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Dedication


To Fifi, Daisy, and Simon.
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Chapter 1







The Boat


"Sir, I cannot allow that  beast on this ship, no matter what kind of training you’ve put it through. This company has standards that predate this very dock, and we will not change it because of some extra coin," the steward said, Theo nodding along respectfully as he put a few more coins into the man’s hand. When the stammering began for the third time, another four were put in, the [Rune-Crafter] closing his hand to seal the deal. There were more than a few eyes on them, the others around the dock staring the coins down in envy. "Sir, I… Just promise that it won’t try and hurt anybody? The captain will flay me if he figures this out."
"She’ll be on her best behaviour," Theo promised, lying with a smile as he noted the various thoughts coming through from Nero’s [Bond]. Even if she’d had her growth spurt in the last month of travel, she seemed more than ready to leap at a complete stranger who’d pulled out some slices of dried meat. "Come on, then. Let’s get on before he changes his mind."
"You do understand there is no way she won’t cause an uproar, right?" Stig questioned as he poked at Nero’s size. With the rabbit having achieved the height of a small pony, trying to just carry her around would achieve nothing, especially not for the forest dwarf, who wasn’t too different in height from the beast. Might even be weighing less by now. "She almost tried to eat our horses yesterday."
"Well, we did forget to stop for lunch," Theo retorted, distantly remembering that pulling contest between him and his [Familiar]. The wide-winged rabbit had almost torn off the throat of one of the horses, but they were able to sell them just in time to avoid that debacle. Granted, it did leave them without any kind of transportation if the captain decided to throw them off his ship, but they could always improvise at that point. "And, if it helps, just who would be sane enough to try and say no to our little cuddly bear."
Dodging the small blast of superheated air that passed through where his head had been a moment ago, they climbed onto the larger ship. It was quite wide, able to have three wagons sitting side-by-side, while likewise being long enough to house every form of a merchant around. It was mostly elves that were sharing their trip to Rootdale, though there was a sprinkle of forest dwarves and just barely a hint of something with scales in the back. Theo wasn't actually sure what he was seeing with the latter, the crowd too thick at the end to really discern.
Actually… The crowd was actively thinning out where they were standing, wary eyes sent towards them and especially the beast currently eating a diverse variety of dried meats.
"Sorry about that," Theo was quick to apologize to the horrified ration seller, another handful of coins making sure no complaints were voiced. If anything, the other merchants began to adjust their packing strategy in their wagons so that their most endearing rations were positively hanging out for Nero to try and grab. "Try and do that again, my furry friend, and you aren’t getting dessert."
The [Familiar] let him know what would happen if she didn’t get her sugar-fried apples.
"Okay, maybe you do let a little dessert, but not as much as you usually do," Theo corrected, even if the rabbit didn’t believe him for a second. Sugar had been her secret to growing and both he and Stig were mildly curious about just how large she could get. Whatever bottleneck had been stopping her from growing before was clearly gone, and they could both remember the utter giants that had been down in the dungeon where they’d found her to start with. A winged rabbit big enough to ride on didn’t seem too bad to either of them. "Oh, this place has a lower deck."
Taking the invitation to get out of the mildly chilly weather, they ventured down into the less-used floor of the ship. A few lanterns were hung around the long room to provide light, though a plethora of windows on either side likewise gave some natural sun rays as well. It was quite cosy and more than warm enough for Theo’s standards.
"Did the winter get to you as well?" a voice questioned from one of the nearby benches, the only other occupants of the lower deck looking at them with a wry smile. At least Theo thought it was a smile, the serpentine head structure not easily parsed. "What? You’ve never seen lizardfolk before?"
"Can’t say I have," Theo replied, sitting down next to the two draconian humanoids. They had scales instead of skin, a bit of a snout, and irises that were nowhere near human. "There’s rarely anything but forest dwarves in the great eastern forest. Maybe a few elves here and there, but…nothing quite like you two."
In a way, that was precisely why they’d spent a month travelling north to get out of the forest. While it had taken some time for Arila to once again let go of Stig, and Theo by association, they’d been able to reach one of the continent’s many rivers. And the instructions of Bjorn had directed them towards a rather ancient ship dock. It cut the travel time to Rootdale in half, and it allowed them relative luxury for half the trip.
"Neither have we ever seen a human so far east before. It has to have been…years since we saw one around the elven cities, even," the second of the lizardfolk said, looking over to the other for confirmation before reaching towards Theo for a handshake. He replied in kind while noting the slightly lighter notes in their voice. Figuring out the gender was proving to be an issue for him here. "My name is Ruz and this is Jesk. What’s yours?"
"I’m Stig, son of Arila Goldfeet, and this is Theo Locheim," the [Space Mage] said as he sat down next to Theo. Nero just wandered over to the bench behind them, flopping down atop it and becoming fast asleep. If there was one trait that always seemed to stay constant with the ever-growing giant, it was the requirement of sleeping half the day away. "We aren’t merchants, though. Just heard from a fellow that this ship was easier than travelling by horse."
"Well, that fellow of yours was more than correct. Lacertu would have our tails if we tried to pain ourselves by making such a journey on foot," Jesk readily agreed, Theo absently noting the mention of the deity that most lizardfolk followed. Their domain was one of self-love, not doing too much but likewise not too little. To create a balance between doing what was needed and only considering what was optional. It wasn’t the worst kind of god to follow. "We aren’t too fond of the colder air either, so having the option of travelling inside a warmer ship is a gift with a worth that can’t be described in coins alone."
While there was more than a desire to say more, the loud whistling from above distracted the group. Nero briefly awakened from her slumber behind them as well, snorting out some black smoke before returning to her unconscious state. If nobody was actively stabbing her, the [Familiar] just didn’t seem to care.
A few moments later, the ship shook a little, Theo flinching in response. The two lizards laughed at the display.
"You don’t seem to have travelled by boat much, my friends," Ruz commented. Theo wanted to retort that it was quite the opposite, though the boats he’d travelled with before had been big enough that they didn’t wobble like this. His stomach wasn’t enjoying the swinging too much, though the forest dwarf beside him seemed to be outright loving it. "That whistle was merely the warning for everybody that the anchor has been lifted, and that the sails will be lowered. Our journey has started in earnest. Now it’s just about waiting to arrive at Rootdale in a few weeks."
Looking through the wooden hall with [Mana-Sight], Theo confirmed their words. The world outside was slowly speeding up as the boat moved along the current, and the dock disappeared into the distance as the natural growth around the river multiplied.
"Are you originally from the eastern forest, Mister Locheim? Your surname doesn’t seem to match the local standard, and…I don’t remember humans living beside forest dwarves no matter where on the continent we look," Jesk asked, clearly trying to be polite while allowing curiosity to blossom. Theo didn’t take offence, already having prepared both a cover story and a distraction. While Ruz had tried to hide it, he could most definitely sense the magical currents running through their veins.
