] in [Rune-Mastery], which is fun.And as for Igis, I’m not too sure how anybody would be surviving up there. Though maybe that’s how you survived when everybody else disappeared. Is there any chance you could travel down here? Other than the two I’m getting into the fold, I haven’t met any other [Rune-Crafters].

There was no instant response, which just made Theo wait around for a while. When ten minutes passed, he tried to send another message. Nothing came from that either, so he just waited around some more.

By the one-hour mark, however, he was forced to give up. The [System] assured him the messages were going through. They were just being ignored.

"Maybe asking to meet in person was a little too risky?" Theo supposed, unsure of where the errors were. He made sure the [Terminal] would pick up any messages sent along on his behalf, and off they were towards one of the [Storage Units].

"Risky? You just asked a person who has lived in a place made of eternal fire where they’re safe if they wish to leave the aforementioned place made of eternal fire where they’re safe," Stig said, his tone not being the kindest in the world. "If they could spend at least two centuries up there, I don’t imagine they would want to leave."

"Which means we’ll have to make a trip up there ourselves at some point," Theo said, though he wasn’t sure if he wanted to do as much just yet. The car probably wouldn’t be able to handle the temperatures, the [Facility] itself was likely hidden somewhere underground, and, from what he could remember, the only [Arch Portal] in Igis hadn’t responded to his ping a while back. They couldn’t just [Teleport] there, which meant a week or two of flying over straight ocean. With how his current reserves were looking for the vehicle, that wasn’t even possible.

For now, they had other tasks to get through, including the one which this [Master Sara Anglo] had accepted for him. They had to make a visit to [Storage Unit 99921-EP], the place that had the schematics they needed for getting the [System] to work inside somebody else.

A brief trip down the elevator, as well as ten minutes wasted trying to find the right unit, finally allowed them to accidentally figure out where it was meant to be. Hiding in one of the corners, nearly out of sight entirely, was the aforementioned [Storage Unit]. With an all clear verification through the adjacent [Terminal], the group was able to venture inside and look upon the beauty.

There wasn’t any paper or notes this time around, the schematic instead seen on the wall itself. It was engraved already, a perfect rendition of what Theo would have to make on the side of the person’s mind.

Wait.

"That can’t be everything, right?" Theo muttered, looking at it all a bit more closely. It was quite a complex system, but this couldn’t contain all the information which he knew that the [System] inside him possessed. There had to be more somewhere, some piece out of sight. "This isn’t the interface. This is just a connector."

A very powerful one, with the ability to seemingly transmit thoughts, emotions, physical health, and everything else you could think of into one single [Rune]. It looked like it was in the [Space Domain], though Theo couldn’t say anything further than that. A pocket dimension? A…[Biosphere]?

That was the answer, wasn’t it?

[System Initialization Schematic] detected!
Note for [Rune-Crafter]:
To anybody that it might concern, this version of the [System] is only to be used on another person in the event that the automatic processing in the [Citadel] is not currently available. It is not to be used on anybody with any regular [Affinity], as their natural energies will clash with this construct and proceed to kill them. It is only meant to be applied while inside this [Storage Facility], and while the person is seated. This is both because the final installation is done remotely by the servers inside the [Facility, and because the user being worked on is normally found to become unconscious in the final application phases.
Please only use this schematic if you are experienced with schematics like this, and have had previous experience with application onto living tissue. If you have not had experience with either, consult somebody who has.

Well, that was a comforting message. Theo was only meant to use it if he knew what he was doing? Technically…yeah, he had experience with this sort of thing! He’d been able to figure out the flaws in Elgriva’s design. This stuff was nothing compared to what she had been working with, and this barely had any requirements when it came to [Intent]. Even his more inexperienced self could’ve done this.

The making of the [Runes], that is. When it came to applying it to a person’s brain stem, it would probably be better if it was the current version of Theo doing it.

"Should we get started?" he asked the room. Lily and Finn both seemed rather worried, and Stig was looking bored as he messed around with his portals. "One of you is going first. Figure that out while I spend ten minutes on this."

There were only about five [Runes] in the [Circuit], but they all needed to be applied in a very specific sequence in the span of about five seconds. Most of them were unknown to him, which wasn’t an issue, since he could just practise forming them on a sheet of metal, but the specific sizing was a challenge. Having to work on such a small area, with such ultra-thin lines, was something else. Theo could do it, sure, but he had to sit with his tongue straight while going through the motions.

A twist here, two circles there, and then a small square-fractal that curves from the right, and…done.

Looking at his work, he saw seven separate flaws. Good thing it’d been on the metal.

"Ten extra minutes," Theo said, not wanting to risk anything. His words, which were born from his wanting them to be safe, seemed to make the twins feel even more nervous somehow. Stig had to come around to get them to sit still before Theo could finally look away from the table with some level of satisfaction.

"Whoever is first, sit on the chair. There’s a good chance you’ll be unconscious for a few minutes afterwards, so it’s probably best you don’t get the opportunity to crack your skull open."

The twins looked at each other before Finn stepped forward.

"If this ends up turning my brain into goop, I will hit you," he warned, though Theo didn’t feel his words hit too deep. Where was the trust that he wouldn’t mess this up? "Be careful."

"I always am," Theo lied, putting his hands on Finn’s head to hold him steady. With a deep breath, the operation began, [Air-Engraving] letting the strands of [Mana] flow into the air. The patterns glowed brightly as he made them dense, the lines thin enough that they were nearly impossible to see. "Then it’s just forming them into the right shapes, and…here we go."

With care taken to both stop the kid from moving and get the [Mana] into place inside his head, he had to let a full minute pass before he was satisfied. A deep breath was taken, Theo trusted in the process, and he allowed the [Circuit] to solidify.

There was a brief gasp before Finn fell silent, raised arms flopping to his sides. If not for his head being held as well, he would’ve fallen straight off the chair and towards the floor.

"Finn!" Lily exclaimed, hurrying over to his brother. As all good sisters did, she slapped him on his face with enough power that it briefly woke Nero from her slumber. Seeing that there was just regular violence going on, the rabbit went back to sleep. "What did you do?"

"My job," Theo replied, watching curiously as the energy of the [Facility] streamed into the teen’s head. He couldn’t see exactly what was going on due to the sheer amount of [Mana] being sent through the air, but he knew that major alterations were being made. And…oh, yeah, that wouldn’t be pretty. "I suggest you take a step back. He’s going to wake up screaming in a second."

"What do you—" Lily began before the flying arm of Finn got her in the chin, pushing her away as she held her face. That had nearly taken her tongue. Not fully, though, as the line of curses from her showed off just how much of her ability to talk she’d kept. "You’re awake!"

Theo had just said he would be, but whatever.

"It hurts," Finn murmured, clutching at his head as he shook in the chair. Theo held him still, stopping him from injuring himself while the process was ongoing. Lily held her distance as well this time around, letting minutes pass.

Finn finally stopped trying to move, just panting on the chair as sweat ran down his body. "What’s…‘assimilation complete?’"

Oh, that was quick.

"Congratulations, Finn," Theo said, letting go of him so he could stand. "You are hereby an [Apprentice] with the [System]. How do you feel?"

"My head hurts," came the reply, though the teen’s eyes glazed over. Then they widened. "I can see my [Status Screen]! It says I’m a [Mage]."

That slight difference in the tone now made Theo grin wickedly. The effects of the [System] were spreading, others now having it too. It was a shame that Stig couldn’t get it, else they would’ve had a full group with it soon.

"Are you ready for yours?" Theo asked Lily, the other twin hesitating. He didn’t question it, seeing as she’d been forced to watch her brother go through one of the most painful experiences in his life. But the urging of the aforementioned brother about the perks, as well as the complete indifference to the pain, made her accept. While she still shook, she sat down in the chair and tried to steady herself. "You’ll feel a slight prick of pain, then you’ll fall unconscious for half a minute, and then it’s about two minutes of feeling like your head is going to explode. Nothing more. Nothing less. Are you ready?"

"No, but I don’t think I ever will be, so just do it," Lily ordered, holding the sides of the chair. Theo obliged, forming the strands of [Mana] above her. Finn held her hand in the meanwhile, his skin becoming white with how tight her grip around his fingers was. "Mention this in the future, and I’ll rip your eyes out."

"Duly noted," her twin brother replied with a smile. "It’ll be alright."

"Should be just fine, yes," Theo agreed as he accepted the current placement of the [Circuit], letting it solidify. It took long enough that Lily was able to get the start of a scream out before she fell unconscious, her grip on Finn’s fingers loosening instantly. "Like I told her when you lost consciousness, you might want to take a step back."

"Oh, don’t worry," Finn assured him. "I’m sure she won’t do anything that’ll—"

Lily’s body began to convulse, her right arm flying out into the air. The speed made her nails just powerful enough to cut through skin, Finn losing a small piece of his left cheek before he retreated as suggested. A few swears left the kid, not too different from the ones Lily had used herself.

They really were alike.

A round of muttering about the pain was had, much like the first time, and a few minutes later they could find themselves in a silent room again, the last twin getting her bearings as she leaned against the wall.

"That was not two minutes," she said, looking accusingly at Theo.

"Yeah, it was closer to one," Finn agreed, though not in the right way, as he learned when his sister looked at him angrily. "What? It feels like more when you’re going through it, but it’s not that long in reality."

Those were the wrong words to say to somebody still twitching from the pain, and he got a hit on his scratched cheek for his efforts.

Regardless, though, they both seemed somewhat alive. They could see their [Status Screens], and their [Skill-Collections], and were even sent through a brief tutorial regarding the different [Stats]. Any of the vaguer descriptions were given further explanation by Theo, but there wasn’t much need for it.

"Why does it say we have no [Skills], though?" Finn pointed out. "I’ve done more than enough to be skilled in different things. Why don’t I have that written down?"

"It should show up when you actually try doing it, since you haven’t done it after the [Initialization]," Theo replied. "The [System] is weird like that."

Another hour was spent just sitting around, letting the two fiddle with the blue boxes, before they moved once again. They could see how much [Mana] they each had, knew their quantified limits, and with that Theo could let them practise on their own much more easily.

After checking if there had come any responses from the other [Rune-Crafter], of which there were none, they left the [Storage Facility] and went to Rootdale once again. From there, Theo made a few semi-perfect examples of the [Tier 1 Impact Rune], [Tier 1 Gale Rune], and [Tier 2 Holy Rune]. The last wasn’t something he expected them to work with for a while, but this would be enough for now.

"Since you only have one [Engraver] to use, I suppose this will be split up into two sections," Theo began, showing off about a hundred small metal plates. They were all manifested, of course, since he didn’t want to waste real [Material] on this. "One of you will try to replicate one of the [Tier 1 Runes] here while the other will try to fill up this [Tier 6 Holy Rune] again and again. When either of you runs out of [Mana], you will wait for it to fully recover before starting again. When the [Holy Rune] has been filled twice, or five [Tier 1 Runes] have been made, you’ll switch roles and repeat. It’s quite a boring endeavour, but it’ll help you improve in these first steps. Is that understood?"

Both nodded, letting Theo leave to go deal with the royal couple who wanted to talk with him. He left Nero behind on the off chance either of the twins messed up, however, the [Familiar] ready to fill up their [Capacity] under any extreme circumstances.

"How do you think they’ll do?" Theo asked Stig as they slowly [Teleported] up the tower. Neither wanted to spend time using the car, and Theo had been needing to adapt to rapid [Teleporting] a bit more anyway. "Rapid improvement or just slow gains?"

"Well, you did spend a few months just using the same ones over and over again," Stig pointed out. "Expecting them to not do the same might be a little harsh."

"I didn’t use anything else because I didn’t have access to anything else," Theo corrected. "Though…I also couldn’t make anything complex back then, since I didn’t have enough [Mana-Capacity] in me."

"So we’re going to be bringing them along so they can beat something to death?"

"I guess we’ll have to."

The idea of risking their lives so early wasn’t something Theo truly wanted, but he knew they both needed a lot of points in [Wisdom] if they wanted to progress to the higher [Tiers]. Before he let them get out, though, he was going to be making them both some armour. Or…how much could they actually walk around with? They had been awfully thin.

A fitness regimen is on the table as well now, I suppose.

Pure training wasn’t letting him progress much anymore, but since they were both so early in their progression, it probably wouldn’t be an issue. Lifting weights and just pushing their bodies under a strong diet had to give them the progression he knew they could get.

Before he got too deep into that, however, he had to talk to a certain king and queen. Their final burst of [Teleportation] allowed them to reach the top of the tower standing on the balcony right outside a certain meeting room. When one of the guards noticed them, the door inside was opened and they freely entered.

The royals were already on the other side of the couch. Were those golden earrings on the queen new, or was Theo just seeing things?

‘They’re new,’ Eirene supplied through the [Familiar-Bond], getting inside without Theo’s notice. ‘Sorry I didn’t make my presence obvious. I didn’t want to disturb you just yet.’

‘But now you do,’ Theo replied as he sat down on the sofa, exchanging polite greetings with the royal couple. ‘I’m guessing you want to have a say in this meeting?’

‘Not exactly,’ she replied with her usual levels of mystique. ‘I just imagine that you’ll want to call on me before the meeting ends.’

She retreated back into the connection, making Theo wonder what she meant. He just threw it away in favour of focusing on the conversation at hand. Already the king seemed adamant about discussing the news.

"That this Draven Wulfric is such a large piece of the future battle is very worrying," Aydan said, the king losing his cheerfulness as the topic started up. "While he never did reach this city, our ancestors assisted others in fighting against him. It was very rare that we would win in those days, and we were usually forced into deadly stalemates."

"He had the power to manipulate the minds of the enemy," Theo recounted. "It’s no surprise that it was hard to win against something like that."

"That is true," the king conceded. "But it only makes the fact that we must fight against him two centuries later all the more difficult. If it is as you say, and he has grown much more powerful in comparison to his past self, we will need more than what we can bring together. I fear that even all the armies on Vrasis and Obon won’t be enough."

There had actually been some progress on those fronts. The royals in Olkir had promised to get the other cities nearby to help in the final battle, and some of the various cities scattered around Vrasis were likewise replying back with agreements to help. News hadn’t reached them all at the moment, of course, since Theo hadn’t made it possible for people to freely use the [Arch Portals] yet, but that would come soon.

"We need the power of the other continents if we wish to have a chance against this foe," Queen Loriel continued. "The high elves in Arari, the stone dwarves in Unan, maybe the humans in Rilea, and finally the lizardfolk in Igul. They all have armies, are all powerful, and with them, we might have a better chance of winning."

Theo found himself agreeing heavily, even with that "might" being put in.

"Aren’t there also people on Otis?" Stig asked, sounding bewildered. "Why leave them out?"

"Oh, we…were not sure if you wanted to have contact with them," Loriel said, blinking a few times. "While our knowledge of their relationship with rune-crafters is very old, they were not positive in the past centuries. Though if we want all possibilities, there is also the underground continent of Ticai."

Underground. Continent.

Those words didn’t really make sense when put together.

"I suppose that we will be trying to get a new group on our side as quickly as possible," Theo promised, already having his sights on visiting Arari. One of the [Arch Portals] over there had been noted as being very close to the second [World-Tree], which he was very curious about meeting. "But…there is something else you wanted to talk about, right?"

To have a quick discussion about what to do in the final battle was perhaps a fine reason to have a meeting, but the royals didn’t usually put so much pressure on those. They were here for another reason, and he knew it was related to the amount of new clothes they both wore.

"We have been informed that you think you might be able to make more of the portals like the one we already have," Aydan said, to which Theo nodded. He’d told Reginald as much before. While the cost would be heavy, and he would need to spend a week banging his head against a wall to figure out the [Tier 15 Long-Distance Portal Rune], he was relatively sure he could do it. "If you want to attempt building one, or more for that matter, I can guarantee you will have the support of Rootdale in this endeavour. Any materials you would ever need will be given in any amounts asked for."

Theo wasn’t sure they would be able to afford that. They could probably get him a lot of what he needed, but the rest would have to come from Olkir and Asari. The latter would probably see it as a final payback on the debt she owed Theo, but the former…he could imagine they would want an [Arch Portal] dedicated to them. Ever since they’d briefly moved a few thousand of the stone dwarves into the city of Rootdale, a lot had requested a permanent stay instead. That couldn’t really be done without having a way back, though, and the traders wanting to create a link added more pressure.

Having an [Arch Portal] directly connected to every main continent, though…it didn’t sound terrible.

And if he actually succeeded in making it work, it was a guarantee that his [Skills] would improve. This project required more than he currently had at his disposal, so that was an instant incentive to learn.

"I’ll take you up on that offer, though you’ll have to send a messenger to Olkir and the [Druids] of Linrel to see if they’d be up for it as well," Theo finally answered. With Stig’s help, he prepared a list of the various metals and crystals he would need, along with quite substantial amounts, before handing it over to the king and queen. From how their faces became a shade lighter, they understood the costs. "That’s how much it would require to make one. If you want to have an entire hub of these, it’s going to take both time and resources."

"This…is within our budget," Loriel said, a few hushed whispers had between the two royals before they finally agreed on that statement. "We will send out the message to the other groups to see if they are willing, and if they will do it for more than one."

"That’s all I ask for," Theo replied with a smile, though he made a realisation on one final piece of the puzzle. "Wait, shit, I forgot about the power."

"The power?" Aydan replied, not following Theo’s words. It didn’t matter, though, as he wasn’t listening anymore, digging through the memorised schematics for the [Arch Portals] in his head. Where was the energy source?

Stig’s portals were small, short-distance, and nearly emptied him out completely when one threw a small rock through. Why did the [Arch Portals] work permanently, with entire caravans travelling through without dozens of times every day? They just sat in the ground, having no effect on the surroundings. There was nothing special about them, other than just having those [Long-Distance Portal Runes], which shouldn’t have…

[Portal Runes]. Plural. There was more than one portal inside the construct at a time.

The fuel source was remote. Theo could see it now, could see the section meant to open it up at a specific location. Letting his mind filter through the abstract coordinate system for a moment, cross-referencing old information, he realised where they were meant to open up.

‘You’re the fuel source,’ Theo sent to Eirene, feeling satisfaction from the other side. He should’ve realised she’d be the one in charge of powering the [Arch Portals], honestly. They required massive amounts of energy at a constant rate, something that no artificial generators could ever hope to achieve, and the project with the [Stasis Field] had already shown off the fact that they were willing to use the ley lines to their benefit. ‘I’m guessing this is your time to shine?’

"I suppose you can call it that?" Eirene replied, appearing beside Theo on the sofa, looking rather relaxed while the guards around the room all fell to their knees. The king and queen were well on the way to doing the same, but she stopped it before it could happen. "Please don’t. Relax as you did before."

‘Is it always like this when you show up?’

‘No,’ Eirene said. ‘They normally try to throw a feast in my honour. This is them toning it down.’

Theo found that hard to believe, though he supposed there was something else he needed to do.

"As I said before," he began while the two royals got back onto their side of the sofa and looked warily at the heart of the [World-Tree]. "Power was something I forgot to consider. However, it seems that the [Rune-Crafters] before me already had that part figured out. Isn’t that right?"

"It is," Eirene confirmed with a smile. Lifting her right hand and pointing towards the wooden table in front of her, she caused a miniature version of the [World-Tree] to appear. Fully moveable, the construct zoomed in on the lower portion, dissolving away the outer surface and letting them see into a room within. Theo could recognize both the stream of a ley line and the accurate depictions of several hundred miniature portals floating just above the river of [Mana]. "The floating disks are the connection from your constructs to me. Whenever a specific construct needs [Mana] to function more than passively, the portal is automatically lowered into the ley line, all depending on how much is needed at that moment. It’s entirely automatic, so I usually don’t think about it."

"And I can just create another [Arch Portal] which is meant to manifest a portal to that area without any problems starting?" Theo asked, getting a nod in return.

"There should be no issues," she promised. "Your ancestors made sure they would never need to be there themselves. As long as you follow the design of the original portals, they will be made without needing my intervention."

Right. Following the original design. Theo was relatively sure he could do that, even if he had wanted to make his own alterations from the start. Maybe saving those for afterwards was fine as well? Not like he had much of a choice. Messing up one of the [Arch Portals] would ensure that he probably didn’t get to make a second.

‘If they refuse to give you materials, you can borrow some of mine,’ Eirene sent, making Theo look at her with befuddlement. ‘What? You think I would spend tens of thousands of years here without gathering up some memorabilia?’

‘I guess not,’ Theo admitted. She just chuckled before saying her goodbyes. With everything planned, the royals just needed to send out the requests. In the meanwhile, he had a visit to a new continent to prepare for.

There were several things to do before he could hope to step onto Arari. The first was to get his [Dydra] armour fixed, since a chunk was still missing on the side of his stomach. A blacksmith was hired, and he was told to return a week later.

While that was happening, he needed to make some armour for two [Apprentices] as well. Even if they could wear some hard leather and be somewhat protected with that alone, Theo wasn’t satisfied. They needed metal, and an extremely light and movable one at that. [Orichalcum] was the answer to that, since it was light and they could still move in the pieces, but…even when the full suit was barely half the weight of Theo’s own set, the twins were unable to do much other than stand in them.

Since he wanted them to use these for regular wear in the new continent, that meant lightening the armour even more than normal. The [Gravity-Reduction Runes] came in handy there, since he’d already planned to throw some on so they could start out their flight lessons. Adding a passive mode which just wrapped around the armour pieces and reduced their weight by about half wasn’t too hard, and seeing them both protected and safe was more than worth it.

Seeing them fail at flying was a bonus as well.

"You’re meant to be going up," Theo reminded Finn as he tasted the dirt yet again. With how many times the kid had managed it in the past hour, it was starting to feel intentional. "In the air. Not down into the ground."

"You don’t say," Finn half growled, wiping away the mud from his face. Theo mutely noted it hadn’t rained in the past week as he watched the kid try to reach his sister up in the air once again. "Why are we even doing this?"

"Because flight is one of the best movement methods once you’re out in the wild," Theo replied, watching carefully while Finn tried to balance himself. He had to admit that the boy was the best when it came to [Engraving], having already reached [Beginner 5] after only a week of spitting out [Rune] after [Rune], but Lily was most certainly the best when it came to actually applying it.

While she wasn’t at the stage where it was full-on [Intent], her ability to communicate with the engravings was incredible. Maybe the secret was youth, but Theo was more than sure that he hadn’t had that kind of fluidity while in the air. Even now, after months of having that, his own [Flight-Mastery] was only [Novice 8]. With about two hours of working on it, Lily had managed to reach [Novice 1].

A natural indeed.

"It’s not that hard, Finn," she assured her brother, who seemed to be entirely unbelieving in her words. "You just associate the different movements with which of the [Runes] you need to get that kind of movement. You have to separate it from your muscles, and just let the [Force Runes] be your limbs instead."

Smart.

"You’re speaking gibberish," Finn retorted, though the kid seemed to try and use the advice regardless. After another hour in the air, he only hit the ground two additional times before finally starting to land on his feet.

Then Finn had the smart idea of putting his arms out to the sides and activating the engravings like normal. While it was perhaps not the greatest position to be in, Theo had to admit that it was a good imitation of a flying fidget spinner.

"Try not to fling around your arms so much," Theo shouted at the kid when he started rising into the air a little too quickly. "You’re changing where the [Force Runes] are directed. You have to account for your own posing, or you’re going to keep spinning like that."

There were a few tense seconds where he was worried he would have to fly up and fix the movement issue himself, but Finn finally got himself under control once again, looking a little green but otherwise alright.

Before long, both were back down on the ground. Lily stood on the grass, looking a little tired but otherwise fine. Finn…seemed like he was fighting to keep his lunch inside.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 4].

Oh? Theo hadn’t really expected to see that. Though…he had been stopping the messages from popping up in the past few weeks. Maybe that had something to do with it.

"Did you both get upgrades to [Flying-Mastery]?" Theo asked, Lily nodding in response while Finn just groaned. "Sounds like a yes to me. How do we feel about dinner? Watching somebody eat grass so much really helps with the appetite."

While only three of the four present agreed with him, they returned to the inn regardless. Armour pieces were cleaned, food was eaten with glee, and the others began to rest for the night.

Theo did not, and instead spent the hours wisely by studying a certain schematic. Even just trying to understand it properly, and writing out a new version that contained both the internal and exterior structures, had upgraded his [Rune-Mastery]. It was technically just by one, but previous events had brought it up before as well, letting him sit at a comfortable [Adept 4].

A lot of other [Skills] had actually been upgraded lately as well. It was incredible how much buildup could happen from ignoring the [System], making Theo open up the [Skill-Collection] to see if there was anything notable.

[Skill-Collection]

Active Skills

[Shield-Bash]
[Initiated 8]
Allows the user to brutally hit a target with a shield. Has a chance to [Stun] target.
10SP/use

[Sneak]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to sneak around with greater finesse and slightly decrease sounds made.
Also allows the user to use a higher quantity of stamina to temporarily reduce generated noise by a large factor.
2SP/sec

[Aim]
[Initiated 4]
Allows the user to aim long-range weaponry with more accuracy.Accuracy increased to an extreme degree while under the influence of [Temporal Distortion].
1SP/sec

[Material-Manifestation]
[Initiated 6]
Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. Can be used to create other metals that are temporary while still holding the [Material]’s properties.
By injecting extra [Mana] into the [Material], they can extend the lifespan of metals separated from the shield.
Variable costs.

[Oppressive Aura]
[Initiated 5]
The body and spirit of the user are blended together, and the actions now bring a heavy weight in more ways than one. In combat, oppression is the greatest goal of all.Can affect the world both spiritually and physically.
Variable costs.

[Partial Material-Assimilation]
[Initiated 2]
Sub-Skill of [Spirit of Aegis].
Allows the user to temporarily take on the physical traits of a [Material], including but not limited to its strength, durability, and magical conductivity. These upgrades will be displayed alongside regular [Stats] in the user’s [Status].
Also allows the user to receive a passive increase in physical abilities relative to the physical properties of the [Material], while physical contact is maintained.
8MP/sec

[Mana-Transfer]
[Initiated 5]
Send [Mana] from user to target.
Variable costs.

Passive Skills

[Mana-Sight]
[Initiated 8]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.
User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures] and information about people.

[Mana-Mastery]
[Adept 2]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse.
Also grants resistance to magical attacks and allows [Overfilling] of [MP] temporarily.

[Teach]
[Novice 4]
Allows the user to teach other sapient entities more efficiently.
Repeated use can increase the user’s own rate of growth.

[Spirit of Aegis]
[Adept 3]
The user embodies the traits of their shield, the flesh and mind striving to reach the perfection of the magical metals.

[Flying-Mastery]
[Novice 8]
Allows the user to fly with more fluidity and skill.Includes flying vehicles.

[Rune] Skills

[Rune-Engraving]
[Initiated 9]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.
Also allows for [Compound Engraving]

[Air-Engraving]
[Initiated 6]
Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].
Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto a solid [Material].
Also allows for [Compound Engraving]

[Rune-Empowering]
[Initiated 4]
Allows the user to empower a [Rune], fulfilling the final requirements for [Initial Activation].
Also allows the user to [Reempower] a [Rune], which has a small chance of increasing its [Tier]. User is also able to gain a variant of the original [Rune] through this process.

[Rune-Manipulation]
[Initiated 5]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations to [Intent].
Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].

[Rune-Mastery]
[Adept 4]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.
Also gives the user a limited understanding of how any regular [Material] interacted with could work in relation to known [Runes] below [Tier 10].

Several had reached [Initiated Rank], including [Aim], which had been Theo’s enemy for so long. However, it seemed that his heavy usage of the [Tier 6 Time-Perception Rune] has caused some switch to flick on in his head, and he was now eight ranks higher than the last time he’d looked inside.

All of the [Runic Skills] had been improved, and [Rune-Engraving] was especially of interest, since it was getting very close to breaching [Adept Ranks]. Just one final push and it would be sent over the edge. Theo couldn’t wait to see what that would bring to the table. [Rune-Mastery] had given him access to the [System]’s locked features. Just how was that going to be topped?

Theo hoped to find out soon. He guessed it would happen when he finally made the [Arch Portal], but, by the looks of it, the [Tier 15 Portal Runes] were still a headache to manage.

When he’d made the [Phone Circuit], he had finally been able to witness [Runes] that moved after being made. The sigils he was working on now were somewhat like that, though they took it a step further. They didn’t keep themselves to a constant rotation on two-dimensional planes. They moved in three dimensions in a very obscure pattern that Theo could only describe as like a drunkard being forced through a hedge maze. He didn’t understand why it needed to be done like this, but properly imitating the needed pattern and timing was a test of patience for him. Even after five nights, and a cumulative twenty hours of headaches, he was just barely getting close to imitating the first set of movements.

After that came everything else he needed to perfectly visualise to have it work, which included abnormal [Connection Runes], a variety of scribbled lines that looked closer to a poem than something meant to be on an [Engraving], and finally a depiction of what he could only assume was a dragon’s eye. Why did the world decide that a [Tier 15 Rune] needed a dragon’s eye to work properly? Theo had no idea. He just knew that everything seemed to combust when he tried to make do without it.

"Just work," he pleaded with the large plate of [Cold Iron] in front of him as he put down the [Engraver] and allowed the lines to be finalised. This was forty minutes’ worth of carefully cutting measured chunks, forty minutes of having the perfect [Intent] in his mind, and about ten minutes of tears in the final part. Channelling energy through his metal arm for more than thirty minutes in a row apparently caused pain. Who would’ve guessed? "Please just work."

At that moment, the world seemed to be listening to his pleadings. With a final purple glow, the [Engraving] settled into the [Cold Iron], and the rattling stopped. Theo fell to his knees, sweat freely falling from him as he could finally relax.

Finally.

A moment of happiness was granted to him, after so long.

[Long-Range Portal Rune]
Mana-Purity: 19%
Tier: 15
Material: Cold Iron
Capacity: 0/1491
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 2008/2013

Then the world thought he had felt enough joy in his life, the [Durability] of the engraving going into a freefall. The rattling came once again, the [Tier 15 Portal Rune] making the [Cold Iron} it was put upon twist dangerously. Theo started to move towards it to try and stabilise, but a hand on his shoulder stopped him from getting closer.

"It was not a bad attempt," Eirene said, continuing to hold him back. She raised her other hand like she’d done a few days before, making a sphere of wood grow from the table and envelop the [Cold Iron] and the [Rune] cut into it. A brief shimmer of purple was sent through the wood before it stopped, the sphere disappearing with nothing hidden inside. "But the [Purity] was too low for it to be stable. From what I remember, your ancestors demanded a minimum of 45 percent before it could be cleared for long-term use. Without it, the creations had a habit of imploding."

[Implosion]. Theo remembered seeing that on a smaller scale, during the time he’d fought Drew. The fracture in reality that had been made from just a [Tier 2 Rune] going wrong had been nearly a meter in diameter. A [Tier 15] one…he didn’t want to consider it.

"It can be gruesome, yes. The rules were put into place for a reason," Eirene confirmed nevertheless. "While I know that you want to be ready for the initial trialling when you return, I need to advise that you don’t attempt this [Rune] while not within my sphere of influence. If something like this was to happen without me to nullify it, I don’t think either of us would like the end result."

"Me dying horribly?" Theo asked.

"Well, you would actually be thrown into the void, which would cause something a little worse than mere death, but…I suppose it’s all the same to us down here," she replied, creating quite the haunting imagery. "Just promise me, alright?"

"I promise," he said, not seeing the benefit of risking his life to such a degree when there were much safer options at the ready. "Though…couldn’t I ask the other [World-Tree] to watch out while I practise?"

On hearing his words, a conflicted expression seemed to form on Eirene’s face.

"You should be prepared to be rejected," she warned him, which…didn’t make much sense to him. "While I might have outgrown the old ways, I can’t assure you that she will spend more than a moment on those who aren’t elven royals."

"She’s an elitist?"

"That is an apt description, yes."

And here Theo had been hoping he wouldn’t need to interact with more of those types, now that he had left Dalry behind.

"And the druidic enclaves over in Arari aren’t worthwhile to contact either?" Theo asked, Eirene shaking her head. "A shame."

"The dryads likely know of you, since you have befriended others here in Vrasis, but the druids who linger beside them might still support the high-elven thoughts," she explained. "And the orcs…while they would most certainly welcome you as one of their own, that welcoming would be defined by what their culture supports and not what you normally see as peaceful."

The world just kept being better and better, didn’t it?

"It can seem negative sometimes," Eirene agreed. "There is a reason the south and north of Arari have been at war for so long."

Theo still wasn’t sure how they’d managed it. The high elves stayed in the south of the continent, where the [World-Tree] was settled, while the orcs held the middle and northern parts for themselves. Skirmishers would come every now and then to the bordering line before both sides would retreat and prepare for the next one. There was never total peace, either side always testing the other, but no proper invasions had been attempted in a while.

At least that was what Theo had been told. The information was a few decades old, since so few actually took the time required to visit the other continent. It was over a year of travel in a boat, after all, and few had the desire for such things when there wasn’t that high a profit to gain.

"How is the [Harbinger] doing?" he asked, pushing away the previous topic. "Been a few days since I heard about her."

"She is doing well," Eirene said, giving him a brief segment of images of the unconscious elf. She’d grown yet again, nearly at full height. "Still not awake, but her growth has slowed. I expect her to rise from her bed within the next week."

That was something, though her growth in physical form has also been followed by her growth in magical prowess, the intensity of the red energies denser than ever. Even small outbursts coming from the elf in her sleep forced Eirene to repair the walls and furniture. The moment that the elf woke up, it was going to be much worse.

Theo wouldn’t be there to see it, though. Instead, he would be on another continent entirely, away from any catastrophe of the [Harbinger]’s awakening.

Maybe that wasn’t too bad either. They’d dealt with enough danger recently. Right now, their time had come to talk with some high-elven leaders instead.

"Did you even sleep?" Stig asked him when morning came around, and Theo stood ready at the door. The twins slowly left their rooms behind, hints of sleep still in their eyes as they donned the equipment. Armour, phones, emergency barriers, and everything else were put in their needed slots, everything hanging on perfectly. "Theo."

"Hmm?" Theo said, blinking as the forest dwarf snapped his fingers in front of his face. "Oh, no, I just skipped it. Had to run a few tests, and it was too late to sleep after I finished."

"Isn’t this the second night in a row you did that?"

"Yes, but I did sleep yesterday when we had lunch."

"You had your eyes closed for ten minutes while waiting for the food to arrive."

"Same thing."

Stig gave up on convincing Theo of his flaws, moving through the door and downstairs to the main section of the inn to get anything that could be eaten while moving. Theo did the same, Nero and the twins following close behind. The last two looked rather excited.

Stressed, a little sleep-deprived, but excited nonetheless.

Theo grinned at the sight.

Maybe Arari wouldn’t be too bad.


Chapter 18

High Elves


Arari was warmer than Theo had expected it to be. The sun was high, there were no clouds in sight, and those golden rays were able to hit his armour just enough to build up a sweat. Theo didn’t complain, quite enjoying the long sight lines. Flying in such heat was still something new.

"Not much different from Vrasis," Stig commented from beside him, looking out into the area below after they’d left the small group of mountains where the [Emergency Portal] had been hidden. "Just grass, more grass, some hills, and…some more grass to complement the other grass."

He didn’t sound very impressed.

"I’m sure the rest of the continent isn’t like this," Theo promised, looking at branches of a certain [World-Tree] in the distance. They were still quite far away, just able to see its top, but there was little chance they couldn’t thank it for the barren landscape. "Nothing substantial can grow near that thing, remember?"

"Yeah, but still," Stig continued, looking at the giant tree with distaste. "This doesn’t feel right."

Theo took those as words from somebody who was used to seeing the forests. It made sense, honestly. This was all meant to be wild, and, naturally, that should’ve meant that the wild trees would take the free space with glee. Instead, there was only grass, with most of it only seeming to go halfway to knee height before it stopped growing. It was a little disturbing, to be fair, but it was all thanks to the [World-Tree]. Eirene had made it clear from the start how little ability they had when it came to sharing the area they were rooted in.

Nothing was allowed to grow, even if they wanted it to.

A lonely existence.

Flying over the plains for another two hours at a high speed, they began to see something different in the distance. Theo was happy to see it, knowing their compass had led them in the right direction, as the green spires told them that they had found the city of Mevalin.

It was the capital of the high elves, with several million living within its walls and situated right next to the lake which contained the [World-Tree]. Eirene had talked extensively about how her sister granted the people their protection from disasters, not letting them be hit by too harsh rain or anything more than mild wind, and how the sun was even stopped from hitting the walls too hard to stop overheating. While the buildings themselves weren’t made out of roots, as was the case in Rootdale, this was still a city heavily influenced by the tall guardian.

"Just how many are in that place?" Lily asked from the back as they circled the city from above, studying its build.

"At least five million, though there’s easily another million or two around in the other cities," Theo replied, not sure what to truly think of the scale of this place. This was the effect of not having been hit by a scourge two centuries ago. Everything was just bigger, more developed, and more beautiful.

It was all flat on the ground, though buildings closer to the centre were all five stories or taller. The seven spires right in the centre were all more than a hundred meters tall, with intricate designs on their roofs. It was quite beautiful, even if the [Mages] on top of the aforementioned spires seemed to be honing their magical powers while looking towards them.

"Might be a good time to land, Theo," Stig commented, though Theo wasn’t entirely sold on the idea. Instead, he floated out of range of the city again, letting the car settle about fifty meters above the ground before setting it in parking mode. The standard [Force Runes] were all deactivated, only the emergency [Tier 1] staying on to make the vehicle didn’t idly float around. "You really don’t trust them not to touch your car?"

"Of course I don’t," Theo said, jumping out of the side of the car while activating his flight suit, which let him gently fall towards the ground. "They were ready to shoot her! What kind of person would I be if I then trusted them not to touch her while she’s defenceless."

"You’re talking about your car like it’s a person."

"She’s more important than a person."

The others didn’t look convinced, but didn’t comment on his opinions, instead opting to reach the grass below and start walking towards the city. Theo followed along rather quickly, falling in line beside Stig while the twins were behind them. Nero was all the way in the back, making sure nothing snuck up on them without their notice.

And she was rather good at making sure the two teens didn’t get into trouble.

‘I want another job,’ Nero complained. ‘I don’t want to be a guard dog.’

‘Wouldn’t your current position be a guard rabbit?’ Theo pointed out, though his offer didn’t seem to help. If anything, the [Familiar] seemed to just feel more despair. ‘Once we make sure nobody wants to stab us in the back, you can be relieved from your duties.’

‘And we get food.’

‘Also that.’

With that small discussion over with, Theo could relax until they finally reached the gate of the Mevalin. Much like Rootdale, there were only a few gates in and out of the city, each of them heavily guarded and fortified, with strong walls everywhere else. Theo guessed that he’d have to scale about thirty meters if he wanted to go the unofficial way through, which was quite a bit more than the usual defences had. Just what were these people so afraid of? They had the [World-Tree] right beside them.

"Halt!" the guard at the gate shouted at them, the five others beside him looking ready to use the spears for anything needed. Theo noted the white metal they all wore, along with its mildly magical aura. It wasn’t outright [Enchanted], but there clearly had been something abnormal done to increase its strength. "State your business."

"I’m Theo Locheim, [Rune-Crafter] by trade, this is Stig, of the Goldfeet family, these two are Lily and Finn Wagner, my [Apprentices], and, finally, we have Nero, who is my [Familiar]," Theo said in full. "We are hoping to speak with the leader of this city regarding—"

"Nobody is to speak with the king unless he has decreed it," the guard interrupted. "If that is all you came to Mevalin for, turn around now and leave."

How fun.

What else was there to do in the city? Not much that truly interested him, though he had to say something if he wanted them to get in. Hadn’t there been a church in the middle somewhere?

"We’re also here to visit the temple to pay our respects," Theo finally answered, the guard not looking convinced but nevertheless stepping aside to grant them entry. Theo got the warning that he would be thrown in jail if they got caught stealing from the shops, which Theo assured them wouldn’t happen. "Have a nice day!"

The guard ignored his words entirely, just staring daggers at them as they ventured down the crowded street.

"I get why they’re called high elves now," Finn commented, staring right back at the guards. "They’re all so damned tall because they just need to feel superior."

Theo supposed they were all rather tall, many of those they walked around having his height. Two meters was the average height around here, and a certain forest dwarf was clearly taking issue with that fact.

"There’s just not enough air able to get up into their heads," Stig explained, pushing through the mass of legs. Theo did his best to stop the amount of people going into him, but there was only so much that could be done. The people here did not care about being careful. They had a destination to get to and would just walk straight ahead until they reached it. "Can’t even consider being polite, since that requires more than two seconds of thinking."

The ones closest to them were more than happy to send the group glances at those words, those elven ears able to pick up some of the complaints made. While Theo couldn’t prove anything, he was rather sure the hits he had to endure to get through the crowd were done a little more intentionally after that. None of it actually hurt him, since his armour did its job well, but it still wasn’t fun to be around.

And when Theo finally began realising how long they would need to walk, he gave up on doing it the proper way. An order sent to Nero was everything he needed before she went to the front of the group and walked forwards.

A tall human might’ve been ignored and pushed like normal, but a giant winged rabbit who was emanating white fog? The high elves, arrogant they might’ve been, kept their distance, the street opening up for them. It was to the point where people pressed themselves against the walls to avoid being near them.

Were they creating a disturbance? Maybe. Were they getting through the city at incredible speeds? Definitely. Theo felt like those two facts evened out in the end.

"Wasn’t it you who said we shouldn’t abuse our status to avoid day-to-day problems?" Finn asked from behind. "This feels like abusing your status to have it easier."

"Well, you see, it’s fine when I do it," Theo explained wisely. "But when you do it? No…that’s not allowed. Since I’m in charge of you two, I get the consequences of your actions, and I don’t want them."

They moved on for another thirty minutes, the centre of the city finally starting to show itself as the streets became wider and the crowd thicker. The spires were seen as well, their large forms going straight up into the cloudless sky. They seemed so massive in comparison to how they had looked when they had been in the air.

The magic of perspective, Theo supposed.

The temple was in the middle of the seven spires. It had been hidden well while they had flown, only a few flashes of its structure seen. Theo didn’t mind that, however, as he was allowed to appreciate its form in full, the grand statues along its walls showing various elves through history. Some were equipped with swords, some with musical instruments, and there were a rare few who only had pen and paper, yet they all shared one quality. They all had golden crowns on their heads, crowns embedded with colourful crystals along their side.

"These people are too rich," Lily muttered with some disappointment. "Why would they just decorate a public place with something like that?"

"It’s a showing of history," Stig explained. "There are few things which could hope to match the value of these depictions."

"Are you not seeing the size of those gems?" she said, putting pressure on her words. "Those could each go for several thousand gold."

"Enough to buy a mansion," Finn commented, seeming interested in the colourful rocks as well. Theo had to be honest and say he didn’t see the point. They had money already. Why would they want more? "Wait, can’t we make those now? We have [Runes]! There has to be something that would allow us to make gems."

"There probably is," Theo admitted. There was certainly a chance they could make diamonds, since he already had a [Rune Circuit] that could generate living tissue. Simplifying the regeneration structure to be a system of carbon atoms and nothing else didn’t seem impossible. "We can work on it when we get back."

The idea of wealth drove them into higher spirits than ever, and they could enter the temple without much complaint. The inside of the structure was as well-designed as the outside, with four pillars holding up the place while allowing everything else to be completely open. In the centre was a raised podium, with thousands of chairs around it for those who wished to listen. There weren’t many at the moment, though.

The entire temple was surprisingly empty, now that Theo looked around. While there were still some with their eyes closed in front of various statues, they only numbered in the low hundreds compared to the high thousands who could easily fit inside if they wished. Perhaps there weren’t many who thought of this place as being within their daily routine.

For that, Theo wouldn’t complain.

‘Root is over there,’ Nero commented through their connection, sending him the needed instructions to find the concealed root of the [World-Tree]. As they’d guessed beforehand, she wasn’t entirely gone from the city. She was merely out of sight most of the time, only somewhat showing herself in a few areas.

And that included a small section of the temple where nobody seemed to be. The other people inside stayed clear of the area, seeming to focus on the opposite side entirely. Was it mere coincidence, or was there simply a lack of desire to communicate with the [World-Tree]? Theo couldn’t say, though he knew he wasn’t the reason.

It was only the top of the root which broke through the white floor, the slight curve being two meters wide and three meters long before it once again went beneath the surface once again. It was nothing in comparison to the absolute behemoths back in Rootdale, but this would do fine regardless.

Putting his right palm onto the surface of the root, he allowed his mind to find a sense of calmness. Energy flared through, he readied his voice, and he finally spoke the words that Eirene had taught him to say.

"Soria, show yourself," Theo started, instantly able to feel he’d gotten their attention. Not enough to actually have her manifest, but enough to make sure that her eyes were on him. "Your sister sends her regards."

‘What?’ a voice said, coming through the [Familiar-Bond]. It wasn’t anything like Eirene’s, sounding too tired, too annoyed, and slightly more indifferent than what should’ve been possible. ‘Always with the rude thoughts from you humans. Why do I even bother.’

"Well, if you’re going to be rude, it only makes sense I would be rude back," Theo replied, taking his hand off the root as the body of the green woman began to grow out of it. She looked a mix between Asari and Eirene, certainly looking older than the [Dryad] but not as tall or anywhere near as mature as the [World-Tree] on Vrasis. "You’re younger than I’d assumed."

"I’m old enough that I’ve probably met your ancestors from a thousand generations back," Soria fired back, though Theo had a hard time believing that.

She raised her eyebrow at that thought, reminding him that she could hear everything going on inside his head. Again, that was very rude.

"Fine, fine, I’ll stop reading the thoughts that are very clearly being pumped into the air," Soria replied, raising her hands while sounding rather dismissive. "Is that everything you called me here for? To say I’m looking younger than Eirene?"

"Is that really her?" Lily asked Finn, the brother shrugging at the question. "She doesn’t seem, like…regal."

"You have three seconds to convince me to not just order the guards to throw you into a cell for the rest of your short lives," Soria said as a very mature response, one that only grew more mature as she narrowed her eyes at Theo. She hadn’t stopped reading his thoughts at all, hadn’t she? "Again, it’s not my fault you can’t keep it inside yourself."

‘Eirene could,’ Theo replied.

‘She was lying. Nobody can ignore something this vapid.’

Left with the decision between trying to have a real conversation with this person or trying something else, he opted for the latter option.

"Just…read through my mind about current events," Theo said, not fighting as his memories were shuffled through by Soria. He wasn’t entirely comfortable with it, but if it meant they could get this over with faster, he was all for it. "Do you understand why we need to speak to the king and queen of this place?"

"Yeah, yeah, you need another army so that all of you won’t die horribly," Soria relented, sounding a little more focused on the conversation. "You actually have something interesting. Maybe that’s why my sister is fond of you."

‘Eirene? You sure it doesn’t have to do with me and the others saving her from Rina?’

‘Couldn’t say. My dear sister doesn’t seem to have the same opinions about the others,’ she replied, which…didn’t make much sense.

"So you are going to help us?" Stig asked, entirely oblivious to the mental conversation being had. That was the issue with those, the minds able to communicate slightly faster than normal. What might’ve seemed like a breath of silence could’ve been a full-blown discussion between them.

"I would, but I don’t need to," Soria replied, looking through the walls of the temple. Theo looked as well, trying to use [Mana-Sight] to figure out what she was staring at. When that didn’t work, though, he briefly heard a sigh before his vision was enhanced, letting him see the group of guards moving through the crowd outside. "They’ve got orders to bring you to the king."

"Not the queen as well?" Theo asked.

"No?" she replied before she added that the queen wasn’t in the city anyway. There was more to say after that, but another distraction decided to pop up in the sight of a tired elven woman running over to the group. "I was wondering when you would show up, Tara."

Theo noted the appearance of the elf, the long white robes differing greatly from the clothing styles of the others present. Was she a priestess here?

"I am sorry, Wise One," Tara apologised with a bow. "It was not expected that you would awaken for another six months."

‘Wise One?’ Theo repeated, having trouble believing that title. ‘Did you ask them to call you that, or was it more just manipulating their minds?’

‘Shut it.’

"These people decided that my title meant nothing, took me out of my slumber, and are currently being brought to the king because of how large a nuisance they are," Soria explained to the priestess, the elven woman looking through the group one by one. Eyes were on Theo for a moment longer, that spark of [Mana] inside the blue eyes hinting at some deeper levels of inspection. Did they have their own version of [Appraisal]? "They’re also preaching about the possible end of the world, however, so ignoring them isn’t that fulfilling. Go with them, make the king understand that I’ve confirmed their words, and just call for me if they need to be beaten up."

"The king or these people, Wise One?" Tara asked.

"Yes," the [World-Tree] wisely answered before falling back into the root. Even while their connection slowly fell through, Theo could feel the amusement in her voice. She was nothing like Eirene.

Nero supplied information that the guards had entered the temple, asking others for the position of a group of weirdos. It was a little insulting how many citizens could instantly point their way.

Best to make the needed introductions beforehand, I suppose.

"Hello to you," Theo greeted the priestess, the two shaking hands. He noted the blue eyes, along with the blond hair going down her shoulders. A soft glow came from both, magical properties all around. The others didn’t seem to take notice of the altered colouring, though, so he could only assume it was only seeable through the [Magical Spectrum]. "My name is Theo Locheim, and I believe Soria said your name was…Tara?"

"Tara, Keeper of the Wise One," she confirmed, greeting the others in the group with similar warmth. She did seem unsure of what to do with Nero, however, even when that spark of intelligence could be seen in her eyes. The priestess ended up merely scratching the rabbit behind the ears, which Nero summed up as a good way to greet her regardless. "I am happy to meet all of you, of course, but could I ask what kind of ‘end of the world’ the Wise One was referring to? It is not often that something like this occurs within the temple."

Theo would have been more than happy to start answering, if not for a group of guards finally appearing. They were fifteen strong, each equipped with a short spear, serious eyes, and that white armour that Theo kept being blinded by.

"Priestess Tara, please step away from these strangers," the guard at the front requested of the elven woman. When no movement came from it, however, the guard continued. "These people are to be brought to his royal highness to be questioned regarding their entry into this city."

He idly noted that it was a woman inside that armour, the feminine voice revealing the truth. She wasn’t as large in muscle mass as Bia had managed to be, but Theo was relatively sure this was the widest elf he’d seen in his life.

"I know, Ordella," Tara replied, her voice not as warm as it had been a second before. "The Wise One appeared to tell me herself. I am to come with them so that their words can be confirmed as truth."

That wasn’t taken well, the frown on the guard clear to all.

"The king only ordered their presence."

"And the Wise One corrected that order to include me," Tara said. "Do you wish to imply that the king is above the wisdom of the world tree?"

As one could expect, Tara was allowed to come with them, the elven woman happily following along while Theo and the others were lined up and brought towards the small castle some five streets down. The guards had tried to take Theo’s shield and weapons, but that had been a losing battle from the start anyway, so they were allowed to keep everything.

It wasn’t like they would need them if they wanted to harm the king.

The castle wasn’t the most impressive in the world. It fit into the styling of the other buildings around it, with walls made of grey stone, a roof of green slabs, and a size that would make most envious. It was also wider and taller than the others around, with an area around it where a small garden looked to be flourishing, but it was otherwise not too special.

Inside the building, though, Theo found that they had certainly made up for it. Even if they weren’t as focused on having everything made of wood as the forest elves, the roots of the [World-Tree] could clearly be seen. It shifted through the walls, through the floor, and even had a few small offshoots on the ceiling that together made a series of spiralling branches which depicted an elven man with a crown.

"You are not to talk to King Balin except if spoken to, you are not to make eye contact unless requested, and you are not to show any form of hostility to his highness," Ordella ordered, Theo happily nodding. The others needed a look from him before they did the same. "The overgrown rabbit stays outside here."

‘What?’ Theo heard through the [Familiar-Bond]. Nero wasn’t happy.

"I believe you meant to say ‘she’s coming in with us,’" he corrected, the guard’s face going slightly redder as he sent through an edge of [Oppressive Aura]. "While I know that you want to keep the king safe, I can assure you that he will be safer if this fluffball here is allowed to stay with us."

Nero helpfully shuffled her wings around on her sides, letting some of the built-up fog fall onto the floor. While those in his group had grown accustomed to it, the wave of white fog which began to cover the ground around them made several of the guards yelp. When it did nothing, however, those glares increased tenfold.

"The king ordered for all of them to be shown to the king, Ordella," Tara injected into their small conversation. "That includes this fine creature in front of us. While you might want to prioritise King Balin’s safety, his orders should be seen as only below the Wise One’s."

…

"Fine," Ordella said, giving in. "If the rabbit does that again, while in the presence of the king, it will be seen as a hostile action."

‘Any chance you can save up the fog to burst out at the end?’ Theo asked Nero, to which she replied in the positive. "We’ll make sure she does nothing of the sort."

His assurances seemed to fall on deaf ears, though the large door into the throne room was opened nonetheless. Walking inside, Theo was reminded more of a church. There were nearly a hundred rows of seats where people could sit, enough for several thousand. Not that he understood why so many would wish to be here, since the only things in front of the seats were the two thrones, of which only one was being occupied.

King Balin. Theo could see the annoyance sent his way when they made eye contact.

He didn’t look like much of a king. There was a golden crown atop his head, and he wore a silvery outfit with enough jewels embedded in it to rival an entire village’s wealth, sure, but he didn’t look much like a royal when one ignored those. The elven man was a little pudgy, not refined in his stance, and he certainly didn’t feel like the type of person to be trusted with the fate of a nation.

"Eyes down, Theo," Stig whispered from the side, reminding him of that strange requirement. Playing along for the moment, Theo lowered his eyes during their approach to study the feet of the king, seeing that they had been forced into shoes a size or two too small.

It didn’t surprise him that Nero could smell sugar.

"King Balin," Ordella said with a small bow. "The group has been brought to you, as you requested."

They finally got through all the rows of seats, able to spread out a little to the sides and look upon the royal.

"Good," Balin answered, his voice hoarse but otherwise quite prideful. That was at least one trait of a royal that had been kept. However, his next words did not fit in with the former. "Why is there another elf? I only asked for the group of humans and a dwarf."

"I was ordered by the Wise One to—"

"Silence!" the king ordered with a shout, stopping the priestess from explaining herself. Theo noted the small wave of power that came through the air after his words and made it seem like he had a very regal aura. That hadn’t come from him. There was no chance. "You are only to speak when spoken to."

Theo sent a slight burst of energy into [Mana-Sight], letting the [Status Screen] for the king be formed.

Status

Name: Balin Featherlight
Level: 6
Class: -
Profession: Elven King
Title: Royal by Inheritance
Health(HP): 120/120
Stamina(SP): 80/80
Mana(MP): 110/110

Yeah, no, there was no chance this man-child could produce an [Aura] with that level of power. Theo knew that the world itself didn’t like the elf, with that rather backhanded [Title], but at least his identity was true.

But where is the true source?

‘Upper floor to the right,’ Nero supplied, Theo looking at the designated spot. While they were hidden rather well in the darkness in the corner, he was able to pick out the blue robes of a certain [Mage]. They looked rather similar to one of the ones which had been worn by those who had prepared magical attacks while they’d flown above the city.

Theo tried to use [Appraisal] on the person.

[?]
?????

Figures.

"Are you listening, human?" Theo heard from the king as he brought his attention back to the crowned man. "Ordella, strike this—"

"Carefully consider your next words," Theo warned, feeling like he would perhaps have a better chance to speak with the queen who wasn’t actually present. While the king began to grow red like a tomato, he turned to Tara to gain the needed information. "Where is the queen currently? I had expected her to be here."

"She is out on the front lines," Tara informed, the king still taking a few seconds to gear up. "Queen Liriel is not expected to be back for another five months."

That complicated things.

"You despicable vermin," King Balin finally said, seeming to have gathered enough brain cells together to form an insult. Theo would’ve made a compliment, but he didn’t bother at the moment. "Who do you think you are?"

"A very confused person?" he replied, considering the current ramifications. "Is it Queen Liriel who usually makes decisions around here?"

"What?"

"The queen? The elven woman I presume you’re married to?" Theo continued, his question seeming to have brought the king out of his rage through the power of confusion. "When she is around, is she the one who makes the choices about how this place is ruled? I was just wondering."

The implications slowly dawned on Balin, and while he prepared himself to order something stupid, Theo saw on Tara’s face that he’d guessed right. The [System] hadn’t been wrong with the man’s given title. [Royal by Inheritance]. He wasn’t a royal because he lived the life of a royal or because he ruled as one should. He was a royal because his parents had been royals. Nothing more. Nothing less.

It also meant he would have to ask the queen for help, which was annoying.

"This arrogance is unheard of in this room," Balin tensely said, seeming ready to shatter his teeth with how tight the elf’s jaws were becoming. "If you think this level of ridicule will be ignored, you are very wrong."

"Oh, I expect nothing of the sort," Theo promised wholeheartedly. Behind him, he could hear Finn finally breaking into laughter, the young man desperately trying to hold back. Lily wasn’t faring much better, and even Stig was on his way to cracking a smile. He had to make this quick. "I was just hoping to relay the news about the end of the world to somebody who could prove themselves helpful."

Eyes widened briefly before the looks of suspicion returned once again.

"End of the—are you trying to play me for a fool, human?" Balin questioned. Tara tried to say something again, but the king stopped her by continuing. "Trying to mislead the elven royals is a sin worthy of death."

"King Balin," Tara exclaimed, seeming to have had enough. "The Wise One ordered me to come here to confirm that the human is telling the truth. It would be—"

"It would be what, priestess?" the king cut in. "Would it be wise of me to think that these people are not full of deceit? How could you know that you have not been tricked yourself?"

Oh.

"I think I get why Soria ordered you to come along now," Theo commented, finally understanding. Tara looked at him curiously, the angry king in front of them forgotten about. "There’s not enough space left in his head to understand your words by themselves. He has to hear it from the source."

There was a chance that some shouts about their deaths came about, but he didn’t pay enough attention to be sure. Instead, he just looked on as Tara smiled, putting her hands together and speaking a few choice words.

"Wise One," she began. "Your divination has come true."

The change in air was instant, the roots nearest to the throne starting to change.

‘Of course it came true,’ Soria could be heard muttering through the [Bond], though it was broken off when the automatic connection was noticed by both sides.

The guards made no effort to fulfill the king’s orders, all looking at the green woman who stepped off the root and onto the stone floor. The lack of direct connection to the natural world didn’t seem too pleasing, but she continued nonetheless.

"The idiot isn’t lying, the world’s about to be faced with an army no group can take on alone, and you, King Balin, should really think about stepping down entirely so somebody with something other than air in their head can take charge," Soria said, looking over at Tara. The elven woman froze when the powerful eyes moved to her. "Tara, how would you like to sit on the throne? It’s been a few centuries since we had two queens at the same time."

She was being serious.

"Wise One, I am not sure that’s—uhm… If you think it is the right choice, I will follow through with your wishes," Tara said, seeming rather unsure of herself.

"Just say no next time," Soria replied, the idea of quick-swapping the royal at the throne set aside for the moment. "Balin, grow a brain and actually listen to the human. I might let you stay on the throne if you do."

"I—no—why would you," the king sputtered, confidence and anger lost and replaced with fear and confusion. "They’re human."

"A human that my sister thinks highly of, yes, I’m glad you can figure out the difference between races," the [World-Tree] said with some level of derision in her voice. "Theo, speak your case."

Oh, it was his turn? That was good enough for him. With a small moment spent getting his thoughts together, he recounted his current problems. He gave information about who he was, what he needed to do, who they needed to fight against, and why not working together could spell the end for all.

"So even if a single person from Draven’s army survives, this entire civilization can still crumble into dust," Theo finished. "We already have many on our side, but we need more if we can hope to win the final stand. Since the high elves are in control of half this continent, I thought this wouldn’t be a bad place to gather allies."

King Balin said nothing, leaning back on his throne as he looked at Theo with contempt. The royal was still obviously angry at him for "ignoring his authority," but there was little that could be done when Soria was standing beside him, ready to swap who was in control if needed.

"I don’t have any option but to accept," the king finally said, those words being the most thought-out of everything that had come from the elf. "But I don’t have the power to have the army assist you."

What?

"Why not?" Theo asked.

"The queen is the commander of the high-elven forces, most of which are situated at the northern border," Tara explained. "King Balin has full rule inside the city of Mevalin, but his influence does not spread further out than that. Everything else is within the queen’s jurisdiction."

So…why had they wasted time with this guy?

"You can’t have the armies, even if the queen wants to help you," King Balin added. "The orcs would take the opportunity to advance onto our land. We would be defenceless against them."

Oh? Well, that wasn’t a problem. Now the issue had turned into something more physical, something that could be removed by Theo.

"You think you can settle a stalemate that has been ongoing for several centuries?" Soria questioned, looking into Theo’s mind when he said nothing for a few seconds. "That’s rather arrogant."

"Stopping it entirely? Sure," he agreed. "Forcing them to retreat for a few months, though? That’s more than possible."

"You’re mad."

Theo just smiled.

They bid farewell to the frustrated king, getting the relative coordinates of the battlefield where the queen could be found before they finally left the castle behind. They were well on their way to leaving the city before Soria popped up again, with a final command.

"Tara, go with them," she ordered the priestess. "Make sure they don’t die stupidly."

Just how little faith did they have in him?

"Of course, Wise One," Tara answered, Soria barely staying around long enough to hear it and disappearing as quickly as she had appeared. While the priestess had only been meant to show them to the exit of Mevalin, it seemed that plans had changed. "So I must ask how you plan to reach the queen when she is so far away."

"We’re going to take a shortcut," Finn offered, confusing the elven woman.

"What shortcut could there possibly be for such a large distance?" Tara asked. "Do you plan to use the vehicle you flew around in the skies previously?"

"Partially, yes," Theo answered, sorting through his memory of the different [Arch Portals] on Arari. There was meant to be one close to a village by the name of Proculin. It was still an hour’s travel away from the border, but it would be close enough. "Before we start our journey, though, I must ask how you deal with prolonged weightlessness.”

"I…have never experienced such a thing before," the priestess replied, sounding both curious and terrified.

"Then this will be a learning experience for all of us," he said, calling down the car to land in front of them. He settled into the driver’s seat and Stig settled beside him while the other four got into the back. Everybody got strapped in properly, all sigils were activated, and a shriek left a certain elf when they began to travel upwards. The sensation of limbs not being constantly pulled down by gravity was too hard to explain to beginners. "You’ll get used to it."

A few prayers left the high elf as they accelerated towards the mountain range where they’d been while first entering the continent. Locating the secret door to the [Emergency Portal], it was messed around with until the construct finally connected to the one further up north.

Surprisingly, Tara didn’t freak out upon seeing this.