"My parents were merchants, but were attacked by bandits while travelling in the eastern forest," Theo replied, rummaging through his bag. While he’d let go of most of his items, save for a key artefact and a rather large amount of gold coins, he did have a few self-made trinkets as well. "Stig's village brought me in as one of their own, once my survival was discovered. Got to grow up here, but that willingness to explore never did seem to leave my body. When we got the chance, who could say no to visiting the more exciting parts of this continent? On another note, though, did you say you were looking for a source of heat when you’re out and about?"
Getting out the octahedron that he’d created a while back, he handed it to Jesk, who took it without a word.
"What is that?" Ruz questioned the other lizard, squinting their eyes as they studied the multitude of engravings alongside the object. Theo was more than happy to see it, since he’d spent an entire evening making sure they were perfect. Complete [Rune-Circuits] were something of a headache to make properly, but the cumulative effect of the many [Runes] put together was without equal. "And how do you use it?"
"I’m calling it a [Hearthstone] myself, but the name itself fools some into believing the wrong things," Theo explained, still more than elated that the [System] allowed him to name his creations whatever he wanted to. "There’s a mix of [Runic] engravings on it to aid anybody who puts their [Mana] into it. The first is obviously to create an aura of heat around it, which can go out to a radius of about two to five meters, depending on how much energy you insert. It can create a healing light at about the same range, though the [Mana] required for that is slightly higher."
The lizardfolk were suddenly much more interested in the item, Jesk handing the creation to Ruz, who began to fuel some of their [Mana] into it. Theo smiled, sensing the heat in the [Affinity] instantly. Was it a type of [Fire Affinity] or something close to it? Whatever it was, the [Ignis Runes] on the [Rune-Circuit] greedily ate it up, only the scraps and aftermath being distributed to the other [Runes].
Within twenty seconds of silence, the engravings were filled up, yet nothing happened, much to the displeasure of the [Mage] holding the object. Theo understood it well, since most of the magical items would actually have started by now, coupled together with some mental link that asked for instructions. That was only something that [Enchanters] could do at the moment, though, Theo was still unable to figure out their secrets. He’d need some [Mental Runes] before he could do the same, maybe.
"Did you focus on what kind of radius and temperature you wanted the heat to have when putting in the [Mana]?" Theo asked, getting the object back as Ruz nodded his way. "Good. To actually activate this wonderful thing, you need to say the magic words. Rest Well."
With a small spark on the topmost [Rune] on the octahedron, the air around them was heated by nearly ten degrees, Theo’s throat feeling rough from the dry air. For a moment, he was worried that he had messed up the link between the desired heating and the actual output, along with the limiter put in place to make sure everybody around wasn’t cooked by flames, but it seemed that the lizardfolk were outright revelling in the current experience.
"By the nine lords, you don't get this on any trip so far north," Jesk said, leaning back as a satisfied kind of hiss escaped them. Ruz gave similar compliments, while Theo slowly wondered just what kinds of temperatures they were used to. If the middle of the continent was what they thought of as north, they must’ve come from the southern parts of Vrasis. Maybe Dras? He did remember Stig mentioning a few sand areas on the southern edge of the continent. "What kind of sorcery is this? Those engravings aren’t the usual markings that come from enchanters."
So they knew a little more about it than they’d let on? Theo was unsurprised.
"This is what is known as [Rune-Craft]," he corrected, seeing some spark of recognition in the euphoric eyes of the merchants. Just a few minutes ago, he wouldn’t have been able to spot any kind of specific expression on their faces, and here he was seeing the most subtle ones. Training really did create mastery. "It’s akin to what you see as [Enchantment], and it can definitely provide similar products, but the method of creation is quite different."
"Different, mostly forgotten since the end of the rune-crafters’ era, and highly rare to find in working orders out and about," Ruz said, taking the object from the small table and holding it casually. Theo almost uttered a warning about the metal being a little too hot for direct touch, but the lizard seemed entirely indifferent about it. "And you said that you made this yourself? Not a bad skill to have, and definitely one you’ve had time to practise. It would’ve required steady hands to engrave those lines so precisely."
That object in particular had been mostly made through the use of [Air-Engraving], but that was neither here nor there.
"Thank you for the kind words," Theo politely replied as the other [Mage] put the object back onto the table. After they waited in comfortable silence for another fifteen minutes, the glow of the [Runes] began to dim, the higher temperatures slowly fading as well. "It doesn’t last extremely long at these higher settings, as you can see, but the actual [Mana-Requirements] aren’t the worst."
"That they aren’t," Ruz agreed, closing their eyes to look within for a moment. "The energy spent is mostly back by the end. While it can’t be kept up indefinitely, it would make some of the more troubling nights in the north more livable. How much do you want for it?"
By the end of their trade, Theo had gotten the weight of his work in gold, a light jingle heard in his step as he and Stig moved above the deck once more. Most of the other merchants and traders had gotten enough of standing around looking at the waters, wanting to retreat into the warmth, allowing them some time alone.
"How many of those did you make?" Stig asked as he counted the coins they had left. A lot of them had been spent to get where they currently were, a very sizable amount likewise given to Zerdyl when they had first left, but it didn’t seem like they would run out any time soon. "If you sell three more like it, we might not even need to take up a quest in Rootdale."
"I have four left, though I don’t imagine that many find a need for [Teleporting] squares to take care of undead groups," Theo replied, still wondering why he had needed to attempt a magical Rubik’s Cube. "I can just make some more if needed, however. It’s two weeks on the boat, right? More than enough time to mess around."
"Please don’t make the boat explode from your inane experiments," the [Space Mage] softly requested, making sure that the personnel walking by didn’t have more reason to give them stink eyes. "It was bad enough when you destroyed the wagon because you wanted to try upgrading those runes of yours manually."
"It was a valid idea with a large possible reward if it had worked," Theo fired back, though he did understand how the forest dwarf was seeing things. Trying to improvise how a [Tier 3 Ignis Rune] looked might not have been his best plan yet, though he was able to figure out a [Tier 2 Explosion Rune] because of that failure. Would’ve been great if he hadn’t needed to lose his hearing for a day to do it, but whatever. "And I’ll just grind out a few boxes’ worth of [Holy Runes]. I don’t doubt these people will eat that up."
Stig didn’t seem convinced, but when was he ever? Leaning a little forward on the railing, Theo tried to just enjoy the sight. While the air getting blown against his face was still a little cold, the winter months finally starting to appear in earnest, the sight of trees flying by his face brought back nostalgia like nothing else. Slowly but steadily, they were reaching big-city life.
Because, honestly, where else to go but the only city on the continent with a population of over half a million citizens?




Chapter 2







Lutras


The first three days passed without too many issues. Theo was his old quiet self on the large ship, sleeping when the sun went down and waking up the moment it rose again. Likewise, the man was eating three times a day without fail, taking whatever the ship’s crew provided with a smile. A simple life, but not one that could be complained about easily. 
"I see the benefits of a hot meal out here, sure, but the taste is a little lacking," Theo commented, breaking societal norms by complaining about what was freely given. It was only through the power of a smooth tongue, and a few [Ignis Runes] that could act as portable burners in emergencies for the cooks on the ship, that they had been able to get the food to begin with, but he could still feel a few criticisms arise from the consumption. "It just feels unsalted, like they didn’t bother putting in anything that would make it taste like anything other than nothing."
"Being entirely honest here, I don’t get what you’re complaining about," Stig retorted, eating his bowl of breakfast without issues. The [Space Mage] seemed like he wouldn’t have minded seconds if it was allowed. "Tastes fine to me."
Theo could only blankly look at the forest dwarf, wondering if either of their concussions from last month had reappeared. While Nero didn’t mind eating the food either, that was more because she ate anything handed to her anyway. While the rabbit preferred the meats and sugars, somebody of her size was eternally hungry.
It doesn’t make sense.
"The elven and dwarven tongues are very different from the human ones, you must remember," Jesk commented as the two lizardfolk from days prior reappeared before their table. Wordlessly invited to sit down, they did so happily. "I would’ve thought you knew this, Theo, since you had lived among the forest dwarves for so long."
"I always just assumed they all had bad taste in their daily food," Theo said with a shrug, a few of their dietary choices. While he hadn’t minded the tasteless cut-up worms and roots for breakfast in Zerdyl, he had been wondering how anybody could live with eating such tasteless things for years on end. As it turned out, the dwarves just saw it differently. Their bodies might even have been digesting the consumed materials differently, a few cultural differences slowly making sense. "Is that why Ulf was able to drink me under the table before we left?"
Stig looked at him like he’d asked if the wooden floor was the reason they didn’t fall into the water.
"The dwarven bloodline is quite formidable in their ability to drink anything alcoholic, a trait not shared with any others," Ruz confirmed, with what Theo guessed could be the lizardfolk’s version of a chuckle mixed in. It was closer to a rumbling than anything. "My own race finds that ingredient rather toxic, just as an example of the quite incredible difference of possible experiences between races. One person’s treasured food could be the most awful sight for another."
Theo personally didn’t like the idea as much, the concept of getting a cup of poison at a bar not sounding too great. With how much alcohol the dwarven villages seemed to offer, it couldn't be an easy affair getting drinks within the eastern forest for the two lizardfolk.
"Are you finding the [Hearthstone] to be up to your expectations, by the way?" Theo asked as he spotted the octahedron hanging by a chain around Jesk’s neck. It shined brightly, seemingly ready to be used at a moment's notice. "I have sensed that it’s been activated quite a few times through the past days, but I just wanted to make sure."
"Oh, it’s more than perfect," Ruz assured him. "We might need a couple of them before this ship reaches Rootdale, however. While your assurance that it would last a month or two of use was a fair assumption, it seems that you didn’t consider just how much we liked it."
Really? Theo could’ve sworn that the two-month estimate was accounting for near-constant use. Channelling the power of the [System], he looked into the [Rune-Circuit]’s state.
[Hearthstone Circuit]
Runes used: 4x [T2 Ignis Rune] [23/40], 2x [T2 Gale Rune] [20/37], 2x [T2 Holy Rune] [37/50], 2x [T0 Connection Rune] [68/75]
Activation: Command Trigger
Capacity: 119/120

The [Holy Runes] hadn’t gotten much use, which was about what Theo expected, but the [Ignis] and [Gale Runes] were another matter entirely. The [Circuit-Variation] allowed for [Runes] to last much longer than they would normally, and seeing this…this was beyond what constant use should’ve allowed. This was bordering on runic abuse.
"I think I can whip up a good handful of these before we reach the city, but I must warn you that they do all have an expiration date," Theo said, the lizardfolk more than accepting of that fact.
"If we get to enjoy the warmer air for some time, rather than a long stretch of cold, then it’s more than fine for us," Ruz assured him, fishing out more gold from somewhere. "We are out travelling partially for business but also for enjoyment, and there’s no need to suffer while on the job."
Theo could get behind that, accepting the money as the two lizardfolk left him once again. Handing the coins to Stig, a small grin began to form on his face.
"Is that enough for your high requirements?" Theo questioned, a silent nod coming from the forest dwarf as the coins were inserted into the pouch already filled with other goods. It seemed that their task of scrounging up enough gold had been rather easy, though Theo would need a good dozen hours of alone time if he was to recreate his earlier masterpiece. "Do you think the personnel will let me use the private area at the front of the ship if I slip them a few coins?"
"I think they’ll make you understand that paying them off while aboard my ship is going to have them thrown out," a stern voice said from behind them, and Theo turned around to find a grey-bearded elf looking back at him with one grey eye that didn’t seem too happy. "You’re the one who paid off one of my men to allow your creature onboard as well?"
The captain nodded his head towards the giant rabbit that had found the perfect sleeping spot atop a rather sizable amount of rope, one that some personnel were trying to get out without awakening the beast. It was a comical sight, except for the fact that it had drawn the ire of the only person on the ship who could have them thrown out.
And that he knows of the earlier bribe ain’t that good either.
"That would be us, yeah," Theo said, standing from his seat as he walked over and tapped Nero on her nose. A burst of flames left her nostrils in return, but a deep pleading through the [Familiar-Connection] made the grumpy beast roll over on her back and away from the rope. "That fixed that problem, didn’t it?"
"Try and think about bribing my men again, and I’ll push you off the ship myself," the captain replied bluntly before walking again. Theo thought he seemed like a rather fine chap when you ignored how bloody awful he was to be around. Couldn’t even take the admission that his men could be bribed positively.
"Maybe just survive staying in the area you’re allowed to be in?" Stig suggested, though the tone didn’t make it sound like one. Not that Theo felt like challenging the man, as his lacking desire to swim with the fishes kept him in line.
Somewhat in line, at least, as the following fall of the sun had him sitting amongst the many parked wagons on top of the ship. While the daily hours had the traders wandering around, being both noisy and distracting to his work, the darker night made them all retreat into the warm covers below. That made it possible to have some quiet hours on the upper deck, and Theo was able to whip out his shield and start the work on the first of many [Hearthstones].
"The others just can’t muster having the [Spirit of Aegis Skill]," Theo muttered, feeling that particular ability coat his skin with a small layer of energy to protect him from the cold. While the ordinary passive state of the ability wouldn’t do much against the thrashing winds of the night, the use of manual injection increased its potential to a point where the [Rune-Crafter] could work without shivering hands. "A month of pure practice really did pay off, didn’t it?"
It had been a while since he’d taken a look at this [Skill-Collection], actually. Opening it up, he skimmed through the page.
[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
[Barehanded Mana-Channeling]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable costs.
[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]
[Novice 4]
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
[Shield-Manifestation]
[Novice 7]
Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. While the metal might resist at first, it will soon learn to assimilate with the user's desires without flaw.
Variable costs.
[Oppressive Aura]
[Novice 3]
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.
Variable costs.
Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Novice 4]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures].
[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.
[Mana-Mastery]
[Novice 7]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse. Also grants mild resistance to magical attacks.
[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]
[Novice 8]
The user embodies the traits of their shield, the flesh and mind striving to reach the perfection of the magical metals.
[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Novice 5]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.
[Air-Engraving]
[Novice 4]
Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].
Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto a solid [Material].
[Rune-Empowering]
[Novice 9]
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].
[Rune-Manipulation]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].
[Rune-Mastery]
[Novice 5]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

Nothing had managed to reach [Initiated] since last time, a fact that brought much annoyance, but almost everything had otherwise climbed above the [Beginner Rank]. Theo was still a little annoyed that [Map-Engraving] had refused to budge during his attempts to increase it. He’d only found successful improvements to the [Skill] during his times down in the infestation-riddled [Facilities], making the training he could do aboveground rather limited.
It was the same reason why [Shield-Bash] hadn’t risen much, since the [Skill] itself required him to go all-out in combat. And…while he could somewhat practise with the help of a tree, a thick oak wasn’t going to give him the same experience as an orc trying to bash his face in with a rock. The last fight he’d had was the one with Drew, not even a single beast having reached them during their trip to the boats.
At least the altercation with the necromancer had brought him to [Level 18], boosting him up twice in a row and allowing him to allocate an entire four points into [Wisdom] at once. Opening the [Status Screen] up, the [Rune-Crafter] sent a tired glance towards the still-too-low [Mana].
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 18
Class: Mage
Profession: Runeshield
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 200/200
Stamina(SP): 178/190
Mana(MP): 245/240
Stats
Strength: 24
Wisdom: 26
Agility: 15
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 19
Perception: 16
Vitality: 20
Willpower: 14
Toughness: 22
Available Points: -