"The portals of the rune-crafters are well-known, even if few alive have seen them for themselves," she explained, recounting how she’d read about them in various books. "I always wondered when they would be rediscovered."

"Well, it didn’t require much after the first," Theo admitted. "These old ones have been connected to just about every other that was active back then. Since they remember old connections, it’s not hard to reestablish them. Makes travelling between continents much easier."

Getting back into the car, they flew through the portal, emerging from the side of some hills not too far from a small village. There was only a simple fence around it, and Theo wasn’t sure there could’ve been more than a few hundred people down there. He felt like visiting, but the current objectives were more important. After he adjusted their rotation to fit with their intended target, the car was allowed to accelerate to its top speed, and they were granted the sight of the ground beneath them blurring together.

The mesh of green beneath didn’t stay that colour for too long, however, as a more brown, earthy tone replaced it after a while.

"It’s the work of the orcs," Tara supplied. "They thrive in these conditions, and have their mages terraform the green so they can expand."

"And the elves do the same?" Theo asked, the priestess confirming as much. "Of course they do. Guess that means the fighting should start soon."

"What is the plan for that?" Stig questioned, nodding his head towards the teens in the back. "Last I heard, you two didn’t have much in the way of fighting experience, and…Tara, how skilled are you in combat?"

The priestess smiled at the inquiry.

"I can assure you that I can stand tall in battle if need be," she answered. "It is a requirement of all who preach the word of the Wise One that they can defend themselves."

"Do you fight from a distance or close range?" Theo asked, looking at the white robes the priestess wore. Those wouldn’t offer too much protection against a spear.

"Mostly from a distance, though I can close in on a target if the situation requires it."

That was rather vague, but he could work within those bounds. She had mostly single-target attacks that were focused on the immobilisation and neutralisation of enemies. While most of them weren’t meant to be lethal, Tara had some spells that fit within that category if required.

"So…what about us?" Lily asked. As the glimmers began appearing in the distance, Theo slowed down the car to get a better look. A few hundred glinting points, likely white armour, and the accompanying moving shapes from the other sides. The battlefield had been found. "What do I and Finn do?"

On the field below, a golden wave came through all the elves, the group shouting with new energy. A magical buff of some kind? Very interesting.

Theo stopped about a hundred meters behind and above the battle. Making sure the car stayed at its current location, he rose from his seat and offered Tara his hand. She took it, the two sticking close as he put one foot onto the edge of the vehicle.

"You two will stay here while we deal with this," Theo instructed, making sure his flight suit was prepared to deal with the extra body. "Don’t touch anything. I want this beauty unscratched when we get back."

With that said, he leaned over the side, the freefall starting. Tara laughed beside him, Stig rolled his eyes, and Theo just looked into the distance. They’d been spotted already, fighters from both sides looking up at them.

As he activated the [Runes], their descent became curved, letting them fly towards the fighting. Theo could feel it as a white aura started to radiate from the priestess beside him, hidden power revealed.

This would be fun.


Chapter 19

Queen Liriel


When they almost reached the ground, he could feel Tara push away. He allowed it, letting her fall the rest of the way herself while he prepared himself for doing the same. Feet hit the dry earth, making a storm of dust pop up, but it was nothing in comparison to the chaos already brewing ahead.

Over a hundred high elves, all clad in armour, against a hundred orcs who wore rags and red-stained cloth. The first group had clean weapons which had been expertly maintained. The latter had crude tools and the desire to use them to their fullest.

It should’ve been easy to see who would win, but it was a stalemate instead. Both sides suffered losses, and both groups were on the brink of falling apart, yet both couldn’t hope to win over completely. The injured were tended to before they could die, brought back into fighting health, and they were thrown back into the fray to repeat the cycle.

Theo wasn’t sure how he felt about it.

Not that he had much time to really consider it, the wide-eyed looks of the high elves near him making him turn to his side and see the sharp side of an axe heading towards his face.

His pulse jumped to his throat, [Mana] flowed into the [Time-Perception Rune] and the world slowed to a crawl. That he could still see the axe moving was proof of the orc’s speed and strength, but that didn’t mean Theo supported it. A [Teleport] brought him above the field, the [Temporal Distortion] still in effect as he held his pistol.

It was time to cull the numbers a little. In the distance, he could see orc reinforcements incoming, easily another fifty warriors who would be more than happy to rip apart the elves who had no extra warriors to call upon. Nobody but Theo, who had more rounds on him than any reasonable person should’ve been walking around with. Any empty space outside and underneath his armour was riddled with holes, and there was no time like the present to use them.

Focusing his mind, not paying attention to the fact that time was starting to restart, he allowed a round to fly towards the faces of about twenty of the orcs who were on the brink of taking out one elf or the other. Some had raised weapons, ready to split skulls, while others were still charging towards the injured. It didn’t matter, really, as the next second had them all fall to the ground lifeless.

An instant to kill tens of living warriors. The realisation hit him hard, though he didn’t get much time to consider it due to needing to [Teleport] to survive.

A shard of glass flew through the place he’d been a second before, only the distortion of light letting him know of its presence.

They had a [Glass Mage] sitting in the middle of the new reinforcements. Theo saw the finer robes as he sent off a dozen rounds towards the caster while falling towards the ground. He didn’t allow himself to be helped by his flight suit, since that would make it too easy to hit him while he was in the air.

Yet the caster wasn’t going down easily either. Every round would be met with a hundred layers of materialised glass, not able to reach the target in time. Penetrating rounds were useless.

Yet it wasn’t the same case for the glass, Theo gritting his teeth when he didn’t dodge in time, a long shard of glass embedding itself in his left arm. He pulled it out, letting the armour force healing energies through him, but it didn’t matter. The blow was a blow to his focus, and even afterwards the barrage of attacks was relentless.

He shot off exploding rounds, but they were either dodged or thrown away before they could hurt him. Theo took it as a sign of his own weakness. Regular kinetic energy could be dealt with, but the explosive variant was too speedy.

A distraction was needed.

The caster protected the other warriors when Theo got too close. He could abuse that, sending out a dozen exploding rounds at the feet of nearby orcs. As expected, a massive burst of [Mana] left the [Glass Mage], and a large area was entirely covered by the glass barrier. It shattered into thousands of pieces when the rounds were detonated, but the shards entirely avoided the orcs, instead flying through the air and embedding themselves into the front of the elven army.

Rude.

Theo wasn’t a fan of this charade, especially not when a large grouping of shards flew towards his position. He [Teleported] fifty meters to the side, shooting one of the orcs close to him to stop surprise attacks, but the glass shards were more than happy to follow, cutting up every elf that got in the way while avoiding the red-skinned orcs without any problems.

"Stop."

Theo felt his breath catch in his throat for a moment before he saw the glass shards stop in mid-air. He could feel the [Glass Mage] try to push them along, but they refused to obey, another force influencing them.

Actually… Many of the orcs nearby were frozen as well, unable to move a muscle. The high elves used it to their advantage, stabbing through the half-naked warriors, but Theo ignored them. He had to look to the source.

Tara, her white robes moving in an unfelt wind as a white glow came from her blue pupils. She shot him a soft smile as she turned her outstretched hand, letting it fall to her side. The glass shards that had been following him did the same without any problems.

She could command inanimate objects and people alike? Theo wasn’t sure what to call that kind of power. Neither did he have time to think about it, as he was forced to raise his shield to defend against a barrage of glass spears from a distance. The second that the focus went off him and towards those around him, however, he was forced to dig his shield into the ground and speak the [Command Word].

"Aegis."

The wide barrier manifested, taking the barrage of magical attacks without fracturing in the slightest. Some pieces tried to swerve around the barrier, but several smaller barriers popped up to stop their trajectories. Theo had improved the shield since the last time, and he wasn’t letting the elven warriors fall to a caster of all people.

A groan of pain reached his ears, one of the elves next to him spitting out blood while they felt at the glass shards embedded into their throat. From the amount of blood seeping from both their mouth and neck brace, it wasn’t looking good for them. No medical attention would mean their death.

Theo was not accepting that fact, pushing his shield down to have it keep up the barrier while he covered the [Holy Rune] on his metallic arm with a dose of [Liquid Mana]. Some of it streamed into his own [Capacity], but enough reached the engraving that he saw it as good enough.

"This is going to hurt," he warned the high elf before ripping out the glass shards, putting his white-glowing palm to their throat while they gurgled in pain. He held them down while they convulsed, not letting the healing process be stopped. When they stopped moving, spit out another mouthful of blood, and started breathing normally, he thought they were out of the fire. "Okay, get your sword, and—"

The pain came before the realisation that he’d been hit, Theo blinking while he pushed his face away from the dirt. His eyes flicked above into the sky, where the shining blade of a sword began to fall towards his chest.

No thank you.

He [Teleported] before it could land, seeing the perpetrator. White armour with golden lines, along with the green eyes of an elven woman who really looked ready to kill him. She didn’t question his [Teleporting] abilities, instead using the energy of her swing to get towards him again, the blade shining with deadly intent.

"Please don’t?" Theo requested as he [Teleported] again. Nero sent a memory-image of her taking care of the [Glass Mage] in his absence, her foggy form deadly against the caster focused on physical attacks, but she also supplied that Stig needed help against a weirdly strong barbarian who just wouldn’t die. "Fight somebody else, please."

"I’d rather deal with a skinwalker before they take somebody else, thanks," the elven woman replied with a smile, disappearing from sight before Theo felt a blade hit the edge of his throat, unable to instinctively [Teleport] to safety in time. A line of blood left his side, but was healed by his armour automatically. "You’re fast."

"It’s [Teleportation Runes], actually," Theo corrected. "Because I’m a [Rune-Crafter]. Not a [Skinwalker]."

He did not appreciate the [System] putting tags on that title. Just what was that?

"Forgive me for not believing you," the elven woman said, her green eyes slicing through him as she nearly cut him down again and again, Theo narrowly dodging each strike laced with lethal intent. This was the person who was giving energy to the rest of the high elves, letting them fight the orcs on equal ground, but she really didn’t like him for some reason. "You killed my men, and now you’ll join them in the grave."

What?

"I didn’t kill anyone," Theo replied with a frown, though he supposed that his blood-covered metal arm could make somebody think otherwise. "I helped the guy survive."

"By cutting his jugular vein with a glass shard?"

"I was pulling it out of the vein," he fired back, which didn’t seem to convince her. "It was one of the shards from the [Glass Mage] my [Familiar] is dealing with over there."

He was a little offended that she underestimated him enough to take a look over and see a very angry orc shoot glass pillars through the air, which did nothing to Nero, who was having the time of her life just consuming the [Mana] to keep up her transformation.

The confused elven warrior slowly getting up from the ground to get his sword from the earth also helped Theo’s case, that massive bloodstain on his back making it clear where he’d been before.

…

"I believe there’s been a misunderstanding," the elven woman said, Theo just giving her the look. "I’m sorry."

"Apology accepted, as long as you stop trying to behead me," Theo offered, the embarrassed look on the warrior seeming to be enough of a promise. When one of the orcs took their stillness as a chance to attack, though, a bullet reached the warriors’ chest. A momentary pause of surprise came through before the exploding round did its job, and brief expansion was seen before the body succumbed to the pressure and liquified the internal organs. More orcs were coming to tempt the same fate. "You might want to help your men."

The elven woman seemingly remembered they were on a battlefield, her eyes falling away from him and towards the front of the fighting once more. She was gone in a blur, her sword embedded in a warrior before Theo could even think to [Teleport]. She was fast. Dangerous as well, but at least not a threat to him anymore.

What was a threat was Stig’s current predicament. A rather large orc was entirely ignoring the exploding arrows, his skin too thick to let the arrows get deep inside. Tara was busy helping the larger elven forces, and Nero was still tiring out the [Glass Mage], which meant Theo had to help.

Two quick [Teleports] got him within range, letting him fire a testing penetration round straight into the large orc’s back. It hit hard, briefly looking like it would break the skin, and then the projectile merely bounced off. Even the initial area of red from the spot vanished in a second, making it clear that not even a bruise would come.

Theo wasn’t happy about that.

A rock materialised in the orc’s hand, a great roar leaving the warrior before it was thrown at him. He dodged to the side, yet the sheer impact rattled the ground he stood on regardless. Just how heavy had that been?

He didn’t get to wonder, having to [Teleport] to avoid the next few. A few test shots were made into the orc’s eyes, but any damage made seemed to just be regrown away. Physical impacts were gone in an instant.

‘But the fire damage isn’t,’ sent Nero.

Oh? Theo had to look around the stomach of the warrior again. While it was also regenerating, it took ten times as long before burnt tissue was replaced. Fire was the weakness? He could work with that.

"Distract him for a moment," Theo requested, looking at the palm of his metallic arm. Just his luck that he left behind the shield to work as a barrier. With [Air-Engraving] working at its optimal speed, and Stig annoying the orc with his constant barrage of arrows, Theo finally had the fully formed [Ignis Rune] to work with. "Always wanted a flamethrower."

His words caught the attention of the orc, who instantly charged him. Stig tried to get the red-skinned warrior’s attention again, but he wasn’t that stupid. He had a weakness, understood Theo was gearing up to exploit it, and was doing his absolute best to stop that from happening.

Even with increased speed, however, there was little that could be done to stop Theo’s constant [Teleports], especially not when his flight suit was activated to let him float above the orc.

"Oi, look at me!"

The reaction was instant, another boulder thrown upwards. Theo was already gone, however, right in front of the warrior. Everything was exposed, the fire was fighting to escape from its cage, and he allowed it.

Burn.

The fire briefly had an orange glare to its colour before going closer to a white hue. It was hot, he could feel that on his face even when he wasn’t being directly exposed to it. It only started some distance from his hand before launching itself at the orc, yet the side exposure was unreal. A normal person would’ve felt their skin crackle already.

Instead, Theo just clenched his jaws while ignoring the feeling of his metal hand melting a little. The orc in front of him had it much worse, regeneration failing to fight against the five seconds of flames. Layers of flesh were removed, the flash heating turning solid matter into gas instantly, and the warrior fell to the ground entirely charred by the end.

The orc might’ve been dead for the first two seconds. Hard to tell when he could barely open his eyes to look.

"That didn’t feel fun to do," Theo commented as he allowed the healing [Runes] to activate. He had to manually get his metal arm back into working shape, which was hard with its high temperature on the fingers. Why did metal have to be so happy to conduct heat? "Bloody stupid thing."

Waving the arm for a moment, he watched as one of the orcs tried to get closer to him. While he was prepared to deal with the fighter himself, it was Stig who took the opportunity instead, an arrow flying through the warrior’s left eye.

"Are you alright?" the [Space Mage] asked, appearing by Theo’s side. Stig grimaced when he saw the red fingers, stepping away to avoid accidental exposure. "Might want to not use those runes on your body again."

"Don’t see why," Theo replied sarcastically, trying to avoid the feeling of the heat travelling up the limb and burning his shoulder. He would’ve spent some time finding water to put onto the arm if not for Nero’s complaints.

‘Glass idiot is not dying,’ she sent with obvious spite. ‘Kill him.’

Right. The [Glass Mage] seemed to have figured out how to defend himself against Nero’s attacks, merely encasing himself inside a layer of glass that he continually regenerated to stop her from getting him. While she could consume the material to power herself, it wasn’t in high enough amounts to be sustainable. It was a war of attrition, and not one which she would win.

As one did when having a problem that couldn’t be solved in normal ways, Theo pulled out a hand grenade.

"Could you [Teleport] this into that guy’s stomach?" he asked Stig, handing the explosive to the forest dwarf. A moment’s pause was had before a shrug came as an answer. With Theo taking care of the group that was charging them first with a few well-placed shots, the moment of truth came.

The grenade blurred in Stig’s grasp, seeming to fight the [Teleportation]. The [Glass Mage] was also looking over at them. Had he detected the attempt? If so, he knew how to resist it.

"I believe in you," Theo encouraged, but the [Space Mage] didn’t answer as his eyes began to flare purple. Too much energy was being spent for no results. That wasn’t loved, and Theo knew an extra edge was needed. "Hey, Tara!"

The priestess turned from her current row of statues, letting the orcs fall dead onto the ground to see what Theo needed help with. When he pointed at the [Glass Mage] in the distance and mouthed "freeze," she seemed to understand. With her two hands reaching out towards the caster, two words were spoken.

"Give up."

Theo nearly stumbled from hearing it, only the [Mental Rejuvenation] getting him back up into his usual spirits. Stig was able to do the same, though the main target of the spell didn’t fare so well. With a final burst of will, the grenade was activated and [Teleported], the instant recoil from the orc making the truth clear.

A second of panic and then an instant death turned him into parts inside the glass shell. Hopefully painless.

Probably wasn’t.

From that moment on, the rest of the red-skinned warriors didn’t stand much of a chance. They had to face several elven [Mages] alongside the regular warriors, who were already good enough to hold back the force by themselves. It was a slaughter, one that could’ve ended with their surrender, yet none were willing to put down an axe or sword.

Nobody wanted prisoners.

[Orc Glass Mage] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [36] to [37]. [2] points have been granted.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Initiated 4] to [Initiated 6].

Not bad.

Putting the two points into [Intelligence], Theo looked through the high-elven army for anybody in critical condition. There were a few with wounds, who had [Holy Runes] instantly thrown their way, but those who had been in true need of them had already succumbed to their injuries.

20 fallen elves against 150 orcs, however? Theo was forced to look at it as a success at some level. Staying optimistic was the best thing that could be done from this point on.

"You handled yourself well, Tara," he said, walking up to the priestess while she spoke comforting words to some of the injured. The elven woman seemed to be skilled in more than one trade, as she could get those hit by wounds back up on their feet rather quickly. "I’ve never seen somebody with those kinds of spells. You can just…order the world around you to do things?"

"To a degree, yes," Tara confirmed with a mild smile. Both of their eyes went to the side quickly, however, as the sound of somebody approaching became obvious. The leader of the army, the one who had tried to take Theo’s head before, and more commonly known as the one who was able to invigorate all of the elves before they’d arrived. "I take it that you are the centurion of this army?"

"I am," the woman said. She stopped two meters away, not getting within reach. It could’ve been a sign of respect, but Theo expected it was closer to the instinctual wariness of strangers. While they might have helped them, there was always the chance of betrayal. "My name is Iodan Fuglsang. Who are you and why are you here?"

Stig [Teleported] to their location just in time to hear it, Nero trotting over from her kill as well. The amount of blood that covered the underside of her fur coat was noticeable, making Theo wonder if he would have to wash the car soon.

"I am Tara, Keeper of the Wise One, and these fighters are from Vrasis, people who know of a great disaster and are in need of speaking to the queen," the elven priestess explained. "We were told that her highness would fight against the horde in this location, but we have not found either her or the horde yet. Do you know where they could be?"

"Great disaster? I’ll take a holy person’s word for it," Iodan supposed, pointing east. "We’re the westernmost front, just meant to take on the offshoots who try to go around while the main forces try to strike hard in the east. They had hoped to cut through unnoticed to take on the villages deeper inside our land, but we noticed it in time."

"How many are in the attack?" Theo asked.

"A few thousand, at least," the elven leader replied, though she didn’t sound too sure. "Our information is a day old, and I can’t say if the situation is still the same. We haven’t heard anything since the start, which either means that the main group has fallen or they are still neck-deep in orc blood. Whichever it is, it can’t be pretty."

A larger force, uncertain how large, and, by the sound of it, the high elves didn’t have enough fighters to mess around with either. They had the perk of being on their own playing field, but there was only so much that could be done from that point.

They would need help.

"How far to the west?" he questioned, already sending a pulse through the air to make the car float down towards them. He didn’t miss the yelp from inside it, as the two twins hadn’t expected the sudden movement. "More or less than a day’s march?"

"Less. Close to around twelve hours of steady travel," Iodan answered, looking at the car curiously. "What kind of mage are you? I haven’t seen such a device before."

"I already told you," Theo said. "I’m a [Rune-Crafter]."

"Oh. I thought you’d been making a joke."

…

Theo just sighed, getting back into the car. Stig was seated a moment later, Tara climbing on board as well while avoiding the dripping blood from Nero’s fur.

He made the offer for the leader to travel with them towards the next battlefield, but it was declined in favour of her staying with the current group of fighters. Casters were needed to keep the regular warriors safe, or else they would be too easily overwhelmed by enemy firepower.

There wasn’t anything to refute in that, so they flew onward. They’d said it would be half a day’s march to get to the battlefield, which meant about twenty minutes of flying at high speed. With the size of the supposed fight, they would hopefully not have to search too hard for it either.

Warning!
Battery is at 30%.

"Oh, that’s just great," Theo mumbled, trying to do the maths on how long he could let the car float in the air after they arrived. With their current consumption, their speed, their need for another ten minutes of flying, and then the idle cost of floating in the air with two bodies’ worth of weight… "Shit. You two are going to have to come down with us."

"What?" Lily and Finn asked at the same time, both stopping in the process of filling up Theo’s shield. It had been entirely drained with the first fight, and he needed to have it in operational order for this next one.

"But we’re not prepared for this stuff yet," Finn added, the teen sounding more than worried.

"Nobody is," Theo replied in short, though he wouldn’t have minded waiting a few months before they would have to do this. "Do me a favour and open up the compartments under your seats."

"What do you—oh, holy knowing of all," Lily exclaimed, opening up the small hatch to reveal a gun along with a long strip of bullets in a belt. The latter easily latched onto the armour, and the former could be settled in the holster attached to the belt itself. "Why did you prepare these?"

"On the off chance I would lose my own gun," Theo said offhandedly. He had made them for that purpose originally, at least, though he had extensively modified them after the two [Apprentices] had shown up. The original design was entirely built around [Teleporting] the rounds into the faces of the enemy, but…he didn’t trust his two [Apprentices] with that just yet. Instead, they had the ordinary version of a pistol, with enough kinetic energy in each shot to make a golf ball-shaped hole through most people. "Don’t touch the safety on the side yet. Save that for when we get down to the field. After that, though, be sure to shoot anything that decides to go off from the battlefield and towards the car. Aim at them, press down on the trigger. If the first doesn’t stop them, fire off another."

The bullets were smaller than Theo’s normal design, but that also meant that the two would have more chances to actually hit something. He wouldn’t have minded doing some alterations to the design to make it even easier, heat-seeking rounds not sounding too bad, but he didn’t want to go that route just yet.

"Are you sure it’s a good idea to give those two weapons like that?" Stig asked while the two in the back seat fiddled with the pistols. They didn’t touch the safety or trigger, as Theo had requested, but that didn’t stop them from inspecting the [Runes] on each part of the device. Whether they wanted to fiddle with them or copy them, he couldn’t be sure.

"Not at all," Theo assured the [Space Mage].

"Can we keep these afterwards?" Lily questioned, already sounding fond of the weapon before she had even used it.

"If you don’t screw up and shoot yourself in the foot, I don’t see why not," Theo replied, already feeling like he needed to take them away the moment that the fighting would end. "Just remember, only shoot those who are trying to attack you. If all goes well, most people won’t even think about you being there."

‘They’re going to be spotted immediately,’ Nero commented as she scratched at the drying blood on her fur. The red patches were starting to fall off and hit the car, getting into nooks and crannies Theo wasn’t sure he would ever be able to clean out.

‘Probably,’ he replied to the [Familiar]. ‘Would you mind returning to being a guard rabbit?’

‘As in staying with them the entire time, or just being nearby?’

‘If you can get to them in less than ten seconds, you have permission to go anywhere you please.’

‘Sounds doable.’

Theo took her word for it, eyes going back to the surface ahead of them. A few larger hills could be seen on the sides, almost able to obscure the flashes of light that came from behind. Fire, lighting, a weird sense of dread, and then a cloud of pure void, all firing into the air at once, colliding, and creating a shockwave that travelled through the area.

He was forced to slow down when the wave of power hit them, the [Runes] inside the vehicle briefly going out. The feeling of falling for half a second was not appreciated, though it was a chilling reminder of what they were about to face.

Going a bit higher in altitude to let them look below a little more clearly, it became obvious that the original estimate of a few thousand had been the truest of lowballs. Ten to fifteen thousand was closer to the truth, though some of the warriors below could easily count as a hundred by themselves.

"Why is there a twenty-meter-tall orc down there?" Finn asked, leaning over the edge of the car while squinting his eyes. Theo had to confirm that fact himself, not able to understand how that was possible or how they had an axe that easily fit such a size. It swung with the ease of the regular ones as well, taking out dozens of high elves who couldn’t run in time. "That can’t be good."

"Indeed it can’t," Theo confirmed, pulling out two vials of [Liquid Mana]. He only had four of them left now, and he didn’t want to deprive himself of it all just for the initial attacks. However, most of the orcs were grouped up at the moment, and the parts further away from the high elves were ripe for the picking. "Do you want to do the honours, Stig?"

"Of course I do," the forest dwarf confirmed, bringing out the spare [Explosion Runes] from the glove compartment. They were a little old, not having been swapped for new ones recently, but Theo was sure they would do fine. Popping the vials open, the [Space Mage] covered them as well as possible without getting any of the liquid on his hands. As the plates began to glow and shake, the excitement grew. "Brace yourselves."

The [Command Words] were muttered and the [Runes] were [Teleported] down towards the masses. Theo wasn’t sure if it was just due to the mass of energy inside the plate, but several attacks instantly flew towards them.

Didn’t matter, though.

When the plates reached an altitude of about five meters, they couldn’t handle the pressure anymore. The [Runes] exploded, the rumbling hitting the car over a hundred meters away with ease. The explosion wasn’t as concentrated as the one down in the depths, where the walls kept it focused, but there was no arguing about the sheer power of this regardless.

Magical walls had quickly been built to protect from the blast, but they could do nothing for the two hundred closest to the attack. Those nearest to it were vaporised, those a bit further away were mortally wounded, and nearly a thousand were clutching at their bodies or otherwise showing the effects of the blow.

It was enough that Theo nearly felt like going in for another strike.

Almost.

‘From behind!’

Only Nero’s warning allowed him to make the car swerve to the side in time to miss a bolt of total darkness, the bolt barely avoiding hitting the side of the vehicle. Theo looked back and saw one of the orcs flying behind them, the fighter seemingly moving through the air unassisted. [Enchanted]?

There was a chance, though the black smoke that fell from the [Mage]’s form said otherwise. This wasn’t good at all.

Warning!
Battery is at 5%.

What?

That shouldn’t have been possible. They were meant to have nearly 15 percent left. Where had it gone? Why had it fallen to such a degree in—

"Shit, he can drain [Mana]," Theo cursed, taking his pistol and shooting at the figure behind them half a dozen times. None of the shots were made to hit, the exploding rounds instead blasting the area around the [Mage]. It worked like a charm, not killing the person but disorienting them enough that the car could get away for a time. "We barely have enough energy to land at this point, so this might be a tough landing."

If this was how he destroyed the car, Theo would be so mad.

The [Gravity-Reduction Runes] sputtered out about ten meters above the ground, forcing him to extend the reach of his flight suit to cover the entire vehicle. It was barely able to make it slow in the slightest alongside the extra burst from the [Force Runes], though it was enough that the car only scraped against the ground for a few meters. The metal sections that were outwards made it clear repairs were needed before they would fly again.

"Right, everybody out," Theo ordered, jumping from his seat while looking upwards to see if the [Shadow Mage] was still following them. The black traces left behind in the air were unmistakable. He couldn’t spot the orc, but that meant little. "You two, stay in the car. Tara, do your best. Stig, shoot some people. Nero…you know what to do."

‘Of course I do,’ the [Familiar] replied, leaping forward when a group of orcs tried to charge them with roars and axes ready. She did respect that, transforming into fog and instantly emptying out their insides. Nero was getting good at this. ‘I’ll take care of another few.’

"Your familiar is very efficient with her skills," Tara commented. Theo wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or not. "Are you sure that she is entirely under your control?"

Not a compliment, then.

"She is under nobody’s control but her own," Theo replied, which seemed to disturb the elven woman. "But she does appreciate it when I feed her, and she does care about me, which means that my requests are somewhat honoured. She won’t attack the elves when not given a reason."

On that note, the [Mages] inside the fray were starting to show themselves again, that crack of thunder making Theo wince. Above, clouds started to form and instantly go dark, a wind gathering as well. He couldn’t say what side was causing this when both orcs and high elves suffered from the changed weather.

He did note that it was the orcs who were hit by the thunder first, though, which had to mean they weren’t too screwed.

"Do your best," Theo said, before leaping into the air. Enough power had entered the flight suit again from absorbing the dirt below his soles, allowing him another ten minutes of somewhat fast-paced flying. It was enough for his current needs, at least, as it allowed him to get into position perfectly. "Give me time."

Thirty seconds of aiming up every shot perfectly. Theo loved it, letting his mind relax a little as he placed the first three absorption rounds inside the larger groupings of orcs. They were trying to spread out to avoid losing larger numbers to the explosions, but they could only work so quickly.

An issue was found, however. At the fifteen-second mark, Theo saw one of the orc’s heads turn towards him at regular speed. Time was being slowed down a hundred times over, and somebody turned their head and looked at him in a fraction of a second.

Theo did the smart thing and sent five penetration rounds towards the orc. They didn’t do anything, however, as they were still constricted to the normal movement of time. He was still constricted by it, and yet the orc twenty meters away could easily move from his position and charge towards Theo. He jumped from head to head without problems, the black-bladed axe almost calling his name.

He couldn’t move. Hadn’t thirty seconds passed by now?

It should’ve, but time wasn’t speeding up again, and that orc was looking happier and happier. Those tusks matched well with the grin that showed off a mass of half-broken teeth. Some words were spoken by the warrior, but Theo couldn’t understand them. Neither did he have the mental focus for it at the moment, the axe coming towards him slightly more distracting.

Before it was too close, though, time seemed to flicker back into its standard state. Theo instantly [Teleported] away, shooting a barrage of rounds towards the orc’s previous position, but he wasn’t there. He was gone.

There was only a flicker of shadowy flame before any evidence was erased.

"That can’t be good," Theo mumbled, opting not to use the last charge for the [Time-Perception Rune]. Magical interference of some kind that made it possible for another person to enter into the distorted perception of time was…scary. That he couldn’t find the one with the black blade in the crowd of fighters wasn’t good either. An unknown enemy with the potential to be a nuisance. "Likely related to the one that could drain, though."

"Human!"

Oh?

The harsh voice was a new one, heard from a few meters below. The source was a high elf, a man with enough scars on his face to match what most would gain on their entire bodies in a lifetime.

"What?" Theo asked.

"Get down from there! You’re too exposed."

Theo wasn’t sure if he really wanted to until he looked forward and narrowly dodged the bolt of darkness thrown towards him. The [Shadow Mage] had appeared again, fifty meters away and hovering over the orc section of the battlefield.

That broken smile was seen again.

Definitely related.

"Fine," Theo said as he came down to earth, using the explosions of the [Absorption Runes] to keep the enemy from hearing him when they finally activated and blasted a hundred or so orc warriors. Most died, but he could see that a few were only injured with no chance of surviving the next hour. A terrible fate. "Do you know if the queen is here?"

"Queen Liriel?"

"Not many other queens to find around here, I hope."

Even when they stood around fighters who were desperately trying to keep their lives, Theo was sent a second-long frown. The man was too prideful in showing displeasure, the act nearly costing them their lives as a barrage of fiery projectiles came through the air.

"Aegis," Theo mounted, pointing the shield upward about forty-five degrees while spreading it as wide as possible. Most of the people nearby were saved from the attack, though some further away were still hit. Nothing lethal, at least. "So…queen’s here or not?"

"She is. Further up, taking care of the giant," the elven guard said, pointing towards the twenty-meter-tall giant orc Finn had spotted while they’d still been flying above. Next to them, however, he could see a golden spear flying through the air, hitting the shoulder of the titan. It seemed to spread through their veins, making the surface and flesh close to the impact area explode, but most of the damage was healed afterwards. "Trying to, at least."

The queen was up there alone? Theo wasn’t accepting that. He needed her alive, healthy enough to order her army to assist him, and more than happy with his presence.

Sounds of dying reached him before he could [Teleport], however, making him look around and see people falling to the ground. All of them had been hit by the fire at some level, and their life and energy seemed to be draining at a rapid pace.

"Ah, shit," Theo said, emptying his pockets for anything close to [Holy Runes], throwing everything in the elven warrior’s direction. "Say ‘mend’ while pressing one plate against each person. They can be used once before they’re empty. Hurry up."

He didn’t stay to see if his orders were accepted, [Teleporting] up into the air. A wall of darkness was waiting for him, almost ready to envelop him, but Theo [Teleported] again before it could get at him.

Where was that bastard hiding? Theo couldn’t spot him, [Mana-Sight] showing nothing either. He wanted to stay and find him, to rid himself of that nuisance, but the queen was a higher priority.

Shooting a few of the orcs who were too close for comfort where he landed, most falling to the ground instantly, he was forced to witness the sight of the giant roaring at the lone figure in front. The rest of the high elves had retreated, and even the other orcs avoided the area entirely. Even for allies, only so much could be done to survive near the titan.

‘Theo, there are idiots attacking the car,’ Nero reported while Theo studied the queen. She didn’t look much like royalty, though her white helmet had a golden lining around its side to signify some level of importance. That she was barehanded, though… He’d seen her throwing a golden spear a second ago. Where had that gone?

He felt it when Nero consumed another dozen orcs the next instant, extra focus spent making sure nobody tried to sneak up on the twins. Theo was granted the sight of the two actually using their pistols to deal with the orcs who got past the [Familiar], though they didn’t get everybody.

‘Do you need help?’ he asked, wincing when Lily was forced to dodge an axe thrown towards her. The armour could probably stop it from penetrating, but the energy would’ve still easily made a few ribs fracture.

‘No,’ Nero replied. ‘I can take them.’

When Stig entered into the battle close to the car, Theo felt safe enough to disengage, putting his attention back on the scene in front of him. The queen had waited until the giant stopped their roaring, starting to lean back. That was exploited, a golden spear forming in her hand and thrown into the face of the orc. It hit the left eye, golden veins spreading from the spear before making the pupil explode.

Like before, the wound was gone in the next five seconds. That didn’t matter, though, as the queen had only bet on the blindness working a bit. She leaped from the group, briefly landing on the right arm of the warrior before reaching the massive shoulder. A golden axe formed in her hand, she got into position, and she swung the axe right through the side of the giant’s throat.

Blood left the wound like a fountain, and the orc roared, throwing the queen off, but it seemed like a worthy trade at first.

Until the wound regenerated again, and a hand sped through the air to get at the falling queen while she was vulnerable. Theo saw it coming, knowing his time had come.

Two [Teleports] in half a second, the first letting him get within grabbing range of the queen and the next bringing both of them out of the danger zone. It worked! They were both safe.

The overheating armour he was wearing, however, did not appreciate it.

Warning!
[Teleportation Circuit] is at 0%.

Are you serious?

Theo poured a chunk of his own [Capacity] into the circuit, but he knew he had a limited amount to work with now.

"A human?"

Oh, right, the queen.

"Hello, yes," Theo greeted, the elf in front of him looking more confused than anything. "I talked with your husband today. Bit of a prick. Do you want help?"

"I, uhm, yes?" the queen replied, golden eyes looking at him with a weird smile. "Do you have anything that can produce fire? They’re—"

"Weak to fire, yes, I know," Theo cut in, more than happy about having his shield this time around. Those final two vials of [Liquid Mana] were going to come in handy. "I’ll prepare a batch. Can you make them focus on you for the next few seconds?"

"That should be doable," Liriel supposed, putting out her hand while it formed a golden sword. But she wasn’t done there, a horse forming below her as well, before the spectacle grew extreme. Within the next two seconds, a dozen golden horses and elven warriors had been manifested, all charging forwards. "Attack."

The queen knew how to keep her word, Theo grinning as he popped off the corks from the vials and covered the top of his shield with the liquid. While most of the space was for the [Barrier Circuit] nowadays, he’d just never had it in him to remove those [Ignis Runes]. This here was a perfect excuse to say that had been a good idea, his smile widening when the green glow increased fivefold.

He braced himself. The time had come, the queen barely hanging on while the axe of the giant flew through the manifested troops. He needed to fire, and he braced himself for it.

But fate was never that kind, and he felt it when darkness grew behind him. He leapt forwards to avoid the dark blade, turning and firing a shot towards the orc half made of shadow, that axe still in his hand. The bullet passed through, the [Mage] seemingly able to transmute himself into gas. Rude. Theo [Teleported] an [Absorption Rune] into his transformed skull.

A screech left him at that, the formed cloud of darkness falling onto the ground and dissipating. Was he dead? Theo hoped so. He didn’t have time to consider it, however, as he heard a grunt of pain from the queen.

He turned again, seeing her fly through the air. She wasn’t dead, their eyes meeting as she prepared to land, but he’d spent too long in the shade. His shield was a second from exploding, and he had to deal with the charging giant.

"Turn to ashes."

Maybe letting the energy settle inside the [Rune] had been for the best. There was no hint of orange colouring in the flames anymore. The pillar instead was temporarily white before turning a bright blue.

Theo had felt his face start to dry at the last barrage. He was positively burning up this time, the extra duration and heat almost making him buckle. Yet he kept it up, not allowing himself to fall to his own attacks.

It was a weakness, and Theo was not weak. Even if it did hurt like a bitch.

Whenever he had the chance, he was picking up heat-immune [Material] to put onto the shield. Having the metal strapped to his arm was not good in this situation.

Yet it worked out in the end. Fifteen full seconds of blue flame streaming onto the giant’s upper body couldn’t be withstood, and Theo had to dodge to avoid the steaming corpse that fell to the ground. The earth shook when the impact came, and all around spared the body a glance.

A titan of the battlefield had fallen, and the only true casualty to make it happen was the upper chunk of Theo’s shield.

"I think it might be a lost cause," Liriel offered while Theo cursed and got the shield off himself, the melted metal having begun to drip onto his skin. There was nothing that would make him hold onto the shield for longer than absolutely required. "Are you alright?"

"Just dandy," Theo said in a pained tone, trying to wipe away the metal solidified on his left forearm. It was too happy to take skin and hair with it, the [Healing Circuit] working at top speed trying to repair. He was too distracted from the pain, to the point where he didn’t notice an orc warrior almost getting him from his left. A golden spear found itself embedded in the fighter’s throat before things could become dangerous, though, the queen watching out for him. "Thanks."

"I should be the one thanking you," Liriel corrected, the queen seeming grateful. Theo thought there was meant to be some level of anger from him delaying his part, but it didn’t seem to be there. She was…just happy that they had ended the fight with the giant alive. "Custom requires that I invite you to a feast, but current circumstances make that rather hard. Are you still fit to battle?"

Theo pressed a [Mental Rejuvenation Rune] against his skull, letting the sparks travel through his brain. He shuddered, feeling his mind instantly refreshed and fully able to see the look of worry on the queen’s face.

"I’m perfectly prepared," he promised, before feeling Nero’s call for aid. "I have to help somebody. Please survive!"

"That won’t be a problem," the queen shouted at his flying form. Theo barely heard her words, more focused on checking his current stockpiles. He didn’t have too many rounds left, and there were still thousands left. At least it didn’t seem like there were many [Mages] to worry about, however.

‘Shadow’s here,’ Nero supplied, proving Theo’s words wrong. He hurried, watching as the white fog fought against a dark copy of her, both sides seeming to convert the other in an endless battle of domination. Neither was getting a hand over the other, and intervention was needed from elsewhere.

"Cease."

Tara had entered the battle before Theo could throw in his [Absorption Runes], and the black fog seemed to shake from her words. Nero felt it as well, however, though not enough that her regular form could be spotted.

Take the chance.

The bullet left the barrel of his gun, speeding through the air for the second that the orc was inside the fog. It pierced through the black cloud, almost going through the throat before it was dodged, the large body moving impossibly fast. A miss that couldn’t be forgiven.

At least it granted Nero the second she needed to get the upper hand, the rabbit pouring more [Mana] into her form than before. She expanded, enveloping the shadow entirely to attack from all sides. It was an all-out assault that couldn’t be escaped, and the screeching from before was heard once more.

But it still wasn’t enough.

‘Hurts,’ Nero sent Theo. A quick look at her [Mana] showed she was losing her energy at a sprinting pace. When it was between her [Capacity] and the death of the shadow, Theo knew which one would come first.

However.

Theo did not care about that fact, a [Teleport] bringing him to the edge of the fog. He didn’t trust himself enough to attack the trapped [Mage] inside, but he could help in another way. [Mana-Transfer], to give what he had in plenty. Everything he could give without falling was funneled into the [Familiar].

And she took it all, refusing to give in and give the shadow rest. Everything was spent as fast as it came, nearly a hundred [Mana] expended every second by the end. It should’ve been the finishing strike, the final move before the high elves could feel comfortable in their victory.

It never came.

The shadow had hidden his power, a burst of concentrated nothingness growing straight upwards. Nero shuddered from the pain, unable to focus enough to cover the hole. And from the opening came the body of the shadowy orc, several bolts shooting through the air at random people. While some dodged it in time, others fell to the ground briefly screaming before they were entirely drained of life and [Mana] alike.

Theo tried to shoot at the fleeing figure in the sky, but it was no use. He was too far away, too fast to truly give chase. At least he could be sure the [Mage] wasn’t going to try again for some time.

‘How are you feeling?’ Theo asked through the [Bond] as Nero returned to her usual form. A quick glance at the others revealed that they were doing fine. Lily was shaking, Finn was looking somewhere between sad and angry, and Stig was just watching from the side with an arrow ready. Not enough of the enemy could get to them anymore. Their heavy hitters were destroyed and the elven [Mages] struck too frequently. They would all fall soon.

‘I feel like shit,’ Nero finally answered after some more prodding, the rabbit wading over to the car and getting on top. Her [Health] hadn’t been lowered too much, but all of her [Mana] had been drained. She was completely empty, and the effects it had on her mental state were noticeable. ‘Do I have to do anything more right now?’

Too tired to be aware of her surroundings. Theo did not like that, though her question made him look around. There were a few elves who it wouldn’t hurt to help, some on the brink of winning fights, but…no large resistances were left. They could sit back, relax, and know that the high-elven army would win.

‘Yeah, you can just sleep for a while,’ Theo finally responded, though he noticed that the rabbit had already succumbed to the tiredness, small snores leaving the fluffball. "Should’ve expected that."

"Is Nero okay?" Lily asked, flinching when his eyes reached her. That was…strange. Did he look weird? "Are you going to be okay?"

Oh. The blood.

Theo wasn’t sure when he’d been coated in it, but a good chunk of his chest and pants was covered in the stuff, some parts still dripping. Feeling at his face, that wetness could be noted as well. Had he been injured? None of the attacks should’ve been able to do this much damage by themselves.

"I’m fine," Theo promised her, Finn walking up to them with a wary look. Shouting in the distance could still be heard, but they were slowly fading away. The army had almost been fully extinguished, only stragglers left now. "How are the two of you faring? Nero told me you were attacked."

The good two dozen bodies lying still on the ground around the car also made that fact known, but Theo didn’t want to point them out to the two teenagers. With how their eyes never strayed downwards, it was clear they were trying to forget their presence.

"We…survived," Finn answered, sounding unsure about what to truly say. "We pointed the pistols at them like you said, and…they died so quickly. There was nothing in between. The bullets just fired, and they just fell to the ground."

Theo took a second look at the corpses, noting most of them had bullet holes in the head or throat. Instant kills.

Must’ve had good aim.

He wasn’t going to compliment that at this point, though.

"Those weapons are very easy to use, very easy to use lethally, and are very bad in the wrong hands," Theo said. He noted the automatic movement to grab at the pistols in their belts. "Here, we fought against other people, people who think, people who probably have a family, and…people who understand that both sides are working to kill each other. Just remember that if you hadn’t shot them, it wouldn’t be them lying lifelessly on the ground."

It wasn’t the most solid mentality to have, and it had obvious flaws, but it was what had allowed Theo to get through the starting days.

On another note, however, he saw that both had something strange in their auras. A sense of power, free-floating and not fully settled on anything else. It didn’t increase their strength or magical might. It was just…there.

Wait.

Theo used some of his remaining energy on [Mana-Sight], letting their [Status Screens] pop up.

Status

Name: Lily Wagner
Level: 6
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 70/70
Stamina(SP): 90/90
Mana(MP): 120/120

Stats

Strength: 7
Wisdom: 12
Agility: 11
Intelligence: 14
Endurance: 9
Perception: 13
Vitality: 7
Willpower: 14
Toughness: 6
Available Points: 8

Status

Name: Finn Wagner
Level: 8
Class: Mage
Profession: -
Title: -
Health(HP): 100/100
Stamina(SP): 80/80
Mana(MP): 80/80

Stats

Strength: 10
Wisdom: 11
Agility: 8
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 11
Perception: 12
Vitality: 10
Willpower: 15
Toughness: 10
Available Points: 10

Lily had levelled up four times, and Finn had done the same five times. 8 and 10 [Free Points] to work with. It was basically the holy grail while they were at this stage.

"Did either of you check your [Status Screens]?" Theo asked, their eyes glazing over at the mention. The [Level-Up Notifications] must’ve been ignored during the actual altercations, since both of them lit up when they looked at them. "While you are technically free to allocate the [Free Points] as you want, I must advise you to put everything into [Wisdom] from the start."

"Isn’t that useless after a while, though?" Finn questioned. "We only need so much to create the [Runes]. After that, the only upgrades possible are upgrading the [Tiers] of our [Runes], and we have you for that, right?"

…

Shit. He had a point.

"I mean, I suppose?" Theo replied. He could most certainly upgrade for them if they asked him, since he was able to bring just about everything to [Tier 6] now. Going a step beyond that, though…that was a mere dream. "But don’t you want the ability to do it yourself? Having to depend on me doesn’t seem bad to you?"

Being self-sufficient seemed like the obvious choice to Theo. If anything happened to him, the two [Apprentices] in front of him would be without one of the most vital abilities that [Rune-Crafters] could have.

"Why would we not want to depend on you?" Lily asked, seeming confused that he could even ask such a thing. "You’ve given us everything we’re wearing, the chance to become something more, and…just separating ourselves from you after all of this doesn’t seem possible. You’ve already said we’re your [Apprentices]. Us leaving isn’t on the table for a very long time, right?"

It wasn’t. Not if Theo could help it.

"Fair enough," he said, giving in to their arguments. "But if you don’t want to upgrade [Wisdom], I’d advise you to take something within the [Mental] category. Your physical abilities can be improved through exercise, but it’s much harder to get the same results with the mental ones."

From his suggestion, Lily ended up putting her points into [Perception] while Finn put all 10 of his into [Intelligence]. The effect on both sides was…noticeable. Lily became more observant, though that wasn’t quite the right word. She was just more aware of what was around, not having to look everywhere to know where people were. The sensitivity to shouting was noticeable, though, which had to be worked on.

Finn, on the other end of the spectrum, seemed to get more focused on a single thing at a time, less twitchy and more just deep in thought. It was described to Theo as him just thinking faster than normal, the world being put into a new frame of reference, but there was likely something deeper as well.

Was I like this at the start too?

So interesting how the upgrades to his [Mental Stats] had changed Theo’s outward personality, how he just seemed different. He hadn’t noticed it to the same degree back then, though that might’ve just been because he couldn’t see it all happen from an outside perspective.

If he went back and met his past self, how large would the difference be? Would they be mere variants, with minor changes, or would they be two separate people entirely?

How much had this place done to him?

"Is that the queen?" Lily asked, bringing him out of his thoughts. Looking into the crowd of warriors, most of them attending to the wounded, he spotted white armour with golden lines. It was hard to see at first, but a few seconds allowed Theo to be certain of their identity.

"It is," he confirmed, standing from his resting spot next to the car to meet her highness. A small group of guards followed behind her, but he wasn’t sure it truly made her safer. With how skilled she’d been during the fighting, it was clear she was a step above what ordinary warriors could hope for. "Queen Liriel."

"Strange human," her highness greeted with full sincerity, a wide grin on her face as they shook hands. Eyes soon drifted towards Tara, who was also approaching, however. "Never did I expect one of the Holy Namers to appear out here. Tell me, priestess, why did you decide to venture so far from the world tree?"

"It is because of the strange human himself," Tara replied with a smile, though she wasn’t able to match the queen’s tenacity. Theo found himself surprised as she looked upon her, honestly. He hadn’t expected the royal to seem so…casual. "He came to Mevalin to speak to you and King Balin, but you were absent due to your duties at the border. Since you were not expected to arrive back in the city for several more months, it was thought best to travel up here ourselves, where I would follow to assure his safety."

"Travelling for so long just to speak with me? I would’ve preferred it if you sent a message by raven, so we could’ve met halfway," Liriel reprimanded. "Even in such low numbers, this kind of trip must’ve been a month."

"It was closer to three hours, actually," Theo corrected, which got a raised eyebrow pointed in his direction. "I’m Theo Locheim, by the way. [Rune-Crafter] extraordinaire, skilled in various domains and more than able to find shortcuts when needed."

Liriel looked into his eyes for a moment, seeming to have trouble believing him, but a glance up and down to check out his armour made her give in.

"Used the hidden portals, did you?" she asked, Theo nodding. "Figures. Though…a [Rune-Crafter] appearing after two centuries of silence doesn’t mean anything good. Especially not when you had the world tree order one of her followers to keep you safe."

Like he’d done once before already, he began to explain their dilemma. The army of [Runic Beasts], their ability to infect if they touched an ordinary person, and the man behind it all who would love to take others on.

It was hard to take in, hard to believe, but that was another reason Tara was so good to have. While Theo’s words might’ve been questioned, the confirmation of a [Namer] was hard to discredit. Did he know what [Namers] even were, or why the [System] made them seem important? No, but the others around him certainly did.

People who held power with their voices alone. A terrifying ability.

"So you need another army to add to what you already have," Liriel mused, the queen taking off her golden helmet to let brown hair fall down to her shoulders. "It’s not something I’m against. In fact, it sounds stupid to not join you in this endeavour outright."

"I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming," Theo commented, which made the queen smile for a second.

"But that means I would have to leave the border unprotected for some time. I can’t do that while I know that there are enemy forces waiting to strike us unawares."

Theo gave her the look.

She narrowed her eyes.

"You live up to the rune-crafters of the past," Liriel commented, shaking her head in disbelief. "It would be possible to take care of the remaining few thousand who are currently stationed out here, since they are mostly scattered in smaller groups and without any stronger [Mages], but it would still require several days to do."

"Tens of low-risk fights with the end reward being an army to help in the final battle? I’ll fly you around to the enemies if it means we finish faster," Theo offered. He was surprised to find that she happily accepted that offer. "Wait, really? Don’t you need your men as well? I can only carry four at a time, and two of the places are already occupied."

Well, all four were technically already taken, but the twins were more than happy to give up their seats in the car in favour of staying back with the main army. While the bonuses of being in a fight had been extreme, neither of the two wanted to repeat the experience.

Theo wouldn’t pressure them to do it either, happily starting the crusade without them while assured that the high-elven warriors would take care of them. In the meanwhile, the five-man group went out and took a chunk out of the orc army.

There was nothing truly special about the five days of flying around and taking out groups. Explosives would be thrown to disorient the enemy, the car would be kept in the air, and they would go down to fight those who didn’t understand their situation. By the end, though, when Theo had finally figured out how to use [Oppressive Aura] properly, he was able to have some of the many hundred give up all weapons and flee towards their own villages alone. It was rude to do such a thing, sure, but if it meant that not all had to needlessly die then he would accept it.

And, anyway, the multi-day fighting excursion had granted him more than enough bonuses.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Oppressive Aura] has been increased from [Initiated 5] to [Initiated 8].

899x [Orc] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [37] to [38]. [2] points have been granted.

Nearly a thousand warriors who’d been willing to die for the chance of ripping Theo’s head off themselves. In some ways, it was insane to consider.

He tried not to think about it, however. The end result was what mattered, that being the fact that they could fly above the border for several hours without seeing any sign of the enemy. Any tracks were days old, no small units could be seen surveying the area, and there was nothing indicating that the orcs had any plans to attack again soon.

"It’s fine work, rune-crafter," Liriel complimented when they had made that final conclusion. "This type of retreat from the orcs…it hasn’t been seen in five decades. I didn’t expect to ever see it myself, either, but here we are, at the line between two worlds with nobody to challenge us from the other side."

"Quite beautiful," Theo commented, though he was more focused on what it meant. While he did find some enjoyment in the silent grass hills, only the rare piece of wind hitting the trees growing around them sparsely breaking it all up, there were more important matters. "So?"

"So?" the queen repeated.

"You promise to send your troops when the time comes?"

"I don’t see why that should be a problem," Liriel confirmed. "Though…if too many months pass, I fear you might need to come and assist us again, to stop the orcs from growing too arrogant. The last thing we want is them trying to overwhelm us again."

That was understandable enough. Deals were settled while the sun began to disappear over the horizon. Theo knew where to find her when the time would come along, she knew where her men needed to be moved to get through a portal if needed, and he had all the promises that he could bring back to the others.

But…there was one final conundrum, something he had been wondering about since Mevalin.

"This might be rude to ask," Theo began, getting a curious look from the queen. "But your husband, King Balin, doesn’t seem like—"

"The type of person anybody would like to be attached to?" she finished for him, to which Theo flinched. That was perhaps a little too blunt. "I understand your views, but it is a necessity. He has royal blood. The people respect his heritage above who he actually is, and…it is too useful to reject. We can do a lot of good when we make a few sacrifices along the way."

"Wise words."

"Perhaps, though they get foggy when associated with that fat bastard," Liriel muttered, failing a second later to hold back her laughter. "Don’t tell anybody I said that. Might cause a revolt if it comes out."

"I’ll keep my mouth shut," Theo promised, just happy to have heard the truth.

Since there was little chance of getting the assistance of the orcs as well at the moment, it was decided that they had to return to Vrasis once again. While their time spent relaxing was enjoyable, Theo had experiments to do and training to get through. With a final farewell, they left with the car and quickly connected to the [Arch Portal] in Rootdale.

‘Theo,’ Eirene was quick to say as they stepped through and closed it again to let the traders in Linrel get their turn again. ‘I have news.’

‘Important enough to skip sleeping?’ Theo asked, yawning while the [World-Tree] sorted through his memories and paused once Soria appeared. It wasn’t for long, however, and the reply came soon after.

‘The Harbinger is awake.’

…

Shit. Theo wouldn’t be getting to sleep in a proper bed just yet.


Chapter 20

Nija


Theo wiped the sleep from his eyes as he had the car land inside the entry room of the [World-Tree]. Stig sat beside him, in a similar level of wakefulness, but both knew they wouldn’t be getting the luxury of sleeping soon. Finn and Lily had already been dropped off at Rootdale for a reason, Nero staying with them for protection.

They had a [Harbinger] to meet.

"How has she been while we were away?" Theo asked Eirene as he stepped out of the car, the [World-Tree] already there to lead them along.

"She has grown to be a head shorter than you, though her width and ears are still somewhat those of an elf," Eirene explained, sending him a few mental images of the person in question. The red skin was still a defining feature, and…were those scales on her cheek? "Yes, she has grown to possess certain qualities. Several parts of her body are starting to possess scales, which are quite durable."

"Wait, you tested their toughness?" Stig questioned, not sounding happy about the experimentation. The truth, however, was far from that.

"I didn’t touch her," came the quick retort, an edge to her voice from him even suggesting something like that. "She did that by herself, once I handed her a mirror to inspect the changes with. It is as we feared at the start. She is not just herself anymore."

Theo didn’t know if that was for the best or not. She’d been younger than ten, and had been forced to run while her family had been slaughtered before then being cut up and used in the ritual. It would break any normal person.

Questions came about how Eirene knew for sure that there was more than just one person within the [Harbinger], what other changes had occurred, and if she was stable enough to be brought outside. Not much was answered afterwards since the [World-Tree] thought it would be best to see it all for themselves.

"You wouldn’t understand half of it without that experience," Eirene said, knocking on one of the doors. "Nija, can we come inside?"

…

"Do as you please," came the answer from within, Theo involuntarily taking a step back. That wasn’t a woman’s voice, but neither was it a man’s. It was…multiple, all laced together into one amalgamation of chaos. He understood each word perfectly, but it was like hearing it all a hundred times over. Just thinking about it made his head hurt.

Stig didn’t fare well either, but Eirene didn’t let their confusion stop them from entering, opening the door and revealing a rather cosy living space. The bed from their last visit was still there, though with the pillow and general fabric replaced a few times over. There were a few chairs and a table to the side, another table with enough food to last weeks, and further down a general sitting area with a sofa and a few couches. The perfect place for somebody not planning to leave for some time, though Theo could note the lack of use most of it had.

The elf sitting in the bed with a half-rotten book didn’t look over at them as they entered, instead focusing on the words of a page Theo couldn’t fathom being readable. Black smoke steadily rose from the point where she touched the leather-bound book, creating the overpowering smell of burnt paper through the entire room. Theo tried not to take notice as he sat down on one of the chairs next to the bed.

"Hello, Nija," Theo greeted, getting no response back. "I’m not sure if you remember me or not, but…I was the one to pull you out of the underground a few weeks ago. I’m also the one you tried to kick in the face after we got out, though you fell asleep a few minutes after that so I’m not sure if you can actually remember—"

"I do," Nija cut in, turning the page with her left hand. Theo noted the claws starting to replace all the nails but the one on her thumb. It looked like there had been attempts to file them down, though they had clearly ended in failure. "You should have left me."

Theo was not proud of the flinch, moving the slightest bit back in his chair as he heard her words. The voices gained too much pressure on his mind at that moment, more than enough to make him succumb to fear briefly. It was not one of his greatest moments.

But she had noticed that, putting the book aside while she stared at him.

"Leaving you to die isn’t really something I could’ve done, though," Theo fired back once he regained his composure. "You might have…changed slightly, in comparison to how you were before the accident, but that doesn’t stop you from being a living being. You needed help in those moments, and I gave it to you freely. It’s what was expected."

"So you forced me into this state of being just so you could uphold societal norms?"

Large words for somebody meant to be so young.

‘How many of the other people’s memories does she possess?’ Theo asked Eirene through the [Bond], though she wasn’t the one to answer that question. As it turned out, the ones who could listen in weren’t just [World-Trees] anymore.

"I have everything, I know everything, and I can’t stop seeing everything," Nija answered, her voice getting higher as she held her hands to her face. "Every memory they ever had is forcibly replayed in my head again and again. I know what food they liked, their thoughts about the weather, which of their loved ones they miss the most, why they hate me for forcing them to stay here, and… Convince her to let me die, please."

Theo stared at the [Harbinger], those final words not sounding like a being of mass destruction but instead, just a single desperate person who had lost everything, who had nothing again, and who just wanted peace.

A constant flood of memories that weren’t her own…he couldn’t imagine it. He was glad that he couldn’t imagine it, since that would’ve likely forced him through a few places in his brain he would prefer to never rediscover. Yet was the answer to that truly death? Was there no way to mute the pain, to lessen the mental anguish that worked through this person?

"The voices are going to lessen with time," Eirene said from behind him, though he wasn’t sure it was being directed at him. "With time, they will assimilate with you, and you’ll no longer hear them as separate entities. It’s already better than it was a day ago, Nija. Just have to be patient."

"Patient?" Nija repeated, the words sounding like poison on her tongue. Theo stood from his chair when she spoke, [Mana-Sight] warning him of what was to come. That pulsing red inside, that incredible well of energy that was meant to be impossible to have in a single body, began to stretch. It expanded through her, into the air, beckoning for something living to touch. The pieces that touched the bed and floor instantly started to make everything rot, to remove the energy that held it together and turn it into dust that just fueled the rampage more. "I have waited for so long, and you tell me to be patient? I’ve been patient enough, Eirene. Just let this end."

"I can’t let that happen, Nija," Eirene replied, pulling Theo away from the bed when it started to entirely combust. Some of the red fungus began to overtake the area, but a will from the tree around them forced it back into the [Harbinger]. While the elven woman could perhaps kill Theo and Stig without a problem, it was a very different case with Eirene. Even if she seemed peaceful, countless centuries did not allow for weakness to continue. She was strong, she was durable, and she held Nija’s hands while the elf began to cry. "You are worthy of living your life. It’s only going to be painful for a little more."

It took some time before calmness settled in once again. Theo just watched on from a distance, entirely unable to do anything else, but when it did end there was a sense of calm once more. The bed and walls had been entirely destroyed, but Eirene was more than happy to repair them like she had the hundred times before it.

A new layer of fabric was added, this time in blue instead of the previous green.

"Do you know what he wanted to do with you?" Stig asked when Theo didn’t talk. "Or were you dead before you were put into the mines?"

It was perhaps a little insensitive, but Eirene hadn’t been able to ask that herself. They needed to know.

"I…did not get far enough when we ran before I fell," Nija replied, silent for some time. There weren’t tears, no real sadness, and more just frustration. "My foot bent weirdly, and the men who’d been chasing us put a knife into my throat before leaving to chase the others. I didn’t die instantly, they didn’t hit the right spot, but…I can’t remember. I didn’t die, I saw someone, but I can’t remember. Why can’t I remember?"

The swirling energies nearly started up once more before Nija calmed herself. Theo could feel through the air that Eirene radiated pride. Not the time for it, perhaps?

"Sorry. Everything before this happened is just so small in comparison to everything else. It’s just a blink in the ocean, and…I can’t find it all," Nija apologised, which Theo was quick to accept. It wasn’t her fault. At least, it didn’t sound like the man down in the mines had been the one to kill her. "The man in the mines?"

Right. She could hear his thoughts. Were they loud to her as well?

"You don’t do a good job of hiding them like the others," she replied, to which Theo just frowned. "But…the man in the mines? Do you mean Fritz?"

Theo had no clue who that was, though he might’ve been able to guess his appearance. With his best efforts, he thought back to that day, to the face that had been hidden in that place for so long, the one who had been able to stand before him and preach about the need to remove Dalry for their crimes. That bald head, that tattoo on his face, it was all hard to forget.

"That’s him, yes," Nija said, a red light radiating from her eyes as she looked at his memories. Theo could feel it as she tried to dig for more images in his head, but the [Harbinger] was both inexperienced with the process and unable to find what wasn’t there. Other than that one conversation with Fritz, there was nothing more. "He didn’t kill me. He…brought me down while I was still alive. He tried to save me."

The memories were coming back? Theo leaned forward in his chair, ready to hear whatever she had to offer.

"Did he say anything to you at the time?" Eirene asked, clearly interested as well. They hadn’t been sure how this ritual had come around, and any information would be greatly appreciated.

"It was only soothing words until the end," Nija said, looking at Theo with clear understanding. "He just kept asking me not to die, to keep on living. I don’t think I did, though. There’s just nothing between his pleading and Theo pulling me out from the rocks. After that, when he brought me to the sky, everybody just woke up inside me and it was too much."