While everything was starting to fill up nicely, he was still bottlenecked by the fact that he couldn’t [Reempower] his works to [Tier 3] without 400 [MP] inside. He couldn’t even substitute some of his [Health] for energy, since his attempts to do as much always failed.
What I wouldn’t give for that power, though.
Before the first hour had finished, Theo had manifested the steel needed, moulding it into an octahedron before separating it from the main shield without a single hint of damage on either of the two objects. As he started the process of [Air-Engraving], everything seemed to proceed smoothly. The more complex [Intent], including the various factors that the user should be able to manipulate with a thought, was a right headache to get around, but Theo had spent an entire week sketching it out in his head. While it’d been a while since his last attempt at creating it, copying his previous work was a breeze compared to the prototypes.
This one didn’t even explode when he got distracted by wood splintering somewhere nearby, the octagonal object just fizzling for a moment until it disappeared entirely with a white flash.
"So much for being done with the first before day’s end," Theo muttered to himself, trying to blink out the spots in his vision. It wasn’t too bad that he’d become distracted while making the [Holy Runes]. If it had been during the initial [Ignis Runes], a fire might’ve broken out with all those cloth tarps hanging around. "Just who exactly decided to leave those up anyway? It’s a danger to anybody who—"
His low muttering stopped when that scratching sound came once again. The accompanying splinters of wood and extra splashing of water made Theo curious. There was nobody else on the upper deck, at least not on the main section that he was allowed in, but the sound was still much closer than it should’ve been in this situation.
And if it isn’t coming from the top of the ship, but it’s still nearby…
The continued splintering of material allowed him to find the source on the right side of the ship, though it was only when he leaned over the railing and looked down that he could see the truth.
And the truth came in the form of a group of giant otters, ones who most definitely heard his sharp intake of air as they looked at him from below. A momentary staring contest transpired until the [Rune-Crafter] in question tried to take his pistol from his belt and one of the giant otters lunged at him.
For a creature who’d been ten meters below, it had a surprising ability to leap upwards, Theo having to throw himself from his railing position to avoid the surprisingly long teeth of the otter. Fumbling with the latch that allowed him access to his pistol, Theo cursed his sense of gun safety.
"We’re under attack!" he shouted, not seeing a reason to keep secret the scuffle between him and the creatures that could be heard climbing up to join the first. Sending an order for Nero to assist him, he noticed the shrieks of surprise from below, the [Familiar] seemingly taking the most direct path to the stairs. "Come on, then! Let’s see what you got."
A hiss left the giant otter, the beast charging at him at the same moment he could finally get his pistol into his hands. Seeing the teeth of the otter up close, Theo felt no remorse as he aimed right into the upper parts of its mouth.
The bullet [Teleported] into the point in space right before the flesh started, the [Force Rune] on the back instantly accelerating it upwards and through the head. Theo cursed as he seemingly missed the vital organ, though the otter recoiled back in pain and surprise as flesh and blood splatters left the impressive hole in the front of its head. It was alive, though, and seemingly not about to die from its injuries as it ran away in fear, jumping into the water again before Theo could adjust his mental aim.
At the same time, the other otters repeated the leap of faith of the first, and Nero broke through the door that led into the lower deck, smoke fuming from the [Familiar]’s mouth as she stood ready to smoke her future dinner.
"Sorry, but you got here a little too late," Theo apologized, pointing at bits of flesh from the first giant otter as something akin to a consolation prize. The rabbit fired back that she’d spent more calories going up the stairs, but accepted the offer nonetheless. "I hope they don’t make me pay for that door."
"What’s all of this commotion?" the familiar voice of the captain shouted as he stepped through from the front of the ship, red in the face and progressively getting angrier as he surveyed the state of the place. "Who broke the railing?"
Seeing as there were only Theo and Nero before him, the other merchants looking on from the stairs, the fuming one-eyed elf was seemingly more than ready to tear them a new one.
Then the sight of blood came about, even if the [Familiar] had removed most of the actual flesh and fur from the ground.
"Just for blame’s sake, it was a giant otter that broke that railing. Not me," Theo added in, swiftly and daringly removing a large deduction from his own coffers. How the captain was going to make the monsters pay for repairs, he didn’t know, but he was certainly not paying for anything other than the door. Maybe not even the door, if he wasn’t asked to do as much. "They were gnawing on the side of the ship, spotted me looking at them, and then all hell just broke loose, you know. If they weren’t so easily scared by a single wound, you would’ve seen them for yourself."
The captain said nothing, walking over to where Theo had pointed and inspecting the damage on the side. Muttering a choice of words that wasn’t polite in any kind of company, the elf looked at him without that glare of contempt from before.
"Giant otter, you say? Haven’t heard that name before," the captain commented. From the stairs, Theo could finally see the figure of Stig coming through, the first line of sight to him allowing the [Space Mage] to just [Teleport] the rest of the way. "Full of surprises, aren’t we? Describe the beasts to me, kid. Gotta know if we have to prepare."
The lacking mention of paying bills was something Theo loved more than anything else.
"They’ve got a thick coat of fur, short feet relative to their longer and narrow body of about five meters, a tail to propel them forward, and teeth that look big enough to rip off my arm without trying," Theo explained. "Might not count for this species, but I hear the smaller version holds hands while they sleep."
A hum came from the captain as he inspected the damage once again, putting a hand against the deep claw marks on the edges.
"Ignoring that last addition, it seems we’ve got a group of lutras on our tail," the captain surmised. The next moment, he barked orders to the gathered men to bring out spears. "They’re skittish but quickly forget the pain in favour of taking wood from our ship. They prefer the upper parts because of their dryness, but we can’t bet on it continuing like that. Our only real option is to kill them before they take apart this boat enough for it to sink."
"You sound like you’ve dealt with these before," Stig commented as a closet was opened and the spears within were distributed to any who would take them. Most of their merchants declined, but Theo did see Jesk taking one along with Ruz. Those two seemingly had nothing against the idea of fighting, if it meant they didn’t need to go into the cold water at night.
"I have," the captain replied bluntly, pulling a lever to make every lantern around flare brighter than ever. The heat coming from them was extreme, but it allowed them to see everything below the clear waters near-perfectly.
"How did it go?" the dwarf pressed on.
"Ship got destroyed."
"...Oh."
It wasn't the most inspiring history, but Theo was going to take what he could get. Reloading his pistol, he met up with the lizardfolk as the captain ordered the others to watch for the beasts. They had at most five minutes to prepare, if the lutras were acting as they should.
"I take it you two have seen combat before?" Theo asked as he checked out the equipment on him. His shield was at his side, not too useful since the [Petrification Rune] on it was both unpowered and too dangerous in such a crowded space. The [Ignis Runes] could prove to be a somewhat good tool, though.
From the scoff Jesk gave out, it was almost like his question had been insulting to them.
"We’ve travelled around the continent thrice, my friend. If we hadn’t fought with our lives on the line at least once, we’d be the biggest and luckiest cowards in the world," Ruz promised, that shining light of fire within showing in full as small sparks began to appear on their fingertips. That didn’t seem like regular flame, and the static in the air had Theo’s hair going wild. "Try not to stand too close to the lutras when they arrive. Frying the wrong targets isn't fun for anybody."
"Warning received," Theo replied, eyeing the magical talents warily before moving away as the shouting of the personnel began. "They’re here."
Stig was gone from his side in an instant, perched on the ropes above. The [Space Mage]’s bow was brought into view, an arrow nocked into its string instantly. Theo saw it as more showing off, but he didn’t mind the matter much, running to the edge of the ship to look at just how many there were.
That wasn’t the smartest thing in the world, truth be told, as the guards standing there were forced to repeat his earlier feat of throwing himself back from the destroyed railing. As the guards ran and Theo approached, that hiss of the beasts reached his ears. Only half of the lutras were attacking, however. The others were further down, seemingly intent on destroying the ship in the meanwhile.
For a type of beast meant to run at the first sign of danger, they’re rather smart.
Banging on his shield, Theo was able to draw the attention of the three beasts that had climbed off. With the trio pointing their heads at him, the others were able to retreat just in time for them to leap at him together.
The one on the right soon found that hungry rabbits were not to be forgotten, Nero diving in from above and tearing at its neck as molten fire fell out of her mouth in ample amounts. The screeching didn’t stop the two others, though, and Theo was forced to raise his shield to stop the teeth from reaching him.
Pushed back a good meter, his [Ignis Runes] activated point-blank, blasting into their faces and effectively blinding them. The one in the middle quickly felt the ire of [Teleporting] arrows as their increased power dug through their skull and into the brain within. The leftmost beast was about to get the same treatment, but the sharp crack of thunder made that unnecessary, the lutra falling over instantly.
"Sorry!" Ruz shouted as all others stopped momentarily because of the sound alone. A [Mage] that could control lightning? Theo was rather sure he didn’t want to be so near the target next time that happened.
Helping Nero dispatch the third, though it was barely needed as the neckbone had already been half-melted through, the first half of the group had been taken care of. For the other three, though, it wasn’t even close.
"Stay still for a moment," Theo mumbled as he did his best to line up a shot. Three seconds later, the first of the lutras fell into the water, dead on the spot, as its brain had been forced to instantly collapse in on itself. The two others rapidly disengaged at that point, jumping off the side of the ship before the [Rune-Crafter] could give them the same treatment. "Shit."
"Nothing to be angry about," the captain said from the side, staring into the distance as the last two lutras proceeded to eat from the corpse of their dead comrade. Theo was mildly surprised by how quickly they accepted the free meal, the dead beast still wriggling around as nerves refused to die instantly. "That’ll distract them for long enough to not get greedy and try a third time. Since most of the group is dead anyway, we’re in the safe zone."
Just like that, Theo could relax. Or he could at least feel like he should’ve been able to relax, as several merchants pulled out skinning knives.
"I saw it first!" came the first shout, one which was challenged by people with similar levels of greed. For a profession built on a calm mindset during exchanges, Theo wondered how the very same people could get so primal at the sight of free animal furs.
This was going to be a long night.