Another pause, one longer than the last, as the red [Mana] didn’t act on Nija’s accord. She shouted at her hands, at the tendrils that began to grow from her fingers, but they didn’t seem to obey her. Even when she held them against her body, they refused to stop, growing like branches into the room, trying to fill everything with their presence. Theo could hear voices coming from each branch, some pleading for help, others begging for him to kill the [Harbinger], and a final few just wanted to see what was around the room. The whispers were anything and everything, though one thing was clear.

They didn’t care what had to be done if it meant their goals were fulfilled.

"That’s enough for now, I think," Eirene said, clapping her hands together as she forced her influence into the air. The red tendrils fought against her powers, but they were nothing in comparison, retreating back into Nija’s trembling form. "You need sleep. Call me, if there are any problems."

Nija nodded, saying nothing while the trio left the room. Theo wasn’t sure what to think anymore, just walking in silence down the hallway towards where the car was parked.

"She’s still a child, even if she has the memories of nearly a thousand adults," Eirene commented when they could finally see outside the [World-Tree], the sky turning orange while the last bits of the sun fell down the horizon. "It will be a long time before she is ready for anything other than to be comforted."

"Those voices she hears," Stig said. "You said they would be gone soon. Do you actually believe that?"

"I…am being optimistic," she replied. Theo could easily detect the internal conflict within. "The voices have gotten quieter since she first woke up, and she is able to act of her own accord somewhat now. There is a chance that it will never improve from this stage, that the voices will always be here, but I am hopeful that they will lessen with time. Perhaps when her transformation is complete."

"She was meant to look like a human," Theo muttered, still seeing that wince when Nija had tried to lean against the wall next to her bed. There’d been something poking out from her back. "Humans don’t grow wings."

"That they do not," Eirene agreed. "Neither do they grow to have scales covering parts of their body, yet that is what we are seeing. Feathery wings, red skin, and scales. She is as far from the standard as possible, and I have never seen anything like it."

"Have you asked the [Druids] about it yet?" Theo asked.

"I’d been hoping you could do as much for me, actually," she replied. "While I might have grown knowledgeable through the years, my influence is not as spread out as Asari’s. She has eyes and ears all over the world, and I would love to know if she has seen anything like this before."

He was given a small vial of [Liquid Mana], a swirling red inside instead of the usual translucency. It held the memories of Eirene’s experience with Nija, everything that could be needed to identify the truth.

"I’ll pass it on," Theo promised, debating with himself whether to visit the [Dryad] now or after he’d slept for seven hours. He did still need to send up a message to the royals that the high elves had agreed to assist them, which…right, yeah, he didn’t want to do that. "Feel like visiting Linrel at this hour, Stig?"

"You want to just pop in during the middle of the night?" the [Space Mage] questioned tiredly, Theo shrugging as they got into the car. It had enough charge to last them another hour of flying around if needed. "Sure. My sleep schedule is already as ruined as it is now."

"Happy to hear it," he replied with a chipper tone, before looking over at Eirene, who was just observing them. She looked…nostalgic. "I’ll let you know what they say when we get back."

"Don’t take too long, then," Eirene commented, waving while they began to fly away towards the [Arch Portal] once again.

They had to wait in line for a few minutes so that a late-night caravan could move through, but they were able to get into Linrel not long afterwards. The car was left on the other side as well, since they only needed to go towards the village walls for a moment before Asari arrived.

She’d gotten good at detecting their presence.

"It’s good to see the both of you," the [Dryad] greeted, other pleasantries made for a bit before her eyes began to drift towards the vial in Theo’s hand. "A message from Eirene?"

"Indeed," Theo confirmed, handing the bubbling red liquid to her. She took it hesitantly, looking at the contents of the wary eye. "The [Harbinger] that we brought has woken up, and she doesn’t know exactly what was done to make this possible. That vial should contain her memories of it all, which she hoped you could use to shed some light on her situation."

"She thinks that we know more than her regarding this matter?" Asari questioned, seeming surprised to hear it.

"Yes," he replied. "She might’ve had a few years on you, but she is restricted to one location while you have the benefit of being in thousands constantly. Between the two of you, you should be able to beat her on niche topics such as this one."

"I can’t refute that," the [Dryad] muttered, trying and failing to keep a smile from her face as she opened up the vial, drinking its contents before shuddering. Red lines covered her body, and her skin pulsed while everything was ingested. "This is… We have seen something like this before. Maybe. I’m not sure."

The red lines swirled around the [Dryad]’s chest, gravity seeming to take hold of the spiralling lines as they moved towards the centre at increasing speeds. A full minute passed like that, Theo pulling out one of the warming aura artefacts from his pocket to stop the snow raining down on them from annoying the group further. The nights so far up north were too cold.

"It is a very old memory, from one of the dryads who have already moved on," Asari continued again. "This is the effect of a ritual meant to take the energy of the living to transform the recently deceased into a form of half-transcendence."

[Transcendence]?

"Would you mind explaining just what that means?" Theo asked, though it seemed that Stig didn’t need it. From how the forest dwarf’s face had darkened, it didn’t sound good. "What is it?"

"Transcendence is the final step to becoming a god, Theo," Stig replied, though a certain [Dryad] cut in at that.

"It’s actually not confined to only deities, but also any other form who is beyond the normal layers of reality. Theo here is technically half-transcended, since he is not from this world originally," Asari corrected. "In the context of this ritual, however, I believe it is an attempt to copy over the traits of various beings and imprint them onto the vessel. This would force them back into their bodies, granting them another life, while using the lives of those killed to call on the new abilities. What actually manifests is decided by what the people used to be, their ways of living, and how the world thought of them. In an old example of this ritual, a group of druids was sacrificed to make this possible, which then spawned what is currently known as Tiamat."

"The Mother of Dragons?" the [Space Mage] asked. "That’s…not meant to be possible. Wasn’t she formed out of ash by the God of Monsters?"

"That is the story the world at large was told to hide the truth," Asari corrected. "It would not do anybody good to know that mass murder and rituals would allow for the mother of one of the mightiest species on this earth to be made. She was just an ordinary elf before it all started, and by the end…she was something more."

That was all well and good, and Theo most certainly did not hate being granted this kind of information, but just what did this mean for their situation?

A group of [Druids], people who did well their entire lives and tried to keep the natural world sacred, allowed the Mother of Dragons to be reborn," Theo summarised, Asari agreeing with his words. "What would hundreds of humans who would be more than happy to slit the throat of anybody nonhuman, and saw the world as more of a playground than anything, create?"

"Only time will tell, sadly," the [Dryad] replied. "From what I could see in the memories, this Nija has already started to take on features that are draconic in nature, but…the feathery wings are very different from all the other examples of this ritual being used. Give this to Eirene, and be sure to let me know how this develops."

She handed the vial back to Theo, the inside refilled with a blue liquid. He could sense the extreme density of energy within it, making sure that the top was closed to stop anything from spilling while he put it into his pocket.

With that, they were ready to leave, though Asari did grant him one final message.

"I’m decently sure you’re behind this debacle," the [Dryad] began. That didn’t sound good, befuddlement running through him. "The storage facility has started to blink with a green light outside its entrance. Did you cause this somehow?"

A green light.

The order he’d put in to notify him of an incoming message.

It worked!

While very excited about the prospect, Theo reined in his rapid pulse in favour of saving that for later. Was there a message sent through the [System], of which there was only one person who could’ve been responsible for it? Yes. Was he currently sound enough to deal with that? Not in the slightest.

From what he was told, the green light had been there for two days already, which meant he didn’t need to hurry. A late reply was already going to happen. There was no reason why he couldn’t get a few hours of sleep before he dealt with it.

‘Did you get a reply?’ Eirene asked the second they went through the [Arch Portal] and entered her range once again. Theo didn’t even have time to answer before she searched through his memories, instantly honing in on the conversation. ‘I should have expected something like this. What did she give you, though…’

A hand found his own before Theo could even notice her presence, Eirene wrangling the vial from his grasp and instantly downing it. She was in her human disguise again, though that mattered little when her throat began to grow a bright blue from the liquid going down through it.

"Were you that desperate to know?" he asked her as they walked off before a crowd could start to form. "Could’ve just waited until we got back at the inn before you got the vial handed over."

"I was too curious," Eirene replied with no shame, her eyes flicking around while the blood vessels in her face pulsed with the blue energy. Just like with the [Dryad], there was enough information that she needed a moment to go through it all. "This is very interesting, though not as much as I had hoped for."

"It did come from a ritual, remember?" Stig pointed out. "They’re not well-known for being extremely exact in their effects."

"Of course, yes, but I had expected more usages of this ritual noted down through history," she said. "It was used once eighty thousand years ago to allow for the birth of the dragons, once thirty thousand years ago to create the one who controlled the leviathans, and five thousand years ago when the heart… Oh, that might be where the human got it from."

"What is it?" Theo asked.

"The last known usage of the ritual was by the moon elves, when their king tried to take the final step to godhood and become the deity who ruled over the night sky," Eirene explained. "It didn’t work as expected, though the king became something akin to an entity made of only information. Somewhat close to a hivemind, taking all information of those who got close before copying it over to everybody else. Tens of thousands were inflicted by it before the king took his own life. Since the ritual was among the information spread, and since it reached the land where humans would later settle, it wouldn’t surprise me if somebody was smart enough to dig it up from the depths."

Theo wasn’t sure what to think about it all. They had a connection for how it could’ve been learnt, a motive for why it was used, and now an explanation of what effects it would put into the vessel.

"The only real way to figure out more now is to just…wait," Theo supposed. Asari had already said it, but the truth of her words was finally seeping into his mind. "Would you mind letting us know if anything changes with Nija?"

"Of course," Eirene promised. "Don’t be afraid to visit, either. Even if she didn’t show it, I could tell she enjoyed seeing a different face than mine."

They agreed to do as much, even to bring the two [Apprentices] with time, though it would have to wait a while more. The sun had fully set, Theo was getting closer and closer to having been awake for twenty-four hours straight, and his mind couldn’t handle much more.

Reginald was located, granted information on their success of getting the high elves to assist them, and then it was off to the bed. Nero was in her usual spot, napping the night away, and the two younger ones were in their rooms as well. No kinds of trouble, and most certainly nothing that would stop Theo from face-planting into the bed.

Even if the mattress was hard enough that it hurt, he didn’t care much anymore, his mind falling into the dark depths as sleep overtook him.

…

It felt like no time had passed at all when he woke up, however. His body was a little sore, and he certainly wouldn’t have minded another twelve hours, but the rays of sun peeking through the window stopped his brain from letting that happen. The only solution was to just slap a [Mental Rejuvenation Rune] onto his face, mumble the words, and feel the electricity be forced through his brain. Instantly, the aftereffects of doing ten espresso shots within thirty seconds came through his body, and he rose from his bed swiftly. Nero complained from her spot on the bed, the effects sent through her as well, but Theo ignored her complaints in favour of donning a more suitable outfit for the day’s travels.

The other three in the group were still with closed eyes, no real brain activity in any of them while he stood ready at the door. Faced with waiting for several hours until they all woke up, or getting the next step over while the sun still shined, Theo decided on the latter.

‘You want to come with?’ he sent to Nero, simply getting a long groan in response. What a great attitude.

Her mood lasted the entire trip out of Rootdale, flying through the air with the car and right through the [Arch Portal] as well. With the new enhancements to the vehicle, it was only a thirty-minute flight over to the [Storage Facility], the place opening up for them as they settled down nearby.

Like Asari had promised, the green light was on, the rocks closest to the entrance flicking on and off constantly. It was headache-including to look at, but Theo didn’t care, hurrying down the stairs and into the [Facility]. Nero moved along behind him, only half trying to keep up.

‘Can you just be in a slightly worse mood, please?’ she begged him. ‘I have no desire to run in the morning.’

‘So you would be fine with going on a run later in the day?’ Theo asked.

‘No,’ Nero was quick to assure him. ‘Mornings are just even worse.’

He took that as a "maybe" on her joining him on the daily cardio runs.

Going further inside, waving to the angry thundercloud staring at him from above, he located the first [Terminal] inside before putting his hand onto its surface. It lit up along the sides, welcoming him into the [Facility] before letting him know there were messages waiting for him.

Not one. Several.

"Show them," Theo ordered the [System], the blue boxes obeying instantly as a small row of messages came into his sight.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
Sorry for the long wait. I had to go through a few hundred broken-down [Terminals] remotely to make sure you hadn’t lied about who you really were. You, Theo Locheim, are a very interesting person. You’re nowhere, with no logs about you, until the very second that you appear as a [Familiar] before undergoing a sudden [System-Change] and then being designated as a [Rune-Crafter]. How the first part even managed to be done to a human, and how you then made the [System] change its mind without anybody else with knowledge of the internal mechanics around, mystifies me to no end. I’m hoping you can explain it to me in person.
I shut down and destroyed a good chunk of the [Arch Portal] at this [Facility] years ago, to make sure nobody could travel here without my knowledge. It’s a miracle it was still able to pick up a ping from the others, but that just brings me hope that I can repair it myself.Reply at your earliest convenience.

That had come about twelve hours after he had ventured into Arari with the others. A day after that, the second message came.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
My understanding of the [Arch Portals] is not as refined as expected, and the manuals for its operation do not go into enough detail on how to repair them. From your previous messages, it seems that you have some level of knowledge about the structure of them. When you see these messages, please send along the manuals you have followed while modifying the constructs.
Reply when you see this.

Two days after that, yet another was sent.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
Hello? Are these not getting through to you? The [System] seems to believe that they are reaching whatever [Facility] you are currently inside, but I am starting to suspect it might be faulty.
Please reply.

There were three more along those lines, checking in every few hours to see if Theo had appeared. Each seemed to be a little more desperate, right until a final one that had been sent twelve hours ago, just around the time they had returned from Arari.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
I suspect that you might have died. Or you’re not able to reply to me anymore. Whatever the truth is, I need to know for sure. Since you can’t give me the instructions on how to repair the [Arch Portal], it seems that the only way for me to reach you is the long way.
This [Facility] has an underwater ship for times like these. It hasn’t seen use in three centuries, but the [Diagnostics] are showing green on all fronts. It’s slow, however, more built for the safety of those inside rather than speediness. I’ll reach Vrasis at some point. Since you mentioned being in the northern parts, I’ll start the search from there when I arrive.
If you see this, don’t bother replying.

Theo would most certainly reply, sending a message the instant he read through it all. A quick assurance that he was alive and well, an apology for not replying soon, a promise to get everything she needed for the [Arch Portal], and that she finally didn’t need to go the long route. They could get her over her fast if she just replied.

Yet nothing was sent to him again. Theo held in the hope that it wasn’t too late, waiting for another three hours to see if something would come. Yet nothing came back. No replies, no sign that the messages were read. There was only silence.

Bad timing wasn’t enough to describe his current reality.

"At least she’s coming," Theo told Nero, who was trying to power-nap on the floor beside him. "She might not be arriving all too quickly, since there’s… I don’t know how far it is to Igis, but it has to be a good stretch."

Maybe a few months by boat? The message had specified it was a slow vessel, though, so it would probably take a bit longer than that.

Theo didn’t want to wait that long, however. Couldn’t he meet her out there, and just bring her back in the car? It would require extensive modifications to actually last out in the middle of nowhere for so long, but that had to be doable somehow, right? The [Citadel] hadn’t remained in the air by constantly being refueled by the [Rune-Crafters]. It had a secret to staying in the air, and he would exploit it when he figured out the truth.

But…how deep was the ocean out there? It was an underground vessel. How would Theo get into contact with her? [Transmission Runes]? There was little chance the features on it would allow random people to just find it through that. It was meant for emergencies, meant to keep the people in it safe. Being easily found was a risk Theo didn’t dare dream of her ignoring.

He had no choice but to wait. He could probably convince the [Druids] to send out people to look for the [Rune-Crafter] after a few months, but, for now, there was nothing to do but move on.

Leaving the [Storage Facility] in a terrible mood, they moved back to Linrel. He briefly paused to request that Asari inform him of the green light if it appeared again, before entering the [Arch Portal] and returning to Rootdale.

‘So what do you plan to do now?’ Nero asked as they left the car at its usual spot, walking into the inn and finding the rest of the group slowly getting through breakfast. He and Nero joined them swiftly, bringing their own portions within the same minute. ‘If you don’t have any ideas, I’d suggest you do something with minimal movement.’

‘You really just want to lie in the sun for a month again, don’t you?’ Theo questioned, getting satisfied silence in response. ‘I really don’t get how you do it.’

‘What, relax? It’s easy. Just flop onto the floor and stay there.’

‘That’s not possible to do.’

‘Watch me.’

Nero proceeded to scoop up the rest of her meat slices for the morning before leaving the inn, flying up to the roof, and falling asleep atop the golden tiles. Theo…just accepted that part of his life.

Truthfully, he didn’t have much to stress about. There was still the matter of getting news back from Unan regarding joining them, but he didn’t need to do much but wait for that.

There was only one real project to work on now, one that Theo had been putting on the backlog for a while.

Making more of the [Arch Portals].

It was the only focus he had during the next three weeks, honestly. He would train with the [Apprentices] in the morning and afternoon, have them practise until they seemed to deflate, and continue to work on practising the [Portal Rune] himself.

Within the first week, he could consistently make the engraving well enough that it would activate. It would also try to implode each time, Theo only surviving through Eirene’s constant assistance, but that was another matter entirely.

By the second week, he was able to bring it to 37%, just 8% away from the experimental minimum [Purity] for the [Rune] to not self-combust. It was a challenging task, one that only grew more dangerous as the potency of the engraving increased, but Theo refused to give up. Blood, sweat, and tears fell in the process of creating it, but he wasn’t going to back down from pain alone.

The results of that were shown by the end of the third week when he could gasp for breath while the [Portal Rune] was finalised. Its purple shine was more extreme than the hundreds before it, which he had merely taken as a warning about its imminent implosion, but Eirene didn’t pop up to cover it this time.

Or, well, she did arrive to stand beside him, but no attempts were made at protecting them from the oncoming damage.

"Congratulations, Theo," she said simply. "You’ve done it."

What?

[Long-Range Portal Rune]
Mana-Purity: 48%
Tier: 15
Material: Cold Iron
Capacity: 0/3096
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 2923/2924

…

It worked.

Theo had done it.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 9] to [Initiated 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 10] to [Adept 2].
User can now [Instant-Engrave] [Runes] that are [Tier 5] or below. Usage can have increased costs.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 6] to [Initiated 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 10] to [Adept 1].
[Instant-Engraving] ability has been transferred to [Sub-Skill].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Adept 4] to [Adept 6].
Costs for variants during [Reempowerment] decreased.

Messages popped up and he couldn’t care less about them, just looking at the [Portal Rune]. It was stable, never hinting at passive damage. The [Durability] didn’t fall no matter how long they waited around. Theo had actually done it.

It was hard to believe, which meant that the final step had to be done so as to allow his heart to calm itself. With Eirene working as the initial power source, and with the coordinates already entered into the engraving with [Intent] previously, they opened the portal.

There was some small flickering at the start, but nothing that seemed abnormal. Thousands of [Mana] went through the [Rune], enough to make Theo worry that it would falter, but there were never any hints of damage. The engraving was built to endure such harsh treatment, and the portal could open above the ley line inside the [World-Tree] without the slightest issue.

When a small part of the tear in space was lowered into the [Liquid Mana] as well, the amount decided by the control system already inside the [World-Tree], the [Portal Rune] became entirely self-sufficient, able to keep itself open without Eirene having to assist it.

The first and hardest part of an [Arch Portal] had been created. From that point on, everything was smooth sailing.

To be entirely honest, Theo hadn’t expected the next steps to go so fast. The exterior of the [Arch Portal] was finished within two days, the internal circuitry was slightly more difficult, since it required three days of mild headaches, but the second and final [Long-Range Portal Rune] was not an issue in the slightest. The different components were made so that they could be built separately and put together afterwards, which helped alleviate stress about messing anything up and ruining the entire project.

And… Well, the final construct could easily speak for itself. It wasn’t a perfect replica of the [Arch Portal] they already had, since the exterior metal was both stronger and less greyed out by centuries of usage. In most other aspects, however, they were identical.

"Now for the finishing test," Theo mumbled, inserting the [Transmission Runes] into the two constructs next to him, the old and the new connected through unusual means. "Just send the history to the new one, please."

If it didn’t, it meant Theo would be required to do physical link-ups. Those could be done through [Remote Connectors], which were used back in the day when the portal system was initially set up and kept that system impossible to locate and figure out how to build so many years later. The other option was to physically have the portals next to each other and link them up manually. Theo had no intention of doing it this way, since this meant transporting the portal itself way too far for comfort.

No, the only option was to download the history of an old portal and hope that it could be integrated into the current systems. Theo had done everything to make it work in that regard, but he couldn’t be sure until it was actually tested.

…

Transfer complete![Connection-Log] updated to include 9471 entries.
Does the user wish for these entries to be displayed individually?

"No," Theo replied, breathing a sigh of relief. "Just show them on the map. Only unique destinations, though."

Order detected!
Please wait while the list is sorted to ignore duplicates.

It took a few minutes to do, but more and more points appeared on the map of the world, Theo feeling his mood increase to the absolute maximum. Everything just seemed to work without the slightest problems. The [Runes] were all steady, the map was identical to the one on the old construct, and…now the time had come to see if it could actually connect.

"Are you sure that going for a long distance from the start is a good idea?" Eirene asked as Theo shut down the old [Arch Portal] to free the one in Linrel from its clutches. Now he just needed to activate it on the newer version. "Would it not be better to do it on a smaller scale between these two?"

"If the [Rune] explodes because of a general issue, it’ll be just as hard an implosion with both attempts," Theo replied, feeling his heartrate increase. He could hear it in his ears as the portal began to flicker. "But a stress test can only work at a long distance. Be ready to seal it all inside a layer of wood, please."

"I was from the start," Eirene muttered, not seeming happy with his choices but going along with it regardless. The middle of the [Arch Portal] flickered as space contorted, the middle stretching light that passed through the arch. They couldn’t see the other side, though, instead just the effects of the attempts. "Is this how the process usually goes while starting up the gates?"

"It is not," he commented, wondering if he should shut it down now. The flickering wasn’t proceeding like the older version, which was already a sign of danger. A smart person would shut it down right this instant! "Let’s see what happens."

Sadly, Theo wasn’t smart. He was a complete idiot who trusted his work regardless of what he was seeing. He’d spent so long on this. It wasn’t allowed to falter in the final phase. It would work whether the construct liked it or not.

Whether it was true luck or an actual understanding of what Theo would do if the construct failed, the flickering began to settle down to allow a veil of light to manifest instead. It was blurry at first until it finally filled out the entirety of the arch and revealed the sight of Linrel. There were people on the other side looking at them curiously, and the elven guards stationed there looked rather befuddled as well.

Nobody tried to enter, through, as had been ordered, but Theo was still quick to step towards the portal. Grabbing a rock from the ground, he threw it through the portal. It popped out on the other side without any issues, one of the guards picking it up. At his request, it was thrown back through, Theo catching it.

"I see nothing wrong," he noted, handing it to Eirene. "How about you?"

"Nothing," she replied. "I believe you have succeeded in your goals. Congratulations."

"Don’t say that just yet," Theo refuted, mentally preparing himself. "We still have to do the last steps."

With a calming breath to settle his nerves, Theo took five steps forwards, his right foot going through the portal before the rest of his body. He closed his eyes, able to hear the rapid shift in noise and heat as his head travelled through. Instead of the background filled with muttering and birds, there was instead muttering and snow. It was cold as well, Theo feeling his arms shake a little.

Or maybe that was due to nerves. Could it be both? Whatever.

"Any signs I’m damaged?" Theo asked the elven guard looking him up and down. His [System] wasn’t showing anything wrong, and he felt fine aside from his rapidly beating heart. When the elven guard shook his head, he was forced to consider himself in perfect health. "Happy to hear it. Bloody cold out here, though."

Stepping through the [Arch Portal] again, Theo once again emerged through it unharmed. Running a few [Diagnostics] to make sure that the spikes in people going through afterwards didn’t put pressure onto the construct, which it didn’t in the slightest, Theo could finally conclude that his creation was a success.

They now had two working portals to mess around with, a grand achievement for the city and everybody else close to it. As agreed previously, it was connected permanently to the one in Olkir. Since that [Arch Portal] had been moved down to the city itself, it had become a rather busy gate for both dwarven and elven merchants. While there was obvious discontent between the two species, the promise of wealth could break all boundaries. Theo wasn’t sure how to feel about the methods used to gain peace, but he didn’t question the results.

As expected of the royals, however, they were quick to ask when the third portal could be built. A little greedy of them, but Theo didn’t feel like calling that out, instead agreeing to work on the project for the next three weeks while he did something else on the side.

Namely, Theo had been granted a certain [Rune] by Asari that he was rather happy with.

"It allows for you to breathe underwater and likewise grants you increased mobility while fully submersed," she explained to him while holding the engraved [Arbor]. Theo had to admit that it didn’t look too hard to make, and certainly not when it was still only [Tier 2]. "At this stage, it can last up to thirty minutes. More than good enough for most underwater trips."

"Why would [Dryads] even need something like this, though?" Theo asked, confused about why they would have it. "Do [Druids] really need to go underwater so often?"

"We…haven’t had a need to use it for the past few hundred years," Asari confessed. "It can be useful when some dive to meet with the underwater species, or when a guest has to enter into a water-filled [Biosphere], but most of those already have animal forms which can breathe in water without any trouble."

"So it’s been mainly useless for you."

"You could say that."

Theo could see how potent the potential was, and just as prominently why it hadn’t seen use. The [Dryads] did not previously speak to the normal people who couldn’t just transform into their required beast forms, so the actual [Rune] was never required. But now, after he had mentioned the desire to visit Ticai, Asari had finally been able to help him.

‘I still don’t understand why you want to visit fish people,’ Nero commented, sitting at the edge of the lake while Theo sat five meters in front and two meters beneath. He could look up through the water and see the rabbit staring back at him with disappointment. ‘You’ll be wet when you get out of there.’

‘It’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make,’ Theo fired back while trying to adjust to his surroundings.

It was strange, being below the water and seeing his surroundings so clearly. The [Darkvision Rune] just enhanced the effect, night becoming day. He could see several hundred meters through the murky water as if it were the clearest thing in the world.

He waited around in that state, just sitting at the bottom while holding onto a weight he’d brought along. He could breathe just fine in the water, even if it was weird to feel the water constantly disappear in his lungs.

‘What does the timer say?’ he asked when that began to change, feeling like he needed to cough. Not the greatest thing when below the surface.

‘The arrow is almost at the top again.’

So almost a full hour? Not bad. Theo could certainly work with that duration, though he had to make sure of one more trick.

"Breathe," he muttered, air bubbles leaving him while a pink glow came from the [Rune]. A moment was spent with a complete inability to breathe at all before everything was brought back to its peak. Theo could calm down once more. "Works perfectly."

‘So you’re going to keep staying down there?’ Nero asked, Theo replying in the positive as he began to walk along the bottom further and further down. He had to make a quick test at more serious depths before he could visit the merfolk in Ticai.

It hadn’t been his idea to visit them at first, that being from the elven royals. While the merfolk wouldn’t be too useful if they were fighting above the surface, many of their [Mages] were apparently extremely talented in protective spells, and because of that, it was decided that they would at least be asked if they wished to help.

To do that, however, Theo had to go and ask them about it, which meant going two hundred meters below the surface and having a conversation. Not the most optimal for a person who wasn’t confident being in the deep end of swimming pools, but that changed with the [Rune] currently aiding him.

The pressure wasn’t getting to him as much. There wasn’t even any pressure in his ears as he began to reach the hundred-meter mark. A small ache did begin to grow at a hundred and seventy-five, but it was bearable. Two hundred meters deep, this requirement was the same, but…could he go deeper?

Theo normally wasn’t a person who feared the depths, but being able to look over the edge of an underwater cliff and just see an abyss wasn’t the most comforting thing in the world. Eirene might’ve promised him that there were no dangers she couldn’t take care of if needed, but some boundaries weren’t going to be pushed. He could handle two-hundred-meter depth without any issue, and he would leave it at that.

Resurfacing, he got everything prepared for a single-day trip to the southern continent. Enough [Water-Breathing Runes] to last several days, just as many [Darkvision Runes], several types of food that could handle water, and just a small amount of explosives. Everything somebody would need on a peaceful trip.

"Are you sure none of you want to come with me?" Theo asked as he had the portal select the capital city of the merfolk, a place called Naulean. It apparently had a rather high population, perfect for his current needs. "It’s just a bit of water."

"I’ve read enough about what monsters are down there, Theo," Stig replied, not moving an inch. "I’m not getting anywhere near those horrid things."

"What he said, though we also just like being alive," Finn added on. Theo gave one last hopeful look to Nero to see if she finally began to have second thoughts, but she sent him the mental equivalent of a middle finger. [Familiar] or not, she had no intention of getting wet with saltwater. "Have fun down there."

"Oh, I will," Theo promised, looking into the [Arch Portal] as the connection began to form. It was rather dark on the other side, even when it was the middle of the day here, but a burst of [Darkvision] helped alleviate that problem easily. By squinting a little, he could see green walls and a door out into an open area. It looked lived-in, though not as broken as he would’ve expected from a place that was underwater. "I’ll be seeing you all in about twelve hours. Don’t wait for me."

No promises were made, and Theo just stepped through the portal with little concern. Going into calm water from the side was a little strange, to be blunt, but he dealt with it fine. The pressure was actually easier to survive than expected, making Theo wonder if they truly were two hundred meters down.

He waved goodbye to the other side, since Olkir had to regain their trading route for the day. Nero made some vague threat that wasn’t heard properly, but Theo was sure it was good-natured.

Probably.

"So what is this place, anyway?" Theo asked into the open water, floating along the room to inspect it. Green walls, a few windows that allowed him to see the underwater city outside, and a general feeling of emptiness. "Rather lacking for a capital city."

Swimming outside through the door, the mass of buildings around him made it clear that he was in the centre of the city. Yet…again, there was nobody around to greet him. Nobody pointed out his presence. It was just quiet.

Theo didn’t instantly think of the worst possibilities. Some considerations were made, of course. Maybe the merfolk culture made them unanimously agree to have a small nap at midday?

He floated down the street, looking into the open houses for any signs of life. There were certain items of note, some various tools lying on the floors, but the owners of the aforementioned tools were nowhere to be seen.

Various objects were left to sit on the ocean floor as well, more of them to be found as Theo swam further out. It was strange. There weren’t any bodies around to make him consider the chance of murder, but the absence of life in its entirety was more than questionable.

…

Yeah, no, I’m not feeling this.

Turning around, Theo began to swim back. He hadn’t realised how far out he’d gone, however, his search for life took more time than it probably should’ve. A kilometer or two of moving around. The distance was nothing when he could just fly, but it was a little different when he had to make do with his four weeks of swimming lessons as a kid. Speed was not on his current list of skills.

His ability to sense life, however, was still at its peak. It was how Theo knew to stop in place, [Mana-Sight] warning him of a magical presence above. A rather large one, in fact, to the point where he pressed himself against a building thinking it was a large beast of some kind.

Stig’s ramblings got to him a little at that moment.

But the truth was worse.

Theo thought it was a beast being due to the omnipresent [Mana-Signature] that came through the entire shape above him. It was not. The shape kept growing. It kept getting bigger, kept getting closer, and he could finally figure out why the presence seemed so familiar.

The work of Elgriva Dulka, the design that they feared would cause the apocalypse. It had infected a city of millions, all of them returning to their homes because of a foreign presence. His presence.