Chapter 3







Rootdale


Surprisingly, Theo and Stig were able to get a rather sizable share of the lutra skin, one that was several square meters in size and more than impressive enough to sell for gold to one of the more desperate merchants around. While Theo had considered hanging onto it, their entrance into the elven city wouldn’t have been the same if they had to walk around with a carpet-sized block of fur on their backs. 
Ignoring the mad craze that had appeared after the night attack, the remaining days on the water had been somewhat peaceful. No creatures had thought to attack them again, and the captain had assured them that one attack didn’t happen for tens of voyages in a row and the chance of two in one was nearly impossible. It did turn out to be true, as the view of the [World-Tree] in the distance hinted that they’d arrive in Rootdale within a day or two of travel.
The fact that it would take up to two days of extra travelling on a moving boat, while seeing the landmark that the city was known for, was a mind-boggling fact in itself. But, then again, that was just the way the [World-Tree] worked. If it made sense to a person, they weren’t thinking about it right.
"Just how tall is it, exactly?" Theo asked the forest dwarf who did seem similarly impressed by the sight. While the upper branches could only be seen at the start, the scale of the tree came more and more into view as the hours of the day progressed. Even at night, its leaves were said to softly glow and light up its form. "There has to be somebody daring enough to try and measure it."
"I believe a few thousand daredevils have done as much, in the past centuries," the captain, who had recently revealed his name to be Cirdan, answered, sitting down on the bench outside on the front of the upper deck. They had been let inside the space after the fight with the lutras, the private area having allowed Theo to make all of the [Hearthstones] in rapid fashion. "They never seem to get the same count, though. Some said ten kilometers, some said five, and an entire group wants to argue it’s above thirty."
Theo questioned their method of calculation.
"That variance does seem a little larger than what’s realistic," he commented, the captain cracking a grin in response.
"Yeah, it’s as if the world tree doesn’t want to be measured but merely observed," Cirdan surmised with a sigh, seemingly hinting that the massive plant was somehow sapient. Theo didn’t doubt it was magical, since nothing of that size could ever survive normally, but he wasn’t sure if something like outright sentience was possible here. "Who are we to question that fair maiden on what she is? With what would happen if we angered her, I don't have any reason to pry too much."
"The [World-Tree] can attack the elves if we mess with it?" Stig asked, sounding about as confused as Theo felt.
"Can? Seeing as the tree before you is connected to just about every plant on this continent, you best believe it can attack," Cirdan confirmed with an evil grin. "But will she? I don’t think so. A record of not striking out at anything in the past thousand years no matter what was done to her makes it seem like she’s more than happy to remain peaceful."
The concept of a tree being able to utterly annihilate them wasn’t too comforting for Theo if he was being honest, but there was little to do about that fact. Instead, they could only focus on enjoying the trip as they slowly began to see the city that they had waited for so long to visit.
Rootdale lived up to its name in earnest, the city built upon what could only be called a clusterfuck of the [World-Tree]’s roots. Bordering the coast and going up towards the actual tree, the massive multi-story area of roots allowed for a population just shy of a million to live. Buildings of branches thicker than the ship they sat on was long were easily seen, the golden shine of the uncountable number of roofs a grand showing of wealth.
Right in the centre of the city was its gem, however, a set of massive spires breaking through the clouds, complex streaks running down their sides. Theo could barely understand how such a monstrosity of size could’ve been built atop so much else. Did it dig through all the layers of the city and hit the bottom? That had to be it, right?
But then, why can I see straight through the middle on the lower floors?
"Beautiful, isn’t it?" Cirdan asked, getting a quiet nod from the [Rune-Crafter]. "I’ve heard that the view from atop is even better."
"You’ve never been there?" Theo said, surprised at the captain shaking his head. For somebody meant to have been sailing on the rivers for several decades, it was a wonder how he’d never taken a look for himself. "How?"
"Only for the rich and royals, and I am unfortunately neither," the captain replied, seeming a little sad about that fact. "Haven’t even been above the bottom layers of the city, honestly. You need to both be a local and look quite wealthy before the guards let you through."
"No chance of just sneaking past them?"
Cirdan gave Theo a look that told him all about what he thought regarding that plan. Not only was it not going to work, they’d be put into the elven version of prison for even trying such a ludicrous thing.
"If I remember correctly, the two of you are hoping to go towards the northeast after your time at Rootdale?" the captain inquired, getting a nod from them both in response. "Well, I’m going up towards Linrel myself in three months, once I’ve had some rest from this trip and have made sure the ship is in a good state again. If you two, and that rabbit of yours, decide to delay your leave until then, I can offer you a discount. Wouldn’t hurt to have some insurance while sailing."
While there were some moral issues with paying to be unofficial bodyguards, Theo wasn’t one to reject the discount offered. Agreeing to meet up once the time had come along, granted that he and Stig finished their business in Rootdale in the next three months, both parties left happier than ever.
"It might be an issue holding ourselves to that promise, though," Theo confessed to Stig as the ship put down its anchor at the dock, the many merchants leaving with their [Mage] wagons intact. Some bid them farewell, and others made offers that they work for them as security, but everybody was politely shut down as they moved along. "If we’re hoping to have an audience with the royals, the fact we can’t even get up to their administration building is an issue."
"Don’t worry about that," Stig assured him, sounding rather confident in himself. It seemed as if the dwarf had been hoping to blend in, a rather hard task once he realized just how everybody was looking at them. Though it had been mostly side-glances and discreet staring while they were at the dock, venturing further into the rather crowded city revealed some quite blunt people who didn’t mind turning their heads to look their way. "Is something on my armour?"
"I think the issue is that you have armour at all, my friend," Theo retorted, wondering what they were going to do about their rather expensive get-up if they hoped to blend in with the populace, who were apparently following the reverse gothic fashion of long white-and-golden robes. There were no stains, no dirt, and no signs of wrinkles on any of their clothing, physical proof of their carefree lives. If this was what the poor floors of the city had to offer, Theo was afraid of what they had to contend with when it came to the rich folks. "Though your height might be an issue as well. Bit too short to pass for an elf."
"And you’re a bit too fat," the dwarf in question grumbled, though it was certain that the never-ending looks sent their way weren’t helping either of them. "Nevertheless, we need to get ourselves into the right circles to talk with the leaders, if you’re still hoping to convince them of the end."
Of course I am.
Moving through the thick market, having to go back several times for some rather massive carriages to move down into the dock, they were somehow able to get out of the worst of it all, getting some more breathing room to stretch their arms.
"Now…where exactly do we need to go?" Theo muttered, pulling out the paper sheet with the small map that Isaac had drawn for them before they’d left. There were some written instructions on it as well, but those were closer to hieroglyphics than anything he could actually read. "Just perfect that this place doesn’t have a tourist information booth."
"Just what kind of place would have anything like that?" the [Space Mage] questioned. When he got no answers, Theo’s map was ripped out of his hands. The dwarf apparently thought he could do a better job. "I know you can’t read the text, Theo, but the map is pretty detailed on where we need to go. Just follow me."
A petty retort got stuck in Theo’s throat as they found the first of the mentioned shops within three minutes. With a sign out front showing a needle along with some gold wire string, Theo could only get his hopes up.
As they opened the door, a bell attached to it announced their entrance, and a shout came from the back as the shop itself was revealed. Reams of different fabrics, threads, and fully fleshed-out robe designs could be seen strewn about. Some of the more precious-looking stuff was organized in neat rows on a variety of tables, but everything else seemed to be either in boxes or just on the floor.
"Shit, that’s going to leave a mark," Theo muttered as he saw a rather fine line of cloth that he’d stepped on, as well as the muddy boot print on it. Scooching it into the corner, he watched as a tired-looking elf just about sprang through the back door and into the shopping area.