Theo had to run.


Chapter 21

Prelude


Theo couldn’t run. The [Runic Beasts] were in the streets, above the streets, around the streets, and just about everywhere else at the same time. They seemed to growl, or at least make the underwater version of that sound, as they roamed the capital. It wasn’t fun to listen to. Quite horrid, in fact, but Theo couldn’t move to escape it.

Sitting alone in the corner of a house seemed to have stopped them from detecting him, which was a positive overall. While Elgirva’s design was an absolute war machine in terms of defence, strength, and intercommunication, it was not the greatest when it came to foreign detection. If he kept still and didn’t try to move or breathe too hard, they wouldn’t even notice him.

Why the fuck did I yell before?

It would’ve been a good question if anybody but Theo were around to answer it. But they weren’t. There was just him hiding in a corner, a million [Runic Beasts] outside, and a strong desire to survive.

He had about a day before he would run out of air. More if he could make himself [Engrave] some more [Runes] while down here. Not that he could. The movement and magical waves alone would probably attract them. What else could he do?

Moving around would make them notice him. [Teleporting] would do the same but more blatantly. Even if he made a rapid set of [Teleports], trying to use the [Arch Portal] would take several minutes before it would start up and let him return to Rootdale.

He had to run but had to do so undiscovered. Or he had to run, be discovered, but then somehow distract them long enough that the portal could open, he could go through, and none of the others could follow along.

Both were terrible ideas, but Theo preferred the former over the latter. The movement would make waves, and those waves would be detected if there were enough of them. Theo couldn’t stop himself from making those movements himself, but…he could overshadow them with something else.

Never complain about a peacekeeper bringing explosives.

Were explosions underwater more dangerous, actually? Theo was only decently sure of some reaction with water being very harmful in a larger area, though he supposed that water would also just make them more distracting. After waiting around another ten minutes before the street outside was relatively clear, he floated out one of the windows before looking as far down the road as possible. It was easily a few hundred meters before the ocean’s darkness stopped him from seeing further. More than enough.

Please work.

With a hand on his pistol, Theo pushed the [Item-Teleportation Rune] to its limits, letting the round get as far away from him as possible. After that came the [Force Runes], transforming the block of metal into something akin to a torpedo. It sped through the area at an extremely high speed, creating waves as it did and attracting several thousand to its location. Theo watched on hopefully as thousands crowded around the round, tens of thousands more moving to join them.

Then the [Tier 6 Explosion Rune] did its job magnificently and Theo felt the blast several hundred meters away. It was very different from what could be managed in the air alone, the water having a weight to it. The depth probably didn’t help either, as it felt like everything around tried to just crush him.

And the sound wasn’t nice, but that part was survivable.

2x [Converted Merfolk] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [38] to [40]. [4] points have been granted.

"What?"

It slipped out of Theo before he knew it. A mistake worse than any before it, as he felt his voice attracting all kinds of attention from just about every direction. A million dark bodies with twice as many glowing green eyes pointed his way. Not the greatest thing at the moment.

Six more explosive rounds were fired in all but the direction he desperately began to swim in. Some fell for the explosives, but more than a few began to follow him so much faster than he could hope to move. Why were merfolk so damned good at swimming, anyway?

Right. It’s their home and all.

The [Runic] engravings powering them to another level probably didn’t help either, though Theo was beginning to suspect that the conversion was a very recent one. Or maybe the design just didn’t work on the underwater creatures as well as it did those above, since there was no chance that ordinary [Tier 6 Explosives] should’ve been able to kill not one but two of them. Elgriva herself had noted them down as immune to the sudden kinetic energy. Theo had tried it with his own arm and found it relatively useless.

It was strange, it wasn’t what it was meant to be, but it at least gave him a fighting chance. That was all he wanted.

Still, he needed to escape the ones chasing him, and his current physical abilities weren’t up to the task. Theo knew that upgrading [Physical Stats] was incredibly stupid, but in this case, they were desperately needed. With a mental apology to his future self, if he even survived, he put all six [Free Points] into [Agility].

In an instant, he could move his body so much more easily, everything seeming to fall into place. His fingers were more mobile, his arms responded more quickly, and he felt his speed increase just a smidge.

Not enough to be overly helpful, though, as the first of a hundred nearly grabbed onto his foot.

"Fuck off!" Theo shouted with no little amount of desperation in his voice, getting his knees up to his stomach as he [Teleported]. He did as much several times in a row, in fact, not enjoying it the slightest bit any of the times.

Displacing water was a horrible feeling, but he couldn’t let the chase stop just because he felt like losing his lunch. Shooting more explosive rounds towards the approaching horde, with some vain hope that the explosions would distract them, he finally had the building with the [Arch Portal] within sight. It sat so innocently beside the massive buildings, a miniature in a city of giants.

Perfectly sized, one could say.

With thirty seconds where he could work peacefully, Theo threw himself at the construct. He hadn’t had time to properly upgrade the thing to more easily select locations, which he somewhat cursed himself for, but doing this manually was fine. He could do this, he’d done this before, it wasn’t that hard.

Time was running out, the horde was getting close, and Theo could only punch the button with a desperate hope that he’d put in the right coordinates.

Since nothing exploded or died out on him as the portal started to flicker, he assumed it was successful.

Time had gotten away from him while he looked at the white sparks, however, and he nearly missed it when the arms of a merman almost got around his head.

"Shit," Theo cursed, [Teleporting] to the other side of the room while his pulse nearly deafened everything else. Others were fighting to get through the entrance, and the [Runic Beasts] were starting to outright cover the outer walls of the building. The crowd was getting to the size where he wasn’t sure if he could actually [Teleport] far enough to avoid them. "You just have to do this, don’t you?"

The merman in the room didn’t answer, the green lines all over his body just glowing vibrantly as he swam towards him. Theo fired a dozen rounds into his body, but they only seemed to push him back. Enough shots to make any normal creature dead and this one was just trying to push through and get at him.

There were over a million of these in the city. The [Arch Portal] still wasn’t opening. He had to survive for five minutes.

Ludicrous.

Extreme solutions it is.

Theo [Teleported] again to avoid the [Runic Beasts], praying that the others would be fighting about getting in for long enough to have this work. He pulled out vial after vial of [Liquid Mana], pouring half on the explosive rounds on his belt and the others on the [Teleportation Rune] on his armour. Over half of the liquid just reacted with the seawater to create bright sparks, and agitated the ones outside even further, but Theo didn’t have the time or mental space to care. He just wanted to survive, and he was going to do that whether they liked it or not.

The first thing to nearly blow up was his armour as the [Teleportation Circuit] sent him warning after warning. 200% [Capacity] was no joke.

But it would work. It had to.

"Bye," Theo offered to the charging merman as he [Teleported] out of the room, over a hundred meters to the side and easily another hundred upwards. He could see the surface, he knew he could reach it. "Don’t combust yet, please."

The explosive rounds didn’t listen to him, vibrating more and more intensely as he kept pouring more and more [Mana] onto them. Every vial he had left, every remnant that he had kept from old fights and forgotten to switch out. They were all used, everything was put into the plan.

From below, the horde got closer. So did the surface, but Theo was cutting it too close. When his head reached the air above, letting him breathe normally, he could feel the fingers that wrapped around his right boot.

It was allowed to keep it as his flight suit activated and he instantly went tens of meters into the air.

Don’t explode.

"Wait a second," Theo pleaded with the rounds as he felt them vibrating violently in the belt. He fired the first of five, letting it impact the water while the giant blob of merfolk came from below. The next shot was put a little further away, to take care of the northern edge of the army. The third went in the opposite direction, and the last two went towards the east and west. "A second more."

The [Runic Beasts] reached the surface of the water, unable to swim further upwards, but that didn’t matter to them. Beasts crawled on top of beasts in an effort to reach him, not caring for the others as long as it meant they got closer to him. Some went as far as to leap after him, getting closer than Theo liked.

But then the world changed its opinion of the water, and the [Explosion Runes] finally reached their breaking points. It was just one at the start, but the shockwave was enough to push the others over in that next instant, five rounds going off all around the army of the [Runic] monsters.

One standard explosion had been enough to kill two of them point-blank. What could five do when enhanced ten times above their safe levels?

In short, it was a bloodbath.

Water shot into the sky like several nuclear bombs had been tested below, and Theo was forced to dodge as streams of water hundreds of meters tall reached the clouds and beyond. Several bodies were in each, some still trying to reach out at him as they were flung through the air. Most of them were alive, and many were still focused on him, but several had become disoriented.

18x [Converted Merfolk] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [40] to [42]. [4] points have been granted.

Five explosions that could each take out significant portions of a major city, all activated inside a massive blob of bodies, had killed eighteen of them. There were thousands upon thousands all stacked on top of each other below him, and only eighteen had definitively died from the blow. Theo felt himself grow pale.

The four [Free Points] were put into [Willpower].

A small chunk of the fear was lost, but he could still feel himself shake as the truth of the matter was revealed. The first two kills had been luck. These eighteen had been a showing of how much was required to take them down. And these were the early version, where the bodies still hadn’t properly acclimated to the changes. These were the ones susceptible to damage.

And yet his most damaging move hadn’t been enough.

Four minutes remained until salvation, and there was still an army trying to get at him from below. The tower towards him grew taller by the second, more of them flinging themselves towards him. Theo wasn’t sure whether to cry or laugh at the absurdity, just knowing that he moved further and further away through the air to avoid being grabbed by the flying merfolk.

Three minutes until salvation, and he could only try to lead them further and further away from the [Arch Portal]. The converted were more than happy to follow, large eyes and pale skin looking up at him every step of the way. Many tried to grab at him, to leap towards him, but his position in the sky kept him safe.

Until some of them decided to get a running start, forcing him to [Teleport] out of the way to avoid the teeth coming to take a chunk off his face. They were fast, smart, and didn’t fear death if it meant converting more. They were a perfect example of what Elgriva’s mistake had caused.

They were the reason Theo needed to survive, then fix it before Draven could move to take over the world.

Theo supposed that he might’ve already started to do as much, the sight before him clear proof.

Two minutes until the [Arch Portal] was open, and he was several kilometers away from where he needed to dive down. Waiting any longer to get back towards the spot would mean leaving it open for some of the randoms to move through and get at the elves. Theo didn’t dare risk that, making him drop more of the explosives before picking up speed and trying to get back to where he’d broken through the surface previously.

Finding spots when looking at the ocean was not his forte. Finding the remnants of the explosions, however, was trivial. The uncoordinated bursts of energy weren’t hard to figure out.

Was this how people felt when looking at his thoughts?

…

Bad time to think about it. Theo just held his breath as he dived through the surface of the ocean, praying that his initial speed boost was enough. The screeching behind him only continued to get closer.

Others were already in front, too disoriented to keep chasing but more than happy to take on the target in sight. Theo did not care to join them, instead [Teleporting] right ahead of them and continuing on. [Force Runes] were used to push him along. Keeping a straight line surprisingly hard, but desperation was a good enough motivator to get somewhat accurate movement.

The street was empty, though it wouldn’t be in a few seconds. Theo dived through the door, muttered the needed words to make a wall of [Barrier Runes] in it, and then watched the [Arch Portal] with fear crawling up his neck as he realised it wasn’t done yet.

It was still blurry, the barrier still stopping him from moving through. He could see confused faces on the other side, but he could get to them. The army was behind him, already grabbing at the [Barrier Circuit] and ripping it apart with their bare hands. That construct had been able to ward off a giant stone worm for several hits, yet these could just breeze right through them.

Theo shot at the heads that peeked through trying to grab at him, but it was a losing battle. The [Arch Portal] was getting clearer by the second, but it was still too slow. They’d be through before it was done.

What could he do? Close it down, save the elven city from possible destruction, and lose his own life? Just hope he could get through before the barrier fell? Just…hope they wouldn’t do anything?

Wait.

No, actually, wait, he could do this. Right? Maybe. Theo had all of five seconds spent actually trying to make this work, and even then it had only been momentary on his arm. He could order them, he knew how it worked, how it was meant to work. This was possible. Maybe.

Since the other possibilities for him were currently brutal dismemberment before becoming a converted [Runic Beast] himself or possibly causing the fall of Rootdale earlier than expected, it was worth a try.

"You’re controlled by the unbalanced emotional managers in the brain stem, it’s on a frequency eight times as low as the lowest [Tier 5 Transmission Rune], and you can’t help but act on whatever that frequency tells you," Theo muttered, trying to make his heart work properly while he allowed the [Mana] to manifest inside himself. His head wasn’t clear enough, so [Mental Rejuvenation] was injected to the maximum to let him attain that movement of perfect clarity.

I get it.

As the final barrier broke, and tens of hands tried to grab at him, Theo spoke.

"Stop."

It was an order that triumphed over everything before it, said with all the power that Theo could muster at that moment and at the frequency that they were susceptible to. It was crude, it wasn’t refined enough to work on a large scale, but just those in earshot around the building were affected.

They stopped. They growled, their eyes were wide as their minds so desperately wanted him to be converted, but they also just stopped. They floated in place, hands stretched and nearly getting to him, a still image in a constantly moving world.

Theo had done it.

Some amount of happiness was felt as the [Arch Portal] finalised, letting him start to flow through. His feet hit the grass on the other side, but his head wasn’t able to do the same before he heard something wrong.

"Nice try," came from the horde, all speaking in unison with broken voices. A hand took his shoulder and violently tried to pull him back through the portal, but another in Rootdale was quick on the uptake and did the same with much more force.

Eirene.

Theo idly noted that fact as he flew several meters through the open air, shooting an order to the [Arch Portal] to shut down. It did so the second that it passed the order through security checks, but by then several [Runic Beasts] had already gotten through.

That included the one still attached to his shoulder, the merman showing off daggerlike teeth as he tried to sink them into Theo’s flesh. His metallic arm got in the way as they both tumbled onto the grass hard, rolling around while he desperately tried to stop his death. The fangs went through the metal arm like it was nothing, his forearm ripped away in an instant but the rest still held on just barely.

Not like this.

"Stop," he ordered, trying the same trick from before, but the converted merman just paused to grin at him.

That wasn’t a normal reaction. Those eyes weren’t those of a [Runic Beast].

Another was controlling them.

"Is that truly everything you can do, rune-crafter?"

It knew who and what he was, knew what he could do, knew that his attempt was crude. Theo paled as he realised the truth.

"Draven," he muttered, the thing just laughing before roots shot out from the earth and violently separated them from each other. Theo was pushed several meters away while the [Runic Beasts] were brought below the surface, a squelching noise briefly heard before there was total silence. Similar holes could be found closer to where the portal had been, each of those who’d gotten pulled through gone from sight. "Shit."

The attack on the world had started, and he’d nearly lost to a small group of the recently converted. Nothing was looking up for him at the moment.

"Theo, either you start to stop those sigils or I’m taking off your arm," Eirene said, standing above him with no emotion in her face. Momentary confusion was had before the adrenaline disappeared and Theo felt the cutting on his left arm. Looking down, he saw sections slowly coming off as engravings started to travel up the limb. "Now, Theo."

He’d been touched. He was being converted.

No.

Theo didn’t pause to let that happen, instantly focusing on the sigils starting to form. The design wasn’t different from what he’d worked on before, and it certainly wasn’t as refined, either. There were mistakes in how it spread, mistakes that he pointed out to make it slow down and fix the previous work. Then Theo convinced it that he needed to redo the design to confirm the entire improvement, further slowing the spread to a crawl. After that…the skin went off.

It was nearly instant, very painful regardless, but the green sap nearly shoved into his mouth by Eirene allowed it all to regrow swiftly. Everything deeper inside was dismantled manually, though that was harder, since it couldn’t work in cohesion anymore. He was without anything foreign on his body yet again.

Which left the news to be broken. Eirene already knew the truth, her face dark as she searched through his memories. He was meant to have been gone for a full day, and it had barely been an hour.

"Draven has converted the merfolk’s capital city," Theo said when Reginald finally arrived on the scene, his group not far behind. "The war has begun."

The captain of the royal guard didn’t ask him whether he was sure of what he had seen. He just nodded before starting to bark orders at every guard around. The royals were to be told, Olkir was to have the news as well, and every other allied group would be informed before the end of the day. From now on, they were working on borrowed time.

"A minimum of a million merfolk, several million more surface-dwellers, and who knows what else they already have," Reginald muttered, the old elf seeming tired as he looked at Theo was getting up from the ground once again. "I didn’t think this day would come so fast."

"Nobody did," Theo replied. He more than anybody thought that it was still something far out in the future. He’d pushed the deadlines too much, and they weren’t ready to take on such an army yet. The world wasn’t ready yet. "We need to prepare before they reach the other continents and before Draven pulls out the old converted from the underground."

The latter could be a while, since manually moving so many through an ocean was a journey worth multiple months. The former, however…was a massive threat from that moment onwards. To the best of their knowledge, they were just below Vrasis, ready to climb through the caves and mines and whatever other entrances there were to the surface. At any point, they could find themselves under siege by a million who were all too strong.

‘I don’t suppose you could copy that trick against an army?’ Theo half joked as he saw the conflicted look on Eirene’s face. ‘You could take a demigod without flinching. This should be nothing to you, right?’

‘My focus can only be spread so far, Theo, I cannot promise that I can keep Rootdale safe from beings that require so much to actually be killed,’ she replied, saying exactly what he didn’t want to hear. ‘I’m sorry.’

Theo sighed.

‘Don’t be. It was a far stretch from the beginning.’

Reginald left him again to go meet with the royal couple, letting his own group join up with him.

"How powerful were they?" Stig asked immediately. "How many could you take on at once?"

"Five [Tier 6 Explosions] with countless doses of [Liquid Mana] killed eighteen out of the thousand-strong army I threw it into," Theo answered bluntly, the forest dwarf losing his bronze skin in favour of pure whiteness. "I could take on a group of ten in an open area if I get time to prepare. Anything more, or if we’re trapped inside a smaller area, and I can’t be sure of victory."

"And there’s millions of these?" Lily questioned. She didn’t sound happy, her mood worsening when Theo silently nodded. "...Is retreat not an option? This doesn’t sound like something you can take on."

"Currently, we can’t fight them and win," Theo confirmed, not feeling like hiding that truth from his [Apprentices]. "However, by the time that they reach us, I’m hoping we won’t have that weakness. There are some improvements we need to make, if we hope to make this work."

Some improvements.

It was closer to a complete overhaul, one that needed to be repeated across all armour sets across every person who was going to be fighting against the [Runic Beasts]. Any person who had a chance at interacting with them needed one, and Theo was forced to consider how to upscale his [Fabricator] production line.

At most, they had a few months to work with before the first attack would come along and get them. Theo refused to let them spend more than a month on the initial setups.

In the way of teaching his [Apprentices] both endurance and higher [Tiers] of [Runes], it was the perfect strategy. Day and night, they made [Fabricators], several versions and designs among them. Some were built around upgrading a specific type of armour, others more dynamic to handle several shapes and forms. Most were a mix between the two, however, and, after a while, they made it closer to a constant production line.

From one spot where armour was thrown in, a conveyor belt slowly pulled them along while sorting them into different sections. Each had hundreds of [Fabricators] taking less than twenty seconds per piece. Sometimes it was just a single [Circuit]. Others had everything put on at once.

The basic [Healing] was on the inside, with enough to take care of basic wounds. Then came the general reinforcement and communication, allowing orders to be pushed through from higher up in their command lines. Setting those up was a headache, especially when several thousand needed to be connected, but Theo was able to have it work.

After those were formed, however, came the most important section. The [Circuit] meant to disrupt the conversion process.

Theo had done it by making it send false [Intent] into the foreign invasion until it could be cut it all out manually. He would have that on a [Rune] instead, through some modified [Variant Transmission Runes] used in the [Phone Circuit] previously and a very large amount of junk information. Enough to confuse the conversion process when it happened in most areas, making it self-destruct and stop the move to a [Runic Beast]. It was more than possible to still be converted if the [Circuit] was destroyed, sure, but that required destroying the insides of the armour on the legs, arms, helmet, and chest plate. At that point, the person would be dead regardless, making the point moot.

He hoped so, at least. Testing the design out on a corpse wasn’t something he was willing to do just yet, but he didn’t see a reason why it would work. Not that he saw a reason why it wouldn’t, but he refused to consider it. Even when he was pushing the brink of ethics, there were still some things he couldn’t make himself do.

"Obstruction at line three," he commented, making Lily rise from her spot at the table. "Reason is unknown. Call if it’s not just something that got stuck at the entry."

It was, and Lily was able to handle it flawlessly. Theo fully understood what kind of lives those two had lived before, but they were fast at adapting to this new one. Though the pressure had really started to settle in, they never seemed to break. If anything, their will strengthened and their work improved by several margins. Happiness could easily flow when he saw their determined looks.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Teach] has been increased from [Novice 4] to [Novice 9].

Almost at the brink of reaching [Initiated], fitting in perfectly with Finn’s [Novice 9 Rune-Engraving Skill]. It would be a fine moment when they both reached the new rank, Theo curious about what improvements would be given then.

Not that he had much more time to spend with them after he was sure they could handle the assembly line, though. The transfer of armour sets in and out was done with the help of the stone dwarves, and with everything already set up, they could deal with the maintenance of the operation.

In the meanwhile, Theo had to work on his own improvement. Namely the usage of Elgriva Dulka’s altered design, the very same that could be found on Draven. It was the one which allowed him to communicate with the [Runic Beasts] at the required levels, the one which would save Theo from the troubles he currently faced. Theo might’ve been able to order the [Runic Beasts] by knowing their weakness, but his will was still so easily overpowered by Draven’s influence. Draven was still a step ahead because he’d had his body changed to be a priority over all others.

Theo had to repeat his work to get on even ground. Or at least as even as one could make it against a man who attained power through manipulating the minds of others. Draven Wulfric was in his element, and Theo was just trying to step into the domain himself. A beginner against a hardened veteran. It was a sad comparison, but he had to make it work.

He had to improve what they’d spent years on. The design that he had already spent so many tired nights studying, trying to understand, trying to modify for his own benefit. It was several weeks ago that had been able to change the sizing of everything to fit onto his body, to make sense of his physical form, but there was still a need to change something just a little more. Theo craved that edge of an upgrade, that slight difference which would make his form superior to the one which had been allowed to settle for centuries.

There had to be something.

And there was.

What did Theo have that Draven didn’t? Power, age, and experience with the beasts certainly weren’t things he could call himself superior with, but…the [Runes] themselves? The things that built up the converted from head to toe, their foundations and how it all played together to create the twisted abominations, were things Theo understood. He had made it all himself several times now, just to test the different parts out. He had felt all sides, had seen it, had been able to manipulate it with a thought.

That was his edge. [Rune-Manipulation]. He could change the [Intent] of [Runes] that were already created. It was easiest with those created by him, but…it wasn’t a clear restriction.

The final plan, the final trick, had been realised. Would it work? Maybe. The idea was a long shot, to the brink of insanity, but Theo could come up with nothing else. Neither could the others he’d asked, the tacticians of four different continents finding it hard to work against such a large enemy. Traps and tricks to slow them down were in plenty, but fully stopping them? That required total annihilation, which they didn’t have the power for.

Theo, on the other hand, knew that immobilisation of the command structure would be more than enough. Before he could even dream of doing such a thing, however, he had to grant himself the ability to manipulate the [Runic Beasts] on a deeper level.

"Are you sure you want to do this?" Eirene asked a day after Theo had started to place all of it onto the metal disk inside the royals’ tower. The room had been otherwise emptied, since everything needed to go to Olkir for armour enhancements, leaving the entire space free for his use. "This is dangerous, Theo."

"So is everything else we’ve been doing these past months," he replied, inspecting the upper corner of the disk. He saw a small misalignment within one of the [Circuits], redoing the work until it was flawless. That would’ve been a painful death. "I trust that I won’t mess up enough that it’s lethal."

"Those aren’t the kind of words I expect from you," she muttered, shaking her head as Theo just continued working on the disk. Everything had been looked through twice, but a third walkthrough just to be sure there weren’t more mistakes wouldn’t hurt. "You need somebody else to look at this as well."

"The only other person I know, who is both alive and knowledgeable enough to help with this, is currently in a submarine a month’s travel away from Vrasis," Theo said, glancing at a line which was a hair too thin. He widened it before starting over with inspections again, checking if he had repeated that mistake elsewhere. "Might be more than a month, even. It’s too long to wait. I need this done as quickly as possible."

Eirene wasn’t happy with him, and he understood why she was worried, but this was important. This was the last step for his plan to be somewhat feasible, to pull it from the realm of total impossibility and over to the realm of nonzero chances. It would still be ludicrous, sure, but he would be able to have hope.

It’s ready.

"Promise me that you won’t pull me away while this is ongoing," Theo requested, Eirene looking at him silently as he fastened his hand to the disk. He didn’t trust himself to remain in place once the pain started, which meant making sure that he wouldn’t accidentally let go by using a few handcuffs. It was a little painful when they stopped his hand from moving in the slightest, almost restricting the blood flow, but Theo knew that it was a requirement. "Eirene? I need an audible ‘yes’ here."

"I promise nothing," she said. "If I think you’re going to die, I’m stopping it."

…

"Only do it if I’m on the brink. Screaming out for death doesn’t count."

"Those terms are acceptable."

So professional.

Theo didn’t spend time considering the meaning behind it, just walling up his mental integrity. He’d tried this with his arm, with his legs, and with a small part of his lower core. Each had been more painful than the one before it, and…now Theo would do it to his entire body at once.

"This won’t be fun," he muttered, putting in a mouth guard to stop himself from biting his tongue off. With that final step over with, he sent in the pulse. "Transfer."

An instant thanks went to the iron shackles, lest the entire process stop as quickly as it started. The [Transfer] looked to be set to a constant speed, which meant that the sigils began to cover his body several times faster than when it had needed to do it with just his arm. On one hand, it meant the pain would be over quicker.

On the other, it meant Theo blacked out within five seconds before being rudely awakened a second later by the feeling of his eyes getting incisions. Tears couldn’t form, as the canals were cut up and filled with blood before being forced to resettle, stronger than ever before. It travelled through his mouth, down his throat, and into his lungs. It hurt like nothing before, Theo preferring the idea of breaking all his ribs to anything like this. Everything was cut up and strengthened. He felt it as his heart was temporarily forced to stop to adapt to the so-called improvements, felt it as all air was emptied to let his lungs regrow.

Then it reached his spine and Theo bit through the mouth guard, his strengthened jaw muscles making the metal nothing in comparison. It would’ve been a great distraction if he didn’t lose the front of his tongue in the process.

The sensation of it instantly starting to grow back was not something Theo ever thought he would experience.

Each disk in his spine seemed to fracture and regrow, Theo repeatedly losing the sensation of his lower body before gaining it again, creating a repeating battle to not fall to his knees. Each attempt was harder than the last, a pressure building at each step. He could count as the process continued to each of them, going right down to his last without mercy. The legs had mostly been upgraded by that point, and only the nervous system and brain needed to be redone now.

Oh god.

Theo could remember once hitting his elbow against a table in such a manner that a single nerve had a nervous breakdown. What he began to feel as the process cut each nerve to pieces before stitching it back was something like that, magnified a thousand times over and never-ending. The human body was not meant to feel this. There was no real comparison to this, as evolution had never required it. It wasn’t outright pain, it wasn’t outright heat, but he certainly knew he would prefer those two to the eldritch nightmare travelling up his body.

When it reached his neck, taking the final steps towards his brain, Theo almost tried to break free of the iron shackles to escape it all. Pain was pain, but messing around with his mind to such a degree… He’d been fine with it before this all started, but being a moment away from the actual process was unlike any fear before it. Especially when he’d modified it slightly to allow for the [System] to be untouched.

What if it doesn’t work?

It would work. Theo had to trust it. He had to or it would all be—

The influences reached his brain stem and the world turned black. Light might’ve still passed through his eyes, sounds could certainly go through his ears, and there might’ve been somebody screaming at him through a [Familiar-Bond], but Theo wasn’t able to pay attention to it all.

He couldn’t pay attention to anything while the changes in his mind settled. Everything was just so…different.

[Transfer] complete!
Please alert your attendants if you feel any sense of discomfort.

It was hard to be certain of, but Theo was relatively sure that Eirene outright ripped the iron shackles from his hands, then held him to stop his body from flopping to the ground. He made attempts to move his arms, but it was closer to them just flopping around.

The connections were all there, but…they were different from before. The system control that his body had been used to for the past twenty-six years had been altered extensively. Perhaps for the better, but that didn’t mean he could innately understand it.

"Theo, you are going to say something right now, or I am going to rip all of this out of you."

What was meant to be words leaving his mouth was more of a garbled mess, but it got the point across well enough. He was not. He was very not in working order, yes, but he was still breathing and thinking nonetheless.

‘I suppose talking like this is best for now,’ Eirene commented as she helped him sit down and lean against the disk. ‘Are your fine motor functions completely ruined?’

‘Getting better by the second, actually,’ Theo corrected, able to narrow his eyes as he tried to ball his left hand into a fist. It was very hard work, but his mind was connecting the dots quickly. He wasn’t at the point of completely relearning movement. He already knew it. The cords were just a little…messed around. ‘Give me a few minutes.’

Another minute needed to pass before he could move his fingers individually and with some level of accuracy. Then it was about travelling up the arm, figuring out those muscles and connections. The shoulder was the next step before the muscles in his back could stretch at his command. The other arm was like nothing afterwards, the metal frame certainly helping simplify things. His neck was a problem to get right, but he managed in the end.

As for using his legs and walking…Theo did not like thinking about that experience. The first steps took an embarrassing amount of time to do properly, including many face-plants, but after half an hour of waddling, he was able to walk normally. And when he could walk, running was a breeze. He could jump, roll, and spin with near-perfect precision. He could do a flip, for god’s sake!

"Couldn’t do that an hour ago," Theo commented, actually looking at his hands properly. Those lines on them all were much more noticeable when he actually got moving, each muscle activation prompting a burst of vitality in them. He was stronger, faster, and tougher than ever. Even his mind was working faster now. "How different do I look?"

"You’ve gone up a size in your outfit, but otherwise not too different," Eirene said, eyeing the ripped fabrics. That prompted a round of cursing from him, as he realised how extensive the tears were. He’d have to fill out the extra space with something other than [Dydra] scales now. "Do not worry. I’ll have a fitting replacement for you and your lined body later."

Lined body.

Theo supposed that was an accurate description of the maze of connections on his skin. They never stopped pulsing, the bolts of light following his heartbeat that never seemed to change. It was incredible, honestly, and a little frightening. This was what the [Runic Beasts] felt like all the time?

"I’d guess that they have a much stronger version," Eirene commented, getting a look sent her way. "This design wasn’t built for strength and toughness, but instead to let Draven communicate with the army. If what we’ve heard was true, he was already strong before this point. Why would he need such low-tier enhancements?"

…

"I hate that you’re right," Theo replied. The news didn’t dampen his mood, however, as he instead opened up his [Status Screen] to figure out just how far along he was being pushed.

To say it was extreme was an understatement.

Status

Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 42
Class: Mage
Profession: Runebound Artificer
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 468/468
Stamina(SP): 492/492
Mana(MP): 986/986

Stats

Strength: 24
(+15)Wisdom: 58
Agility: 21(+18)
Intelligence: 18
Endurance: 20(+21)
Perception: 18(+5)
Vitality: 20(+27)
Willpower: 23
Toughness: 23(+36)
Available Points: -

"I should’ve done this sooner," Theo muttered, holding at his head as he realised what he had just given himself. He very much noted the increase in the modifier for [Strength] as he moved. What he was seeing were the passive increases. When he moved or was hit, they increased even further. "Much sooner."