"I am terribly sorry!" cried the elven man, surprisingly tall and surprisingly thin, with fingers that seemed unnaturally elongated as he messed around with a box of expensive-looking sewing needles in a wide array of sizes. The merchant barely even looked at them as he stressed about propping up his hair right and making sure the box he’d brought out was put back in the right place. "My wife, Kathrin, had a bit of an emergency this morning, and the daily cleanup went about as expected when paired together with a group of exploding—sorry, who are you?"
With the box put into a place that somehow made sense to the tall elf, he had the split-second needed to look at the duo, and the accompanying rabbit looking through the window from outside, and figure out something was deeply wrong.
Took you long enough.
"Hello!" Theo politely greeted, reaching out for a handshake. When it wasn’t replied to in kind, it was awkwardly pulled back. "We are friends of Isaac Underwood, if that name strikes a bell?"
The narrowing eyes weren’t a good sign, seeing as they had already become near-perfect lines due to the sight of Theo and Stig alone. Maybe Nero wasn’t making him happy either, the [Familiar] apparently trying to find the melting point of the glass by breathing fire onto it.
"I can remember a merchant by that name selling me three boxes of fake spider silk six months ago, yes. I profited on that deal six times over, at the cost of having the guards up my ass for a very long time," the merchant said, his apologetic tone shifting as he remembered some rather not-fond memories. Theo truly hoped that Isaac hadn’t known what he'd been selling back then, or else he would have a word with the merchant the next time they met. "That man ruined my reputation, made it possible for me to finance a house, and caused a lot of regular customers to find other places to shop for their formal wear."
…
"Sounds like there are mixed feelings for him," Stig surmised, the merchant clicking his tongue in response. "What was your name again? The letter of recommendation didn’t say."
"Felix Hawthorne, the only academically trained seamster you’ll find on this floor of Rootdale," the merchant replied with a small bow. "I would normally request that you leave my shop immediately, but I suspect that this Isaac had a reason to think I’d be interested in working with you. Is there something in particular you need my help with?"
"Well, having something that doesn’t make us stick out would probably help," Theo suggested, the tall elf looking them up and down for a few seconds. The displeasure was clear. "While armour is quite the luxury outside in the wilderness, it apparently doesn’t mesh with the latest trends here."
"That’s saying it politely."
The next hour was filled with the two getting every inch of their bodies measured, nothing left untouched for the sake of having perfectly sized outfits to wear. While all of that work somehow didn’t end up with them leaving the shop with anything in hand, other than what they’d arrived with, they had been forced to promise they would return the next day. Showing that Theo could pay for the tailor’s work was seemingly enough to get his spirits up.
Whether there had been any benefit from mentioning Isaac by name was left up to debate, however.
"Who’s next?" Theo asked as Stig brought the map back out. There was a good row of names, though most of them had been sorted away due to their unremarkable offers. While Theo didn’t doubt that Isaac knew which flower shops sold the most wonderful dandelions, there was no desire to get anything like them if he could avoid such a thing.
"We have the one who sells various enchanted gear, the one who sells enchanted gear but is cheaper than the former, and the ones who have alchemical ingredients that could be useful if we need to poison somebody," Stig read aloud, a few of the elves nearby walking away a little faster than before. Theo couldn’t say why, though neither the dwarf’s words nor Nero’s persistent eating could’ve helped. Where had she even found that chicken? "I don’t know about you, but the cheap enchanted stuff doesn’t sound bad to me."
Accepting the option of moving along before a very angry fowl owner could locate them, a few golden alleyways allowed them to find what was supposedly the entrance to their next shop of the day.
It didn’t seem much like an entry to anything, though, the door itself half-collapsed, and the boarded-up windows made it seem rather abandoned.
"Those have to be a few years old at least," Theo said, the dried planks looking half-rotted through age alone. While the water from the sea could’ve done it in a shorter time, they weren’t nearly close enough to the dock to use that as an excuse. "Are you sure this is the place?"
"Since those old planks are the way to spot the shop, I think so, yes," the forest dwarf said, taking the three steps down to the door. It opened with a simple push, the lock seemingly too rusted to close it properly. "I think I know why Isaac described this as cheap."
Knocking on the open door, they heard no shouts from within jump to welcome them inside. There was nothing but the sounds of their own footsteps and the accidental clatter Theo made as his boots hit some metal gear on the ground.
"Please don’t keep up this pattern, once we get to the upper floors," Stig pleaded as he picked up the massive gear that the [Rune-Crafter] had hit. It looked entirely unblemished, luckily, the floor more scratched from being ground against. "Huh. This is surprisingly light. It’s not bendy at all, so it isn’t weak. Can’t place what kind of metal this is."
"Red mithril," a voice supplied from the table, both of them jumping as a robot head was spurred to life, yellow eyes staring them down. "Red mithril."
It kept repeating the words again and again, clattering about as its bolted jaw moved up and down until it shut down once again. Theo wasn’t sure what to think, hesitantly adjusting the head to sit upright once again.
"Didn’t know you had something like this here," Theo said, studying the back of the construct. The braincase was opened up already, revealing thousands of miniature gears in a constant state of spinning at different speeds. Small gems could be spotted as well, their blue colouring reminding Theo of the larger one that sat in the artefact in his bag. "Are these common in other places?"
"I didn’t know they existed either, honestly," Stig said, moving to the table as he joined Theo in studying the robot’s head. "The gears would imply it’s ancient elven technology, a trinket that’s thousands of years old, but it wouldn’t make sense for something like that to be here of all places."
Looking over the countless piles of scrap lining the walls of the room, Theo had to agree. Except for the head in front of them, everything around seemed too dismantled, too discoloured, too… disorganized. It was chaos of the highest order, nothing close to the semblance of a system the fabric shop had shown off earlier.
This was the home of somebody who didn’t care for cleaning and had never done as much in the past many years.
"Is somebody out there?" a squeaky asked. It came from deeper within the shop, just past a few piles of gears on the floor, but Theo could spot nobody behind it. Curious.
"Yeah, we’re here to see the owner of this shop" Theo replied, suddenly unsure of whether to mention their affiliation. "We were recommended this place by Isaac Underwood, if you’re friends with anybody with that name?"
"Friends? Friends?" the high-toned voice repeated, seeming to find it as the highest of comedy as they stepped out behind the pile. The two were quick to realize why they hadn’t been able to spot them, seeing as even Stig towered above the short man. Theo knew he would have a hard time getting up to the [Rune-Crafter]’s knees. "That man owned an artefact from the Aumar himself, and refused to let me see its insides. What a terrible man, attracting my attention with all that flattery, and then rejecting my proposal to seal the deal and cut up that piece of history he refuses to let me unravel."
Theo pushed his bag a little further behind him upon hearing the rant, suddenly a little afraid of what the short man in front of him could do. It was a strange thing, though, seeing as the [Rune-Crafter] didn’t have the slightest idea just what the man in front of him was. While there were the trait of sharp ears that all elves carried, along with the litheness of limbs, it was as if he’d been shrunk to a fraction of their size.
"Moon elf?" Stig guessed from beside him, and the small man lit up at the suggestion. Once he stepped out of the shadows, Theo was able to see a bit more of the darker complexion, coming closer to purple than the bronze variation of the forest dwarves.
"Haven’t seen somebody guess right for several years!" the merchant said, hurrying over to shake their hands with a vigour that should’ve been impossible for somebody of his stature. "Granted, I haven’t had new customers for several years, but that’s neither here nor there. My name is Simon Corellon, and I own this grand and prestigious shop of knickknacks and treasures from the old ages. Anything your heart desires can be seen before you."
Surveying the shop that hadn’t changed its wares since he’d last checked, Theo had to sadly admit that he wasn’t seeking scrap metal at the moment.
"Is this all you have to sell here?" Stig asked, putting out the obvious question in the air. "While you do have…a large variety of treasures, it seems a little small for somebody who has been in business for so long."
"Good eye, lad!" Simon replied. “Yes, there’s so much more that I wish I could show to my dear and loyal customers, but there is only so much that I can fit into this room, and only so much that the guards won’t imprison me for selling, but who is to judge about what can be distributed to the public. If you want, I can show you the rest of Scrappy."
"Scrappy?"
"The one that pointed out what kind of metal that gear you were holding was made of," Simon supplied, walking over to the table, and pulling out a small stepping stool to reach the head of the steampunk robot. "His spine was having a few issues connecting to the top of the neck properly, so I had to disassemble him a little to check things out. The good news is that he no longer has a termite infection and that I figured out why his cooking skills had deteriorated in recent weeks. It’s not that his mannerisms were worsening but that he was unwillingly adding a secret ingredient to every single one of his muffins. A classic mistake, if I do say so myself."
The moon elf could certainly talk their ears off, Theo tuning it out as he observed his physical actions instead. Having already handed the yellow-eyed head to Stig, who seemed to be intently listening to the endless spewing of words, the small merchant pushed away a pile of scrap to reveal a trapdoor. It took the [Rune-Crafter]’s help to get it open, which the merchant thanked him for profusely, allowing them to look into a much nicer cellar.
"My back isn’t what it was a century ago, I must confess," Simon admitted as he took the first steps down the wooden stairs. It creaked at even the small elf’s weight, making Theo feel sweat forming as he followed along. While it wasn’t too far down, he didn’t feel like being a part of a collapsing structure today. "Scrappy has been helping me keep this part down here clean, at least. I used to do it myself, but then mice came along and challenged me to a gang war that I just couldn’t handle without some bigger help, leading me to gather together the materials for my personal butler here."
Bigger help.
Theo felt that wording was slightly misleading. One would think that the word "bigger," used by the moon elf who barely went up to Theo’s knees, would hint at a creature that was maybe Stig’s height, or even his own height in the most extreme of circumstances.
Not a full two meters before the head was even put onto the damn thing, with a shoulder width that would challenge even the titans of powerlifting. Theo wasn’t sure just what kind of mice had apparently been trying to take over Simon’s cellar, but they had to have been injecting themselves with steroids if this was what he needed to feel safe.
"His voice has always been an issue, I’m afraid to say, but there is little I could do without a few blood diamonds to work as replacements for the worn-out ones in his jaw," Simon explained as he pressed a lever close to the floor, a rather tall one that rolled out miniature steps. Theo, scaling the thing in an instant, handed the elf the head, and once the two of them were at the top, the merchant inserted it into the proper place on the robotic body. Though a few sparks instantly appeared at the torso of the gear-riddled construct, the elf seemed to pay it no mind.
"I did try to find a few local substitutes for it, of course, but no diamond, emerald, sapphire, or even painite could come close to being as effective with sound magic as those blood diamonds. A shame that selling them here carries an immediate death sentence, else I’d be up to my neck in offerings to sell me some. The offers I’ve put out to get them have been quite substantial, if you’d believe, but no amount of zeroes will make a person sign legal documents to confirm that they’ve sold them to me properly. I honestly can’t figure out why."
"Red mithril." A scratchy voice came from the robot, Theo absentmindedly remembering its name to be Scrappy. A few lights on its chest turned on as it removed itself from its station, the movements of the construct surprisingly smooth. If not for the quite extreme amount of wires, plates of metal, and whirring gears spinning inside the thing, Theo could’ve been convinced that it was just some high-tech armour. "Red mithril."
"Yes, yes, I think they know that already," Simon said, patting the massive construct on its shoulder before it could get out of his range. That did seem to settle it down, at least, though Theo was forced to remember that he had his own giant beast to worry about. Nero was still waiting outside the shop, and it seemed like it was going to rain soon. The rabbit was threatening to leave if it did. "Could you try to organize some of the items up in the front, Scrappy? It has been a few years since you took a look at that place."
The construct nodded, its jaw whining from the downward motion before snapping itself shut on the way up once again. Walking through the small space between Theo and Stig, pushing them to the side without any regard for their presence, it went up the stairs and began to clatter around.
"He can be a little blunt about customers, I know, but his services here are indisputable," Simon said, clearly spotting the discontent on their faces. Not that it lasted too long, as another lever was flicked to allow their surroundings to come into the light. "No matter. Do tell if there’s something around here you’d like to peruse."
The lack of anything sensible on the actual shopping floor had been a front, one disguising the true potential Simon Corellon had to offer. He had described himself as a buyer and seller of ancient elven artefacts, and Theo saw nothing in the cellar that would make him reject such a notion. Everything around them seemed to have an iridescent quality, shining at them as he passed the multitudes by. Spears with eyes, helmets that sent him images of war, and jewellery that warned him about putting them on improperly.
"A ring of invisibility?" Stig asked from a bit away, making the merchant hurry away from another project to help the forest dwarf. "Aren’t these illegal for a private person to own?"
"Quite right!" the moon elf happily confirmed. "Not illegal to sell or buy, however, so it's perfectly fine for me to offer them in a shop. That one can last an entire hour on a single charge and was owned by one of the greatest thieves this city has ever seen. It’s not the greatest tool for a thief, though, seeing as they were seen in the end. Have to keep track of the time, if you understand what I mean."
Strange business tactics indeed.
Throwing Stig the money pouch so the two could start their obligatory haggling session, Theo continued to look through the various offerings lined up against the wall. While he couldn’t deny that the many large armour pieces put on show did seem attractive, the warnings next to them were quite something.
Too much of the [Enchanted] gear had such strange constraints, some needing the wielder to be a specific race, gender, nationality, or personality, and the rare few even required the person to be bald. Theo honestly wasn't sure why a pair of boots that allowed flight would need the person wearing them to not have any hair on their head longer than finger-length, but felt like trying to argue with the inanimate piece wouldn’t help him.
Taking a few steps while staring down the pair of boots that would’ve otherwise fit his feet perfectly, Theo was smart enough to walk straight into a metal fist.
Putting up his hands, ready for a fight, the [Rune-Crafter] was greeted by the sight of a prosthetic arm on display.
"I assure you that none of the items in this shop will challenge you to fistfights of any kind, unless you specifically request it vocally," Simon said, popping up out of nowhere somehow. He’d seemingly finished dealing with the forest dwarf, who was nowhere to be seen. "The item before you might be better suited for an arm wrestling contest, though, granted we can find somebody to stick it onto."
The metalwork on the reddish prosthetic was quite magnificent, Theo specifically noting the glowing ridges on the sides of the bicep and underside of the forearm. It was brimming with power, seemingly ready to be used for war the first chance it got.
"Not much of a market for magical prosthetics in this city?" Theo guessed, the merchant sighing in response.
"Sadly, there are not many who have their arms ripped off in the current age, and of those, there aren’t many who want ancient elven war tech fused onto their bodies," Simon replied as if it was the tragedy of modern decay. "A shame, really. I would give this away for a bargain if given the chance."
"Because you want to help those who’ve lost a limb that’s required to function normally in life?"
"What? No! It’s so I can try fusing it to a living body," the moon elf replied, aghast that Theo could even suggest such a thing. "It’s been decades since anybody wanted to get implants, and I am desperate to know if my magic touch still holds up in the surgery room."
By "the surgery room," Theo was afraid he meant the steel bench with prepared cuffs welded onto it that was sitting only twenty meters away.
I think this is enough for one day.
"I’ll be sure to let people know of the offer if I meet somebody missing a right arm," Theo lied, instead intent on warning people to avoid this part of the city. "Stig! Are you around here?"
"Yeah, I’m right behind you," the forest dwarf said, popping into view instantly as he pressed down on the small gem on the ring on his left index finger. It briefly flashed with a soft glow before returning to its inert start. "Simon, this is closer to a sound reduction rather than an outright sound nullification. I can still hear my own steps."
"Fair enough. Must’ve been thinking about the wrong ring," the merchant said, throwing the dwarf a few coins before looking back at the [Rune-Crafter]. "If you don’t have anything else that strikes your fancy, and if you don’t want me looking at that gem of an illusion egg in your bag, I’ll suggest you go outside and help your furry friend."
Theo wanted to ask just how in the hell he’d known about the artefact but was distracted by the sounds of aggression coming from the [Familiar-Bond]. It seemed that while Nero had waited somewhat patiently outside the shop, others had taken her lack of movement as an opportunity for some free fur.