Was this what being superhuman felt like? So full of energy, so easily able to move through the world. It was…baffling.

Could I have done this better?

"How about you avoid that route?" Eirene suggested, pulling Theo out of the room. "You survived this once and once is more than enough. You have what you need now. The increase of your physical abilities wasn’t the goal here."

"I guess," Theo supposed, feeling the new connection in his mind. It was a little strange, but…the [Runes] that covered his body were connected to him in a much deeper way than usual. He’d been able to find the engravings that he had made from most distances since a few months ago, but this was on another level entirely. He knew he could manipulate them, knew he could order them around, knew that he could strengthen them if he wished.

Letting energy gather in his hand, he saw the lines on his skin glow so much brighter. At will, every bit of light drained from the area, hiding all signs of the truth. To anybody without [Mana-Sight] to aid them, Theo could veil the countless sigils cut into him.

‘Maybe you should,’ Nero commented as Theo and Eirene reached the royal garden, the others likewise waiting there. The [Familiar] had been asked to stay out of the room while the operation was ongoing, partly out of concern about what she’d do and partly because Theo hoped that distance would lessen the feedback that was thrown at her. From her quiet mood, it hadn’t. ‘They’re ugly.’

‘I think they’re quite beautiful,’ Eirene said. ‘Reminds me of the ancient moon elves and their traditional tattoos. Yours are not as complex as what they managed in those days, but this is closest to it that I’ve seen from another race.’

‘Is that meant to be flattering?’ Theo had to ask, Nero rejecting the notion while Eirene tried to confirm that it was. He didn’t see it, honestly.

"So?" Stig asked, inspecting Theo curiously. The purple irises were noticeable, revealing the usage of [Mana-Sight]. "There’s definitely something changed, excluding your new height."

"That there is," Theo confirmed, taking out his left arm. With a small push of will, the green lines shined through, easily able to be spotted in the afternoon sun. While the two [Apprentices] both grew wide-eyed, Stig had a much calmer reaction. Similar things had been seen too many times to be interesting. "Hit like a brick when getting it on, but the benefits are more than worth it."

"What’d you get from this?" Finn asked, instantly curious at the mention of the supposed "benefits." "Anything we could use?"

"49 levels’ worth of points into [Physical Stats]," he replied innocently, all of them having a shared reaction of disbelief. It was only when he shared his [Status Screen] with the twins that he they trusted him, one of the two instantly wanting to be put through the same treatment. "Maybe when you have enough [Skills] that lower your pain sensitivity. Before that…not a chance."

There was no bending that fact, no matter how much they wanted the easy route to physical strength. Theo understood their side perfectly, of course, but he didn’t want to put somebody through it while there was a risk of them not being able to get through the mending process. He knew without a shred of doubt that his mind had been altered before to cope with pain. These two…they didn’t have that.

Another hour was spent trying out his new physical capabilities. The [Strength Stat] to actual strength was not a linear curve after a while, or it might’ve just been influenced by the other physical attributes being so utterly high as well, but Theo was not normal anymore. On his best attempts, he could deadlift nearly a full ton. When just lifting with no forms banned, it was more than that. So much more.

Again, this was the weak version of Elgriva Dulka’s enhancements. If there was anything Theo could say about her, it was that she was of the mindset that overkill didn’t exist. There was only enoughkill when it came to keeping the people safe.

He could fall from quite serious heights, could be hit with a warhammer, and swimming at extreme depths wasn’t the slightest issue anymore. Theo was just…more durable. He could endure, to a point where he suspected it was only the [Strength] that was lower than the main model. But if the army they were to face could deal with even more than this, there was no chance they would survive.

Yet again, the only option was to be hopeful. Theo had to continue to improve, and that came with an assortment of choices for how to manage his time. He spent many hours daily on building various traps to plant around the outside of Rootdale, and more than ever brought out various improvements to the already-enhanced armour for the soldiers in the different armies, but there was still one component that he had wanted to try for the longest of times.

Orbital bombardment. Or at least just from a very high altitude, making the volley impossible to spot from the ground alone.

Why? Well, it started out with Theo messing around with variants of the [Impact Rune], trying to find any alternative that wouldn’t be bad to have. With the decreased cost, alternative versions nearly had twice the possibilities. And one seemed to shine above all the others.

The [Speed-Focused Impact Rune]. It was a bit of a strange name, but it came with a very interesting component in how it enhanced the kinetic energy that was sent out upon impact. Instead of simply multiplying the regular kinetic energy that came from the weight and speed of an object, speed was heavily prioritized.

And the factor wasn’t linear in the slightest, the results being slightly terrifying after a while. It took out a good chunk of [Mana] upon impact, but the fact that Theo could slap on some [Battery Runes] and have it work as a direct extension solved that issue. The faster an object hit something else, the more ludicrous the result.

Why was this possible? Theo didn’t have the faintest idea. This was blatantly breaking the laws of physics. But…so was most of everything else that had happened as of late, so questioning it too hard wasn’t something he felt like doing.

Instead, the question needed to be, "How can this benefit me?" The answer? Orbital bombardment. Through the power of a modified [Gale Rune] removing, well, the empty air in front of a moving object, it was suddenly possible to move around with no air resistance.

And what did that entail? Well…terminal velocity wasn’t a thing without air to cause trouble, meaning that the only true factor was, "From how far up can an object be thrown with the needed accuracy?"

The answer to that was still unclear, as Theo was still without the means to get anything too heavy up so far into the air and have it stay there for a long time. His dream was one-ton metal spheres with the [Speed-Focused Impact Runes] slapped onto the sides hanging several kilometers up in the air on a giant platform, always ready to be used in the event of an attack.

Sadly, [Battery Runes] weren’t up to that task yet. They could have quite the charge inside them, but those weren’t able to last indefinitely. A constant power source was needed.

The way to solve that was easy, since Theo was able to steal the concept directly from the [Arch Portals]. Just having a portal to a ley line constantly open and then making it fuel it all was the obvious answer!

It was meant to be the obvious answer, at least. [Tier 6 Gravity-Reduction Runes] could only take a person so far. They had a hard limit, even when working in tandem. A giant platform which harboured dozens of multi-ton metal spheres? Yeah…no. He would need more than he currently had on that front.

There was a [Storage Unit] which contained information about large-scale flying devices in the [Storage Facility], but it didn’t have enough to be usable. It just kept referencing a certain other place without giving Theo the actually needed schematics.

And that meant there was only one thing to do.

"I’m thinking of visiting the [Citadel]," Theo mentioned over breakfast, making the others pause and look at him weirdly. "What?"

"You…actually want to dive underwater again after the meeting with the converted merfolk?" Stig questioned, not understanding Theo’s craving for knowledge. "How are you just fine with going back into that abyss?"

"It’s actually not that dark down there when you use [Darkvision]," he pointed out, but his words didn’t seem to make them that happy regardless. They just didn’t understand. "I take it that none of you want to dive down and visit it with me?"

A resounding no came from all of the people present. Great. How supportive a group he was involved with.

"Any chance you can at least be in the car and keep an eye on it while I dive down there?" Theo pleaded, Stig finally relenting.

"Fine, but I’m not touching the water."

…

Six hours later, the forest dwarf stood on the southeasternmost point of Vrasis, letting his shoes be hit by the ocean waves. Stig did not look happy.

"It’s just two minutes forward," Theo said, looking at the map one of the locals had given him. The past generations had apparently watched on from the coast while the [Citadel] sunk into the ocean back in the day. It had taken several days for it to do as much, which had allowed them to sketch out a good approximation of its location. With how large the place was meant to be, Theo hoped that meant it hadn’t moved too much from then to now. "You ready?"

Stig [Teleported] into the passenger seat without another word.

"Why did I agree to this?" the forest dwarf muttered as they left the coast behind, Vrasis becoming smaller and smaller in the distance. "I hate this."

Fear of the ocean was not what Theo had truthfully expected from Stig, but it was what he got. A life without seeing the endless expanse of water did perhaps make it seem quite disturbing for some, but he wouldn’t have been able to guess it would be to this level.

"You’ve flown over lakes plenty of times," Theo pointed out. "Why’s this different?"

"With lakes, I can see the land all around it," Stig replied shakily while the car began to slow down. This was meant to be close to the right spot. "Here it’s just…water."

Theo wouldn’t say that, since they could still see the land they’d come from, but the message was clear. Some people just couldn’t handle the concept of water being so omnipresent.

"You just need to stay up here, and stabilise the car if it goes out of the parking mode for some reason," he instructed, moving seats to let the [Space Mage] take over. "Just send a message through the phone if that happens, and I’ll get back up to you."

Making sure everything was understood, as well as Theo being made to understand that Stig would not go down there to save him if he got stuck, the dive to the [Citadel] began.

It was somewhat uneventful. [Darkvision] showed the lack of wildlife nearby, as well as the top of what looked like a golden spire a hundred meters down. Going closer to the structure, Theo began to see what had been the home of the [Rune-Crafters] for hundreds of years.

Perhaps it was sort of rude to say, but it was a little underwhelming. Maybe it was the fact it had been down here for so long, making all of the stone walls grow fractures and let moss cover them somewhat, but Theo didn’t feel that sense of grandeur. It was most certainly a floating island at some point, with how it had several open sections and a wide half sphere at the bottom of the massive castle. There was easily enough space for several thousand to live in the place, and yet…Theo had just been expecting a little more.

I’ll just make my own look better.

Swimming down to the main gate of the place, inspecting the row of broken [Arch Portals] briefly, he went towards the main gate. The left door was broken upon, the lower chunk of it entirely ripped away. Why that was was a mystery, but Theo had to admit it looked intentional. After or before the [Citadel] got under the ocean? Who could say?

As he got inside, a blue screen appeared in his vision.

Warning!
[Citadel] is experiencing total failure of [Mana-Generators]. Evacuate immediately, as there is extreme risk of—

The blue box flickered out of existence before the final part could be written. Theo guessed that there was a risk of falling, though that had already happened.

Maybe this place was just a little late on the uptake. Theo swam through the castle hallways, trying the various doors into what looked like laboratories. Some had been broken already, the insides ruined by the seawater, but other doors outright refused to budge.

Please cease your attempts at forceful entry!
This behaviour has been reported to the [Council].

"Send in some more reports, then," Theo muttered as he drew back his shield for a third time, the final strike letting the door break open to reveal the insides. It was…underwhelming yet again, everything broken by the centuries below water. "So lacking in durability, honestly."

The next dozen doors he used the same approach with proved to have the same flaws, and the next he found on the floor below simply couldn’t be opened by that strategy. Even with improved [Strength], the defences of the laboratory doors were too great. Whatever they had made those hinges with was incredibly durable.

At least the map next to the stairs downwards proved fruitful. While he couldn’t understand a single word on it, the colour-coding was appreciated. At the bottom floor, that deep purple was fully filled in. The [Gravity Domain], and hopefully what he needed.

Six floors down, and several hallways later, Theo was greeted with the sight of something new. A much larger room, with a rusted walkway on top overlooking a floating black sphere. Theo wasn’t sure exactly what that was meant to be, but its position seemed to be in the perfect bottom centre of the [Citadel].

…

A black sphere floating alone in the [Gravity Department]. A black sphere that was progressively becoming harder to be pulled towards.

…

No thanks.

He moved along the walkway, ignoring the slight pull to the centre of the room as he continued to the next room. With the window into the previous place and a massive panel filled with various buttons, Theo was secure in his choice to not interact with it in the slightest. Instead, he found a [Terminal] hidden a bit deeper inside, one that still seemed to have some power left.

User detected!
[Terminal 06002] is experiencing problems connecting to the [Main Citadel Servers]. Please contact a technician regarding this issue.
Connection to [Gravity Depermant Severs] operational.
How can the [Terminal] help the user today?

"I need the [Rune] you’d use for keeping something floating indefinitely," Theo said, though that didn’t seem to work that well.

Request unclear!
Please specify the weight of the object which the [Rune] is expected to keep floating indefinitely. Information regarding this is required to ensure an optimal solution for your unique situation.

"Should be…somewhere around twenty tons?" Theo guessed, doing the maths in his head. That would work if he were planning on doing several smaller platforms, but he did prefer the concept of one massive one instead. "Let’s say seventy-five tons, actually. Do you have anything that can handle that?"

Request accepted!
A [Tier 12 Selective Gravity-Reduction Rune] would work for a project of this scale.
Does the user wish to see the schematic for this?

"Of course," Theo said, smiling as the model appeared in his vision. It had three dimensions, with enough strange edges and moving parts to be a headache to look at, but he truthfully didn’t care. This would work perfectly. "Transfer it to my [System]."

Request accepted!
Transferring schematic.

…

Transfer complete!

Checking on his own side, he confirmed as much. His hand was almost off the [Terminal], ready to leave and begin on his idea, but an unexpected message kept him in place.

Alert!
[Remote Communication System] has been forcibly activated.
Message addressed to [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim detected. Does the user wish to read it?

A message? Theo’s eyes brightened at the sight. There was only meant to be one person still connected to the [System] other than him and his [Apprentices]. A certain [Master].

Let’s see it.

New reply from [UNKNOWN] detected!Displaying message:Hello, Theo Locheim.

…

Not the usual structure to the blue boxes, and Theo most certainly didn’t like the content of the message or the fact that it was from an [Unknown]. Sara was meant to be instantly recognized.

This wasn’t her.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
Who are you?

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
Draven Wulfric, at your service.

No. There was no chance. This wasn’t meant to be possible. Wulfric wasn’t a [Rune-Crafter]. He wasn’t meant to have access to this.

"[System], where’s the message coming from?" Theo asked. "Is it being sent mentally, through a [Terminal], or something else?"

Request detected!
Sending inquiries to foreign devices.

…

The messages are coming from a [Visitor’s Terminal] in Rivetia.

[Visitor’s Terminal]. That was the variant that allowed input through a physical touchscreen, meaning it didn’t require the person to have access to the [System] outright. A positive, though that it was still a mystery how Draven had figured out where he was.

[Logs] were checked through, and Theo was dismayed to find that his entry into the [Citadel] had slightly awakened it from its slumber. Not enough to cause the [Mana-Generators] to reboot or anything, but enough that just about every [Facility] in the world had gotten a dozen replies or so before it had crashed again. One of those places was the [Facility] in Rivetia, one of the other larger cities on Ticai.

He was going after the last merfolk. Theo had assumed the entire place had already fallen, but there must’ve been some left.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
Why are you doing this?

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
Sending you a message or my other activities?

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
Both.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
The first is to greet Moira’s bad attempt at stopping me before the end arrives. The other… Well, I’m sure she has told you about that already.

What? Theo ran through all the memories which included Moira in the slightest. Was he meant to have been told something?

His silence must’ve made his ignorance clear, Draven sending another message.

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
She hasn’t told you the reason I’m doing this.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
She has not. What is the reason? What justification is there for all of this?

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
You’ll see for yourself soon, Theo. Is your army ready at Vrasis’s world tree yet?

Cryptic answers, huh? Theo wasn’t a fan of that in the least, though he was more worried about the fact that Draven knew about their plans to have their final stand beside Eirene. It was the optimal place to defend against an army, seeing as she could back them without straining herself.

But Draven already knew that.

Theo was not happy with the lack of fear being shown here. That arrogance.

Or maybe it wasn’t arrogance. Maybe Theo just didn’t understand how out of his depth he was here.

Sending the user’s message!
Displaying message:
When do you expect to reach Rootdale?

New reply detected!
Displaying message:
What a blatant question. I understand now why Rina found you so interesting. We’ll have to talk more once we meet.
As for when I’ll arrive? I should be there in a month or two. It’s a shame I can’t figure out what you did to lock me out of those portals. Would’ve been a great surprise to just pop in.
I’ll see you soon, Herald of Fate.

Alert!
[UNKNOWN] has terminated their connection. Does the user wish to be notified when they return?

Theo didn’t answer, just letting go of the [Terminal]. If he trusted the destroyer of the world, he had a month to prepare before they would come for Rootdale. Maybe others would be attacked before that point as well. He didn’t know. He knew nothing.

So many questions and so few answers. Theo could only move forward and hope it all happened as he needed it to. If anything failed, it would spell the end.


Chapter 22

Now I Am Become Death


In the blink of an eye, two months passed. Theo could feel the air changing, the warning of something coming their way. They’d waited for so long, they had been expecting it since last week when the forces had appeared in the south, but now the time was coming.

"Won’t be long now," Jakob commented beside him, looking from the top of the [World-Tree]’s branches as well. Eirene had created a safe haven for everybody who wished for it there, to at least save some if the worst was to happen. "Do you think we’ll win?"

"I have to think that, or we’ll have bigger issues in the future," Theo dryly replied, feeling a chuckle coming up his throat. It wasn’t intentional. Maybe it was the nerves. "The bigger question is if you think as much."

"Me? Maybe," the [Druid] replied cheekily, a rare smile finding its way onto the twat’s face. "I brought all my friends for this one, so I have grown hopeful of your miracles. Without them, it would be…not that good a future for anybody."

That was why everybody below was doing this. The elves, dwarves, beasts, and higher beings all stood as one. Each side had thoughts about the other, bad history and even worse wars, but all was thrown into the back seat here. They had a common enemy, and they all had a common fate if they failed to defeat them.

Not death but eternal enslavement.

That had been the greatest motivator of all. Not many would allow the thought of such a world invading their home, invading everything they had built in life. The several-million-strong army below had joined in, knowing that their lives were on the line, just for the small chance that their families and their homes would survive into the next year. They knew that while they might not live to see it, others would in their stead.

And that was everything they could ask for right now.

"I’m surprised that the Harbinger didn’t show up for this," Jakob said as their previous conversation came to an end, Theo more focused on looking at the [Hardlight] map before him. A few automatic setups had created vast webs of [Connection Runes] for tens of kilometers in every direction, allowing them to see when large masses grew. One spot had finally appeared from the south. They were getting closer. "Isn’t she meant to be more than powerful enough?"

"She might be powerful enough in a few years," Theo corrected, trying not to think of Nija. The girl had vowed to help them, but both he and Eirene had shut it down. She wasn’t ready for something like this, even if she believed that she was. "But…mentally? It’s going to be a much longer time."

"Torture does that to you, I suppose," the [Druid] said, seemingly tired of standing on the massive branch as he sat down. One of the groups of dragons flew by them, eyes falling onto Jakob. He waved at them, and they continued onwards. "They want to know when things are starting."

"It’s already started," Theo replied. "As for when they’ll arrive? Fifteen minutes at most."

"Good to hear," Jakob muttered, putting his hand on the bark. A glow instantly began to travel through the bark, branching into thousands as it went further and further down the tree. It could be seen even below the lake with its intensity, before finally reaching the hundreds of different groups of warriors below in the grass. Theo would’ve personally just used the [Transmission Runes], but he was busy. "You done starting it up yet?"

"I’m still working on it."

He had been working on it for several minutes now, the task harder than they had predicted. Eirene had already revealed that trying to manipulate a web of a million minds would be a grand task, but Theo had simply thought to create an algorithm to do it automatically. And that was working, but setting it up undetected was something he had so much trouble doing. Draven couldn’t have noticed, since Theo couldn’t feel his influence more than the ordinary, but that passive hold was still so incredibly strong.

Each passing second made it clear why it was the leader of the [Runic Beasts] that was stronger. Rina might’ve had potency to her name, but even she couldn’t have been able to micromanage something of this size. Theo had to stop himself from looking at the sheer scale of the fractal-like grid of connections, lest he collapse himself. Just observing it was too much, and here Draven was, passively connecting to everything at once while sending through hundreds of commands every second. It was an incredible display of power.

A display of power from the enemy.

Theo had to keep that fact strong in his heart as he pulled the final strings, infecting the first of several million with his own orders. They wouldn’t activate until the signal was given, and that signal would only work when the entire grid had been affected altogether.

"It’s done," he said, breathing shakily. He hadn’t realised he’d been holding it. Maybe his body just couldn’t handle doing anything else in those final moments. "Estimate for signal completion is…seventy-nine minutes."

"We have to survive against their army for over a full hour?" Jakob questioned. The [Druid] didn’t sound mad, and nor did he truly accuse Theo of anything. The man just had to be sure. "Seventy-nine minutes… Many are going to die today."

"I know," Theo replied. "We all knew going into this."

"Yeah, but that doesn’t make it much better," came the retort. The roar of one of the dragons, a golden one, brought the discussion to an end, Jakob sighing as he rose from his position on the branch. "The others want me in position. Don’t die, Theo. You haven’t messed with the world enough for that."

He made no promises, just looking on as the [Druid] jumped off the branch and into the open air. A two-kilometer fall that was made pointless as Jakob transformed after a few seconds, his massive draconic form replacing the previous human one.

Show-off.

"Can you really blame him?" Eirene asked, appearing the same second Jakob was out of sight. Theo didn’t flinch at her sudden appearance, able to see it coming. The world was becoming too obvious for him nowadays, the upgrade to his [Perception] making him too sensitive to the ongoings of the world. He just noticed too much. "You’re lost in your own thoughts, he’s worried about what this could mean for everyone, and everybody else is just fearing for their lives."

"But they’re still here," Theo retorted. "They’re still down there, ready to lay down their lives."

Not that Theo would let them, if he were asked about it. That armor he’d granted all of them had been redone three times over already. The healing was improved by a factor of ten, and the communication grid was redone to make all communication with everybody possible within a second of wanting it, with no limit to the number of channels that could be created. The disruption for conversion was the same as well, though…their final addition had come at the cost of a lot of hours.

The fix for how to avoid being the victim of Draven’s [Mental Spells]. It was the one trick they feared above everything else. That knowledge that the man they were fighting had the capability to turn an army of enemies into a [Mind-Controlled] army of allies. The people willing to lay down their lives to stop him could’ve easily been dominated by his powers and made to turn on the others. Theo outright refused to let that happen, which had forced him to delve back into the [Citadel].

A [Tier 14 Mental Isolation Rune]. It was easily one of the worst things Theo had made but likewise one of the most needed. When using it, there was a thirty-minute period when no outside mental influences could hope to attack the user. Everything was outright closed off. No [Familiar], no [World-Tree], no nothing. It took away the good and the bad, a sacrifice to not be controlled by the enemy.

Theo loathed it, and hated the idea of forcing it upon people, but there was no other choice. Every helmet had been equipped with it, every person around had been made to activate it at his call, and there was now nobody around who could fall under Draven’s influence.

Except for Theo and Eirene, though the latter probably had enough defences of her own to manage.

"I do," she happily confirmed, enveloping Theo in a hug. "It’s all going to work just fine. We don’t need to kill to win here. We just need to endure, to prolong the fight. We’ve planned this, we’ve considered everything. It’s going to go wrong, we’re going to lose hope, but in the end, enough will be left that we can consider it a victory. You understand that, right, Theo?"

"Of course I do," he confirmed. "I came up with that excuse to convince the others this was a good idea."

It was a good idea. It was the best one that was possible here, the best one that would ever be possible in this scenario. Everything was prepared with the goal of delaying their defeat, and nothing would be able to throw that truth away.

"The others inside are calling for me," Eirene said, giving Theo one final hug. After that, she handed him the helmet to his new outfit, the grey metal shining in the afternoon sun. "A crown fit for a fool, wouldn’t you say?"

"Looks a little dull," Theo muttered, taking the iron helmet. Except it wasn’t iron. As far from it as possible, in fact. "Thank you for all of this."

"Thank me after this is over."

With that said, she was gone, returning to the branches below to meet with the others inside, where there were mainly children, royals who couldn’t hope to fight, and his [Apprentices]. The last two had refused to stay behind at first, wanting to be there at the final fight, but Theo refused the notion. If he was to fall, he needed to be sure that there were still [Rune-Crafters] left in this world.

There were no assurances he would live to see their victory, and, in the event that the world found peace, there was still one job he was required to finish.

Umnir, the [Primordial] currently attached to his belt, was trapped in a scroll that was already showing signs of wear and tear. The stone dwarves had long since assured him that the damage was natural, that it was going at the rate of the first artefact used. The micro-tears would form and continue doing so until those final moments in a century when the [Primordial] would at last break free. Until then, there was only dread of the future.

"Sometimes, I have to wonder," Theo muttered, unlatching the scroll from his belt and inspecting it. That red glow was extreme, a beacon in the shade of the branches above him. "Would the world turn out better or worse if it was you who caused the apocalypse?"

…

‘That depends on what you see as worse or better,’ a British voice replied after a few seconds, Theo nearly stumbling back as they laughed at his shocked reaction. ‘What’s the matter, human? Just because I can’t escape does not mean I can’t put my influence on those around this artefact.’

He felt some attempted manipulations in his mind, a fraction of what had been done while down in the depths at the [Stasis Field]. Could Umnir reach out through the scroll? Most certainly. Could they be dangerous in this form? Maybe with enough years of exposure, and no usage of [Mental Rejuvenation], but currently no.

"What do you mean, ‘depends?’" Theo questioned, ignoring the last of the [Primordial]’s words.

‘My apocalypse does not focus on enthralling the masses into my service. I have neither need nor desire to waste my time with such things,’ Umnir happily explained. ‘Instead, my version would bring death to all as quickly as possible. You life-forms are vermin on this dear earth, and it should be restored to its former glory through your complete and utter eradication.’

So it was a question of death being worse or better than enslavement. A conundrum that Theo didn’t need much time to consider before he found his own answer. That it was in favour of Umnir didn’t make things seem so positive.

‘If you wish, I can give you a better alternative,’ the [Primordial] offered. ‘You set me free now, and I’ll eradicate this foe for you. A fight will never have to occur, and you can be assured that the people below will never be enslaved by yours truly.’

"You think I’d accept the death of everybody instead of having a chance at victory through fighting?" Theo questioned, getting a mental shrug in response. "You’re crazy."

‘I am the manifestation of chaos and destruction, you know. If my ideals weren’t different from yours, I wouldn’t be able to look my colleagues in the eye anymore,’ Umnir commented, sounding a little offended. ‘How about I strike a deal with you, then? You will release me, I will take care of these foes of yours, and then…I will do nothing for the next one hundred years.’

One hundred years of sitting around doing nothing? Yeah, right.

"You expect me to believe you’d actually do that?" he replied. He tried to laugh, but the notification that the enemy was getting all the closer kept his mood down. He’d have to get to his post below soon, or he would be late for the first meeting. "Trusting a [Primordial] who wants to destroy everything doesn’t sound too safe to me."

‘Oh, I agree on that part. After those hundred years, I will kill everything you have ever loved,’ Umnir assured him, never switching in tone. ‘However, would a hundred years of preparation not be enough for you to contain me again? You certainly seem to think it could be as of now.’

"I have you in the scroll right now. I can just place that in the [Stasis Field], boot it up, and then you can’t leave."

‘Nobody is stopping you from making a third scroll. How do you think the first one was used on me?’

…

Theo wasn’t meant to be considering this. There was nothing smart that would come from this. He knew that for sure, knew that the [Primordial] would most certainly kill him, and he knew that they wouldn’t try and make this deal without full confidence in their own abilities.

But couldn’t he make another scroll? The stone dwarves knew how to make them already, even if the ancient crafters behind it were long gone. With how many centuries of experience the [Rune-Crafters] had under their belts, there had to be some kind of design for a containment device already made. It was more a question of finding it than anything.

And a quick question sent to Eirene made it clear that the deal would have to be honoured if it was made properly. That’s how the original cultists had planned to abuse the [Primordial] for their own gain. This was the same concept but with much higher stakes.

"I’m not doing it," Theo finally said, putting the scroll back onto his belt. "Too risky."

‘And your current plan isn’t?’ came the reply from the [Primotidal], along with a round of laughter Theo wasn’t able to produce himself anymore. ‘I’ll be waiting. Just call when you need me.’

That time would never come. Theo was sure of it as he jumped from the branch and down towards Rootdale. He aimed for the top of the walls, where countless people were already waiting for him, anticipating what was to come. Even if the enemy army wasn’t in sight yet, everybody could hear their approach. Over a million walking in unison had a way of shaking the world that was unrivalled.

"How long?" Stig asked as Theo landed beside him. The forest dwarf tried to sound unconcerned like normal, but nerves were getting to everybody. Even those who had been bastions of calm through the past many years were starting to sweat, those constant thuds from the distance not able to outpace the heartbeats of the defenders. "Theo. How long?"

"What?" he said, his mind needing to recap the past ten seconds before he understood. "Oh. Should be around five minutes until we start seeing them."

"Five minutes until the fight of the world," Reginald said from beside him. "Never expected I would be here to see it."

Nobody here had, but they had that privilege anyway. Theo tried not to consider it too much as he pulled out his [Hardlight] tablet. He could see that the mass of [Mana] was still approaching from their intended position. Their position would be optimal in not too long. Theo had to start preparing the fueling of the first wave of distractions.

"Orbital strikes are being powered up," he muttered. "Mind loss from below is getting the same treatment."

He hoped that the two traps working together would prove quite the challenge for the approaching horde. Those strikes from above had taken several weeks of his life to figure out. That first and only test of its viability had shown just what kinetic energy could do to a field.

Now that it was that anymore, but that just proved his point even further. The weapon had been prepared. Now it was just the target who needed to arrive.

And, after another two minutes of tense waiting, the wave of green [Auras] were revealed in the distance. It was like a walking force of nature, over a million converted stepping forward in perfect unison. With the help of binoculars, he looked at them all.

This was the old army. The ones who had waited two centuries to be called for, those who had been allowed to feel the full effects of the design. No longer were their faces plagued with humanoid features. There were no eyes, mouths, noses, or even ears on the side of their heads. A rare few still had hair, but most of them were just bald. Nothing was wasted that could power more engravings, those swirling [Runes] on their bodies pulsing with energy. This was the result of long-term exposure.

Giants who had already been above the common folk had been transformed into gods. Even from a distance, even when he honed in on a single form, Theo was forced to understand they could exert more power than most people present combined. Even the heavy hitters brought in, even the most powerful [Mages] that Theo had granted massive sums to so they would assist in this fight, would find it difficult to delay such a beast.

They were beyond the reasonable realm of power, and there were millions of them ready to strike.

Yet they stopped, all in unison, just looking at Rootdale from three or so kilometers away. Right in the perfect spot for the strikes from above even, but Theo waited with that for a moment more.

"Any news from the other continents?" Theo asked Reginald, the one he’d put in charge of communicating with the distant lands. Obon, Arari, and Unan were all being sent messages, being told to instantly report if there was anything that hinted at an attack on their side. While Draven had said that he intended to take Rootdale first, trusting the enemy was never a good thing. "Any sign of trouble?"

"We’ve heard nothing," Reginald assured him, though the elf didn’t seem happy regardless.

"What is it?" he asked. Frustration, before the fight began, was never a good thing.

"The responses sound wrong," the old elf explained. "Too garbled, their voices too different."

That wasn’t good, though Theo had to consider that it was the product of the army in front of him. That web of connections, constantly transmitting information, couldn’t do well on other networks. Having some amount of bleed through the channels had been expected. When that slight bleeding was done over millions of individual connections, the distortion had to be amplified at least somewhat.

"Nothing too unexpected," Theo commented, calming the old elf. "Let me know if it gets worse, however. We have to be able to at least decipher what the other side is saying."

With everything said, however, the defenders were forced to grow quiet, thanks to one figure slowly walking forward from the enemy side, one larger than all the others. An imposing figure that radiated enough energy to challenge the very ley lines below them.

Draven Wulfric, the man that countless had cursed in recent times, and the one behind Theo’s troubles.

"Esteemed people of Rootdale and beyond," the figure in the distance began. Theo sent Eirene a message asking if she could pull the man under and kill him. She replied in the negative.

‘Why?’

‘There’s just a void for fifty meters all around him. I can see nothing.’

That was a shame, but they had expected that as well.

"I am Draven Wulfric, the leader of my humble army, the conqueror of all, and the one who you will be fighting today," the figure continued, bowing to them. Theo suspected that less than a thousand of those present had good enough eyes to see it. "But…I do not want to fight if I don’t have to. If you wish to be converted to my army painlessly, I will give you the offer. Simply lower your weapons, step forward, and my people will grant you more power than you would ever be able to attain alone."

Not one of the several million present moved an inch. Theo felt the wave of orange that wrapped around the area, the scent of a [Mental Influence]. A weak attempt at manipulating the army, but one which would’ve probably brought a few thousand over if not for the protections already put in place. Theo had to send out a thanks to the [Citadel] for granting him that [Rune] at the last moment.

"Nobody? A shame. I had such high expectations for you all," Draven said after waiting for a minute to give someone the chance. Another wave of influence came at his words, more powerful than the last, but nothing happened yet again. If that brought him anger, it wasn’t shown. "If it is a battle that you crave, I will be more than happy to grant it. I wish you all the best of luck."

Draven spread his arms wide before clapping his hands a single time. The force generated from the single action tore up the grass and made the dry earth beneath fly into the air, obscuring everything within the area. Theo wasn’t for that, instantly knowing that a charge had commenced.

You’re not allowed to leave that spot just yet.

They had an hour they need to survive, and he was going to give his people all the chances they could. Slamming down the button to activate the first wave of traps, Theo felt a smile reach his lips. This time he knew it was just the nerves.

The roar that came from the converted army fell short as the entire area where they stood began to glow silver from beneath, massive lines shining through multiple meters of earth. Like one they tried to leap into the air for safety, but Theo had already anticipated that.

A mere jump wouldn’t grant them peace, the giant [Circuit] of [Tier 16 Mental Rejuvenation Runes] delaying its activation until most landed.

It was a curious concept, that [Mental Rejuvenation]. What did it truly do? Many had questioned that while Theo shoved the engravings into the helmets of the soldiers below. They wanted to know what use there was for those enhancements, after all.

And that was very fair, though the answer to their question was multifaceted. How the [Rune] was used was largely dependent on the [Intent] crammed inside the thing while it was made. The [Rejuvenation] was just focused on purging the unwanted parts of the mind, those that hampered the brain from working optimally, and instead let a wave of positivity course through.

Normally, that meant that the need for sleep would be removed, and the buildup of strange chemicals taken care of. Or it could mean that magical influences from a [Primordial] were dealt with to offer up a new view on life.

Or…when it came to an army of converted beasts that were all controlled by a cruel dictator, the orders from the aforementioned leader could be seen as the toxin keeping the people from reaching their optimal mental state.

Millions of [Mana], tens of repeats in the span of a single second, and countless variations to try and purge the orders from the minds of the converted. It all culminated in that section of the world, one that had been granted several thousand of the [Tier 16 Rejuvenation Runes] below the surface, working in tandem to remove Draven Wulfric’s influence from the minds of his thralls.

And did it work? Theo wasn’t sure. He knew through his own connection to the fractal network that Draven’s old orders were half purged, still there but not at the forefront of the converteds’ minds. There was nothing at the front, actually, just a peaceful silence.

For once, the army of millions stood in silence, all looking into the empty air, not able to do much more as the [Rejuvenation] from below kept cancelling every order that Draven sent along. It was only when he lost his patience, his orders getting more powerful, that movement began once again.

By then, though, it was too late. The second step of the first distraction had arrived in the form of falling metal spheres.

The first hit the ground with a thundering crash, the earth not able to take the impact directly and instead turning into a sort of crater. Seven tons of metal, all aimed at one spot, and allowed to freely accelerate for multiple kilometers. Theo hadn’t done the maths on how much kinetic energy that alone would bring, but the modified [Impact Runes] turned a small crater into a showing of mass destruction.

And after that first one, tens more were to follow, each as destructive as the last. The converted army couldn’t move fast enough to dodge, and countless were forced to take on the weapons head-on.

Theo frowned at the lack of the [System] rewarding him for kills. A single sphere had enough energy that its impact could level a section of a large city, yet the converted just ignored them. Binoculars showed off the proof of that as they shoved the spheres away and just continued to advance without any sign of long-term damage. Those with crushed limbs simply stood with the broken versions for a second before returning to their full health.

The first distraction hadn’t been as effective as expected.

Fifty minutes until they could win. Ten minutes until they would all be dead at this rate.

"Stage two, get ready," Theo ordered through the phone, getting dozens of affirmatives back. All around him, [Mages] of all varieties began to hone together their most powerful spells. Fire, lighting, water, ice, earth, light, and just about every other facet of reality was represented. The entire spectrum of magic appeared before Theo’s eyes, yet he knew he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted. "Eirene, you’re up."

She didn’t answer him back with words, instead showing just why the [World-Tree] was the peak of power in the natural world. The giant roots that covered the landscape were nothing in comparison to the complex network that was below, and the hundreds of thousands under the surface were revealed for the first time in many years. Each was more durable than pretty much everything else, stronger than most mortals could dream of, and they were all controlled in sync by a very spiteful tree.

But there was no attempt by her to actually kill the converted. They knew that wouldn’t work as easily with these, knew that they couldn’t be managed in the same way. Theo had been forced to accept that for a long time, which was why they had a second plan.

Restraining them for as long as possible. The converted could tear pieces off her again and again, but Eirene had the same abilities to regenerate as they did. Even when millions tore off thousands of tons of material every second, all that hit the earth was simply reinforced and reused together with the energy from the ley lines. An eternal prison, a way to hold even the mightiest forever.

Or so one could hope. Draven Wulfric did not purge Vrasis of nearly all life by being so easily stopped.

There were always plans in place to avoid such things, plans that Theo had expected but hadn’t been able to predict.

"They’re inside!" Eirene shouted. Theo instantly looked back at the [World-Tree], his eyes widening as he saw the revealed green aura coming through from the bottom of the tree. Just how hadn’t they seen them before?

‘How many?’

‘More than I can deal with while restraining these—’ Eirene began to say before pausing. Frustration could be felt to an extreme degree. ‘They’re worse than termites, and they won’t just die.’

Anger, some amount of fear, and the knowledge that tens of thousands had been able to sneak into their back line without their knowledge. There were several kilometers worth of water between the tree and the army, but Eirene was almost certainly out of the game now.

But that didn’t matter. She had never been meant to take this active role.

"Is stage two ready?" Theo sent through the phone, once again getting shouts of affirmation. He was prepared as well, his own finger hovering over the second large structure that had been hidden. It was one which would be more than helpful in delaying them even further. "Eirene, it’s time to throw them."

‘Gladly,’ she instantly replied, the massive roots that had broken through the ground swinging the converted around before bringing them easily a hundred meters into the air. A hundred meters of distance between the converted army and anything else in the world.

The perfect situation for automatic targeting.

Theo pressed down on the button which started up the next [Circuit], energy flaring into every [Tier 12 Selective Gravity-Reduction Rune] planted beneath. Before, the earth had been covered with silvery energy. Now it was full-on purple, a more dangerous color for some.

Not that it did anything by itself, since it merely took away the clutches of gravity for the converted currently floating up in the air. They weren’t hurt by it, though they couldn’t do much either. Even when they started throwing each other onto the ground, the impact would simply bring them up into the air once again.

"Start the bombardment," Theo ordered, barely able to finish his words before the world nearly split itself into a million pieces. He was blinded, deafened, and forced to experience strange cycles of repeating visions, everything any [Mage] could throw at them being thrown. Nothing was below [Tier 10], and all attacks were enhanced through [Liquid Mana]. "This better do something."

Other than giving Theo the grandest of headaches, though, there wasn’t much to it. Some of the more destructive abilities within the whirlwind of chaos seemed to be their main targets, limbs forced off the converted and chunks pulled away. Enough to kill ordinary mortal men, or at least enough to permanently handicap them.

But they weren’t working with ordinary enemies here. Never had been. Limbs were regrown in seconds, chunks of flesh were forced back into place, and the thousands of afflictions were removed by force alone. Every disaster, every piece of damage, and all forms of delays were out of the equation.

The bombardment still continued, however, and Theo made sure that gravity was not granted to the converted just yet. Checking his timer, he realised there were forty minutes until they could win.

Forty minutes they needed to survive. Was it possible to do?

It had to be.

"Don’t slow down," Theo ordered when the rate of attacks began to lessen. There was an attempt to keep it up, an attempt to make the attacks never-ending, but ordinary [Mages] had limits. [Liquid Mana] could fill up their energy again and again, sure, but the damage to [Mana-Veins] was noticeable. They would rip themselves apart before they could hope to continue. "Would you rather live the rest of your lives with wounds of battle or live forever under his command?"

…

The rate of attack increased again, the blows more serious than before. Theo had to look away from the scene, even as the others reported some of the converted being torn in half from the pressure alone. Were they dying from the attacks, however?

No, they were not. Both sides had not yet suffered a single casualty, yet the land had been terraformed, more attacks had been sent out here than in the past one hundred years combined, and several thousand [Mages] were keeping it up under the full knowledge that they were crippling themselves forever.

They all continued, no matter what, for they dreamt of the day after this when the people could be free once more.

Thirty minutes until the end.

"I think this is enough waiting, don’t you think?"

It had gone so well, but the [Mages] couldn’t push their attacks any longer. Even when they tried as hard as possible, their spells didn’t reach out into the horde of the converted. The distraction that had allowed them to stay in place had been lost.

Theo watched blankly as Draven threw himself onto the ground, a spear in his hand to hold him down before he raised a foot and kicked the earth beneath him. The orbital bombardment from before had nothing on this kind of destruction.

Fractures grew from where he stood and right over to the lake beside Rootdale, the ground splintered into two sides. Water rushed in, happy to fill the new space, and Theo saw the notifications on the screen reporting that the [Circuits] had been broken. In one hit, Draven Wulfric had destroyed weeks of preparation for traps.

One hit.

They were outmatched to the extreme.

"Are the other traps still working?" Stig asked from beside him, the dwarf scrolling through his own [Hardlight] screen as well. Neither of them were finding anything positive. The fire, the petrification, and all the other traps weren’t responding. Their final lines of defence had been broken many minutes too early. "There’s no more alternatives."

The time had come to show off why they had an army of millions. Stig relayed the orders for the preparations, and the elves and dwarves below all shouted together while golden energy travelled through them. The [Mages] who could enhance others, even temporarily, were given every resource possible. The [Dryads] had helped as well, offering any kind of blessing in [Rune] form and having Theo convert it into armour as quickly as possible. Every person who fought today would move faster, think faster, and nearly have a sixth sense in survival.

It wouldn’t be enough, but it would hopefully give them all an extra second of life. A million gods against a million ants. The final outcome was clear from the start. The true question was how long the ants could last.

With the roars that shook the walls of Rootdale, Theo trusted they could last long enough.

Twenty-five minutes until they could win. Ten minutes of fighting before everything would be lost.

"I guess our time has come," Theo supposed, looking above while bikes flew over their heads. The elven army wasn’t just foot soldiers. Not when he had been given a minute.

There was artillery in the back, already sending off explosive charges with [Rune] disruptors mixed in. Above, those on bikes were shooting hundreds of miniature [Mental Rejuvenation Runes] in capsules that broke upon impact, spreading on the body of whoever was hit. Their effects only lasted a fraction of a second, but those delays were still worth something.

And as for the last few tricks…Theo was meant to deal those out personally. There was one trap left that still worked, thanks to the fact that it wasn’t using [Connection Runes], but that would be ignored for another few minutes. For now, they had to fly.

Nero was already ready in her seat in the car, ready for them.

Somewhat. Theo noted that she woke up while they got settled in the car, doing final checks on the weapon upgrades. Everything looked to be fine, including the handful of emergency buttons.

"Ready?" he asked, Stig mutely nodding white putting the quiver of arrows into their place. The bow was new, a gift from Eirene. It’d once been used by a demigod of archery, meant to enhance every shot five times over. Even with that wording, however, it didn’t stop anxiety from getting to them. They had everything they could possibly prepare. Now was the time to prove that it would work. "Let’s go."

‘I’m not a fan of your helmet,’ Nero commented as they rose above the walls. Reginald gave them a quick wave before returning to observing the battle. The front lines of each army had reached the other, and the results were what had been expected. At best, their side could defend themselves. ‘We can’t talk if you activate it.’

‘We both know I have to the second we get close,’ Theo replied, Nero not liking it anyway. ‘It’s for our safety. You understand that.’

‘Doesn’t mean I’m happy with it.’

She wasn’t happy at all, but neither did she fight to stop the effects from taking over. With a quick [Command Word], the effect began, and Nero was closed out of his mind entirely. While the [Familiar-Bond] was still in place, Theo couldn’t use it for anything other than knowing she was alive.

Jakob arrived together with them, along with his army of dragons. The beasts had finally joined the engagement, blue fire covering the converted in waves over and over again. Some of the massive draconian beasts landed on the field as well, making hundreds fly into the air through their entrance alone.

That air of power didn’t last long when the converted could fight back, however. The fire didn’t burn hot enough, the claws weren’t sharp enough, and the large bodies just meant larger targets with more scales to rip off.

Ancient beings known for their power were dismantled in instants. Most of the others didn’t go down to the ground to fight after that, merely distracting them from above. One, however, did not follow these orders.

It was the same dragon that had circled the [World-Tree] before the start of the battle, those golden scales instantly recognizable. They were bigger than the others, easily twice as tall and much more powerful. Much older as well, probably, though Theo couldn’t get a confirmation on that.

The only thing he could confirm was the aura of death that radiated from that shining beacon of light.

"Gladir," Stig supplied. "The second son of Tiamat."

The ancient of ancients indeed. Theo watched on as he landed on the battlefield, golden flames leaving him in incredible amounts. Thousands were covered in an instant, and those nearby burst into flame as well.

While those only half exposed healed from their wounds, a shocking discovery was made about those who didn’t.

Charred corpses on the ground. Those converted who had lived and settled in their power for two centuries, killed in seconds. Theo hadn’t been sure it was possible, yet here the truth was the truth. A direct descendant of Tiamat, the first confirmed [Harbinger].

He wondered if Nija could’ve caused something akin to it if she had been able to grow enough to participate.

If only.

As Theo prepared himself for the descendant, Stig already firing off arrows that impaled the converted further back, he was allowed to see the first proper fight from Draven Wulfric. The leader of the army had stayed back while the converted had fought for him, but it seemed that the introduction of the golden dragon had forced his hand.

Theo took that as confirmation that some threats were beyond the regular opponents. They might have seemed like gods, but there were limits to their power. One just needed to be powerful enough to take them on.

Both armies left the area where the golden one stood against Wulfric. A tense silence was had for a few seconds before Gladir struck first, repeating his earlier trick with the shining fire. It burned hotter than ever before, and Theo was able to feel the air change from hundreds of meters away.

Yet it wasn’t enough. While the earth burst into flame, and while those who had already retreated were suffering from the effects of the impossible heat, Draven stood at the centre entirely unfazed. There was not a scratch on the man, his long black hair still falling to his shoulders and that air of confidence being entirely untouched.

Another step above in power.

"My turn."

Nobody actually saw the leader move. Maybe he actually [Teleported]. Theo couldn’t be sure, everything happening too quickly. One second the leader stood there, entirely relaxed. In the next, the head of the golden dragon, the second-born son of Tiamat, was on the ground, separated from its body.

The only one powerful enough to take on converted beasts, able to kill thousands of them, have been beheaded in an instant by the bare hands of a mere man.

Theo checked the timer. There were another twenty minutes left. Twenty minutes they needed to survive. Hope had been crushed long ago, but this didn’t make it any better.

Nevertheless, they continued. Theo pulled up the protective glass of one of the red buttons on the car panel. Stig confirmed his choice with a nod, not stopping him as he pressed it down.

He could almost hear the thousands of vials break in unison. Draven must’ve been able to as well, as the leader raised his head to look up at Theo. Their eyes met before the world became white.

Rootdale was not affected by the following blasts, though just about everybody else was. The shockwave of the explosions was enough to knock the car to the side, making Theo fight for control as he tried to pay attention to what happened below. Converted had become dazed by the attack, some had lost several limbs they needed to regenerate, and even more had suddenly found themselves noticing a new entity in their network.

He had the eyes of the enemy on him, just a small bit of their focus pointed towards his form. That was all Theo truly needed. Stig took over holding the car stable, while he put his arms go to the sides and he allowed all the [Mana] in his body to run through the sigils on him. To the army, he was a shining beacon akin to their true leader, one who delivered them the words of the god. Or maybe it was better to see it as him being their god.

Did it really matter, in the end? The order was going to be the same regardless.

"Come at me."

A call to challenge them all, to make them forget about the city and instead do their best to tear him apart. The original idea had been to merely make them stop, but Theo understood how different that was from Draven’s current orders. Without letting everything settle, he couldn’t outright make them reject his call.

Modifying who the target was, though? That was possible to do.

Another emergency button was instantly pressed when the consequences of his actions showed themselves, however, and the car [Teleported] two hundred meters straight up. The converted were not afraid to show their strength in their legs, leaping for its form from the ground below. They all grouped together with the hope of catching them, bodies upon bodies creating a tower where those on the top only got closer and closer.

Worst of all was the fact it almost worked, and the car was not able to get away quickly enough. Hands covered in [Runes] grabbed the edges, tearing it apart from below. It would soon fall with all of them inside, an event that nobody desired.

But they had been able to get all of the converted into place, grouped together as best as possible, so it was a win regardless.

"You ready?" Stig asked, already activating his own flight suit while Theo looked over at Nero. Her eyes shined with anger, but he wasn’t able to tell what the problem was while he wore the helmet. "Theo. Are you ready?"

"Yes."

There was no waiting after that, all three leaving the car behind while more hands grabbed at the vehicle. The last red button was pressed, and a hundred or so vials of [Liquid Mana] fractured inside the vehicle.

Then it went out of sight, [Teleporting] into the mass of bodies below.

"We need to be up higher," Theo said, already pushing them to a better altitude. Nero followed instantly but Stig was a little slow on the concept, a second behind them. It didn’t matter too much, in the end, but the explosion still shattered the hearing of the [Space Mage].

The large pile of converted had been spread out by force. They almost moved to regather and attack Theo again after that, but he felt it as Draven got them all back under control. Why had he waited so long, anyway? Just an attempt to see what he could do?

Wait.

"Where’s Draven?" Theo asked, searching through the battlefield from above, trying to find his location. He had to be somewhere. The leader had been close to the front line before, so… "Did he enter the city?"

"They should’ve radioed it in if he did," Stig answered, not understanding it either. That confusion didn’t last for too long, however, as Theo finally understood the truth a split second before the [Space Mage] could hope for it.

Above them. Theo raised his shield, focusing all of the [Barrier Runes] into one small area of defence. Nero turned into fog on instinct afterwards, and Stig [Teleported] away the second that the first shield was impacted with the force of the leader’s fist.

It was good that he did, lest the forest dwarf outright die from the shockwave that followed. Theo, on the other hand, only lost consciousness for a few seconds, the world going black the same second he felt the knuckles on his cheek.

Light returned to the world alongside a crack as the bones in his neck went back to their positions. Theo’s head had rotated too much from the punch, briefly imitating an owl before the [Runes] forced him back into good health.

The bones at the front of his skull did the same, though Theo remained relatively sure some part of his face was still messed up.

"It is," Draven confirmed, appearing beside him in the air. The realisation that his helmet was gone didn’t reach Theo until he tried to throw a punch at the leader, getting one in return that sent him flying to the side, making him pick up speed once again.

The protections around his mind were removed, letting him hear Nero screaming at him as she tried to get at Draven in her fog form, along with the pain felt as the leader took care of her. Theo ordered her to get away while he used [Air-Engraving] on the palm of his metallic arm, letting the [Mental Isolation Rune] do its job directly.

He prayed that Nero listened to his commands as he shakily checked the timer. If left to do the rest automatically, it would take another ten minutes. Theo wasn’t sure they had that long left.

Not him, at least. The city as a whole? He trusted that they could last. There were enough dragons, enough men, to stop the entirety from falling. Losses would be suffered, but it would all be fine in the end. Theo had to hope for that.

‘There is still a solution left,’ Umnir sent from the scroll. ‘Do you not want your side to win?’

"We are going to win," Theo hissed, trying to clutch at the artefact in his belt. But as he tried to grab at it, he found his body thrown a dozen meters away, Draven standing where he’d been a second before. Even worse was the fact that Draven held the prison of the [Primordial] so carelessly. "Don’t touch that!"

"Or what?" Draven seemed to be challenged, his voice serious before a gentle smile followed. "Relax yourself, rune-crafter. I saw through your memories regarding this, while I still had the chance. It confused me to no end that somebody like you would have a bad imitation of a god sitting by your hip."

His memories had been looked through, that much was obvious. How much? Theo didn’t dare question it, not wanting to give Draven any hints if he hadn’t seen the truth already. He couldn’t know, right? No efforts had been made to stop the new set of orders. Theo wasn’t actually sure it was possible to stop it now.

"Oh, this truly is Umnir," the warlord continued, chuckling as he put one hand on each end of the scroll. With little to no effort, Draven ripped the artefact in two. "Let’s see what you can do."

What?

No, this couldn’t be real. This had to be an illusion. Theo got up from his place in the heated earth, refusing to believe the truth as the shape of the [Primordial] formed above them. The sun was blocked out, the blue sky turned black, and a deadly silence came through.

"Foolish mortal," Umnir spoke, their words more powerful than ever. If not for the [Mental Isolation Runes], which were already reaching their limits regardless, the city’s army would’ve fallen into madness. "You think you can proclaim yourself as the new incarnation, while you—"

The [Primordial] was stopped from speaking once again, their head removed from existence. Draven appeared back on the ground before Theo, a large pulsating sphere of nothing in his grasp. The heart of a fake god.

It seemed to scream a tone that shouldn’t have existed, a final defence that made him cry blood, but it meant nothing to the warlord who simply crushed the organ. The body above faded into nothingness as quickly as it had appeared, though the black sky and lack of sun continued.

"More than I expected, though not nearly enough by itself," Draven mumbled as the sigils on his arm began to turn an impossibly dark black. Theo just looked at the warlord without understanding what had happened.

Mutely, he noted that the final five minutes had begun. Five minutes until their supposed victory.

"Did you…just kill them?" Theo asked, not sure what to say. He considered trying to fight, to do something against the man before him, but he wasn’t sure what was possible. The final act of desperation had been attempted without his involvement, and it had done nothing. "Did you kill Umnir?"

He had to do something, though. Some act of defiance. With a mind halfway to collapsing, Theo sped through an improper [Tier 15 Portal Rune]. His lack of attention assured him that it would be a failure.

"‘Absorbed’ would be more accurate," Draven replied, looking over as Theo threw the imploding metal plate towards him. It briefly touched the warlord before the removal of space just warped around him. The abyss couldn’t touch him, though the leader clearly didn’t enjoy the experience as he threw the infinite darkness into the air. "Ruthless until the end. I respect that. Maybe that’s why the others let you live long enough to become a problem."

This wasn’t making sense. Not the "being able to ignore the implosion of space" part, but the fact that Draven wasn’t trying to kill him. The two just stood in the field alone, while the converted passed by them to take over the city. Thousands of the defenders were either dying or being converted by the second, though more likely the latter. Those [Runes] were only temporary solutions.

Four minutes until they won.

"Aren’t you making the same mistake as them, though?" Theo asked, Draven just smiling at him. "Why are you like that? What is it that I’m missing?"

"Theo, I didn’t go here to defeat you. I never needed to," the warlord said, towering above Theo with that gentle smile. Unlike those who feigned it while wearing emotionless eyes, this maniac seemed genuinely happy. "I just wanted to see what Moira thought would be able to stop me. I already had my victory assured two hours ago."

No.

That had to be a lie.

"What do you—" Theo began to say, but his phone blared from his side, Reginald’s voice coming through agitated. Draven didn’t stop him as he accepted the call. "Reginald, calm down. What is it?"

"They’ve overtaken Unan, Arari, Obon, everywhere," Reginald shouted, the old elf clearly trying and failing to keep himself steady. "Our communications were blocked. They were faked the second we closed the portals. Over half of the people in the continents we can get in contact with have been confirmed to be converted. Theo, do you hear me?"

He just dropped the phone, looking at the satisfied look expression on Draven’s face.

One minute until they won.

"This was all just a game to you?" Theo accused the warlord who held his hands up in surrender. The smug grin never left him. They had seemingly lost. Seemingly. The last trick hadn’t been done yet. "You never said why you’re doing this. Is it all just to rule the world? You want to control everything on the continents."

"Not this world, no," Draven replied, Theo not liking that phrasing. "Maybe Moria didn’t tell you the truth because you would react like this."

Thirty seconds until they won.

"What did she tell me?" he questioned, anger flaring his throat. "I have talked to her once, seen her a single time, and everything afterwards has just been a constant line of guessing. Hell, the only reason I know she wanted me to beat you is because I got the [Herald of Fate] title when I said I would do it."

That happy attitude left the warlord. Maybe there was some form of empathy in him. Maybe it was just because he realised that there were twenty seconds left before Theo would assume control of the army.

"She is not the Goddess of Fate," Draven corrected with clear venom in his voice. "She is the Goddess of Time, as she has been the last billion times this has occurred. She is the only one who has seen it, though. She’s the only one who knew the truth until she decided to inform me of it as well."

The timer was completed, and the final touches to the structure were made. Nothing could stop it now.

"What is this supposed truth?" Theo questioned, the smile resurfacing again. This time, however, it was grim.

"Nothing ever ends. It just repeats."

Modifications completed!
Does the user wish to proceed with preset orders?

Yes.

A wave of power left the two, Draven not losing his smile as all the converted people around them stopped in their tracks. Not in the way that had been seen before, with the [Mental Rejuvenation Runes] when their orders were removed.

No…this was deeper. Much deeper. A set of orders unlike any before them had been sent through the grid. The order that they all were to be free, that they all were to modify their bodies to fix the problems that had made them susceptible to their current mentalities, and that they were all to close off their [Transmitters] to make outside manipulation impossible.

Theo gave them freedom. He gave all of them freedom.

Those around stopped fighting, just looking at themselves. Faces began to be restored for most, and their identities were regained. Once again, they were individuals.

"I…think you have lost," Theo said, Draven looking around at this army. The man seemed awfully relaxed for somebody who was meant to have lost the people he spent two hundred years gathering into his web of connections. "I destroyed it all. They’re free again."

"They have their minds back, and I can’t order them around," Draven corrected. That phrasing once again. "Free? I wouldn’t say that just yet."

What?

"No, I-I did it," Theo pressed, not understanding where he could’ve gone wrong. "You’re not connected to them through the [Runes] anymore. That has stopped. There’s nothing left in that realm."

"Indeed there isn’t," Draven confirmed, clapping Theo on the shoulder. "Not that I used that route for much other than stability, though. The mental bonds were always more of my preference. Let’s see if they burn before this ends."

As if the chains of gravity had decided to fail to grab at the warlord, Draven began to float into the air. All the converted nearby fell to the ground in unison, screaming out in pain. A million screams, a million in pain, a million sacrifices.

But for what?

As the skies split open above, and Draven started to shine brighter than the sun, Theo got a bad feeling. Thoughts of what Rina had attempted before came into his mind. It had never been about controlling this world.

Draven had reached higher than that.

He was planning to ascend.

He was ascending.

The screams grew louder, the skies brightened, and the blue sky seemed to reach down to embrace the warlord who had brought the world to its knees. Everything seemed to be set in place, Theo’s eyes feeling like they were burning out of their sockets as he saw Draven transform into something else.

What that was was too far out of this reality to be explained in words. He only knew that as he looked upon it, his eyes bled once again.

Then it all collapsed, the sky turning completely blue. The formerly controlled people around him fell to the floor, most weeping as they regained control of their bodies. Draven was gone.

Had they won?

Theo didn’t know. He just knew that it was over.


Chapter 23

Destroyer of Worlds


Draven…did not feel too different. Looking down at his body, he found there was little difference between himself now and what he had been before. Those lines still dug into his skin, even if the energy previously found within those lines was gone. His heart still pulsed, he could still feel that calm beat, but there was nothing being circulated. He was…a shell. This body was a shell.

His true self was in another place, above him in this white void of nothing. Or was it truly nothing? He was there, so nothing it couldn’t be. And the others, the eyes of infinity, that were looking down at him couldn’t be seen as nothing either.

They were looking down at him.

At him.

"For the first person to ascend to godhood in a hundred thousand years, you do not seem very happy," a voice behind him said. Draven slowly turned, noticing that he didn’t need to turn at all to see the robed skeleton. It was all an illusion. "Draven Wulfric, the person who has caused me much pain in the past many years. I would say it is a pleasure to finally meet you, but that would be a lie."

He shook the skeleton’s hand, idly noting that the grim reaper was shaking a little. Even gods felt fear. But what could they truly fear? They were meant to be at the apex, to be beyond mortal fears and worries.

But many cannot be at the apex at the same time. The throne could only be held by one, and those eyes that watched him understood where his future placement would have to be.

"How many deities are there?" Draven asked, counting the eyes of all. It was impossible to count easily, the amount growing indefinitely. There were only more and more who came to see him, to see the one who defied fate. "I recognize next to none of those present here."

"Some are from other worlds, some come from people long forgotten, and others…have always been there and yet never found reason to meddle with the mortal realm," Death explained calmly. "They all have an aspect, however. Have you considered what yours will be?"

An aspect? Had the time finally come?

There were so many already taken. Some deities had the aspects of the seasons, some of fundamental rules of reality, and others focused on the emotions of the living. Draven had to admit that he preferred the latter, but there was one aspect above all others he knew he would need to embody.

"The world already decided what I would represent, from the moment that it allowed me to ascend," he told the grim reaper, putting a hand on the robe of the skeleton. The God of Death tried to escape from his grasp, but it was too late, the green lines moving through bones and making the deity grow still. The first of what would be many. "I’m planning to reach the top, and for that, I must become the God of Control."

The countless deities who had watched on in the void of nothing all seemed to flee the instant it began, but Draven didn’t mind.

At the apex of nothingness, he could feel the smile of time. Moira’s smile. They both understood what would happen soon. Draven, after so many years, was going to accomplish what he’d always craved. Revenge for her not letting him live in ignorance.

"Do you feel happy that it must come to this?" he asked the smiling woman above him. Draven couldn’t touch her yet, couldn’t come close enough, but time was the only factor now. "Do you understand why this is going to happen?"

"Of course I do," Moira answered, the Goddess of Time never wavering in her expression. She seemed so earnest as she broke her silence. "There was never a moment when I doubted what the outcome would be. Your anger is unlike any others, Draven, and for that I chose you."

She chose him? She chose him to know the truth about the infinite worlds, to know the fate of its endless repetition, to know that time would always rewind when Moira saw the end come close?

To know that she did not use this power for the gain of the people? To know she never had?

"You chose wrong," Draven said, repeating the vows he had made in those first days. "Your time on the throne is coming to a close."

Moira’s smile grew wider.

"I’m counting on it."

End of Book 4

cover.jpeg
2 MJBULLER

B@@TAr

."’






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