Chapter 4







An Inn


By the time Theo could peek his head out of the shop, Nero was already well on her way to burning the hair off a knife-wielding hooligan. There was an entire group of them, actually, each wearing red-and-grey robes and watching the half-fight before them, the [Familiar] not outright attacking but most definitely wanting to sink her teeth into the elven arm before her. 
"Crazy thing can’t understand," the knife-wielding elf said, raising the sharp implement high above his head as he began to stab down towards Nero’s skull. While the rabbit was more than ready to move out of the way, the strike was stopped forcefully by Theo before it could reach her. "What do you think you’re doing?"
"Trying to figure out why you’re trying to assault a peaceful animal?" Theo replied, gripping the arm harder until the thug stopped trying to press the knife further. When the arm relaxed, he allowed the elven man to take a few steps back and rejoin the ten others already glaring at Theo. "Just what made you think that was allowed?"
"Believe me, good sir, I thought I was doing this fine city a service removing the pelt from this wild animal roaming the streets," the elf said in response, spitting lies as easily as he breathed. That grin on his face, those eyes filled with glee, showed off the truth that was so awfully hidden. Criminals thought they could steal and profit from what was left unguarded. Theo should’ve expected something like that. "Do you have permission to bring something so dangerous into Rootdale? It’s the role of those who live here to make sure law and order are upheld for all. No exceptions."
Were they truly trying to seem dangerous? Theo had to refrain from cracking a grin of his own as he looked the group of lowlives over. While they most surely had some sharp daggers in hand, their bodies made them seem closer to a bundle of aggressive twigs put together. If this was what the city had to offer in the ways of intimidation, the [Rune-Crafter] didn’t feel like there would be many issues going forward.
"I must admit that your personal ideas of law seem to be slightly different from the written standards," Theo replied, the elven leader in front gritting his teeth as eyes widened in slight anger. Was he really so close to an unruly child, becoming furious at the first sign of not getting his way? "We already checked in with merchants before setting foot in Rootdale. While it might be a little uncommon, our fluffy girl here brings no issues in her existence."
Granted, that set of rules only lasted for as long as Nero was peaceful to any and all beings within the confines of the city, but that didn’t need to be mentioned. Self-defence barely counted as a form of attack in Theo’s eyes anyway, no matter if the ends of the elf’s hair were slightly tinged.
"So you are complete strangers to the culture that has been here for so long? Oh, that makes so much fall into place," the elf said, an epiphany seemingly reaching him. If that was his requirement to reach enlightenment, Theo felt a little bad for those who were forced to be around him. "People are not meant to question us, as that can bring very bad luck. Now…is there anything you want to say?"
"Trying to stab my friend here can cause you to have bad luck as well?" Theo said, Stig holding in laughter. He failed, though the dwarf’s complexion became a shade closer to red. "While I’m sure we both respect karma, I believe there are some actions which you shouldn’t try at all. If you want to fight, though, I’ll gladly respond in kind."
The latch to his pistol opened up flawlessly, letting him pull out the weapon without issue. While it would be a bit of an issue if the bullet went through heads too cleanly and damaged nearby housing, Theo was sure guards would be forgiving. Maybe. There was still that issue of human intolerance he had to worry about.
"We have no wishes to fight," the elf assured them, though his eyes said otherwise. "We’ll be seeing you soon."
And with that, they walked away at a steady pace. Theo didn’t miss the quite obvious threat to his life, though he wasn’t exactly sure what to do about it. Eliminating the future threat by taking care of the group now did technically work, but killing when their backs were turned just didn’t feel right.
Nero’s suggestion to let her eat them had similar issues, and Theo had to comment that it felt closer to an extension of the first idea than anything else.
"How about that herbalist shop?" Stig suggested as the three moved along once more to busy themselves with the last remnants of shopping. Hours quickly passed by in that fashion, the forest dwarf having been in need of buying quite the surplus of roots, dried flowers, and weirdly shaped animal eyes. Most of what they’d accrued in the previous outings had been left behind at Zerdyl, after all, and the [Space Mage] was apparently unhappy with the restrictions on what he could work with. "Newt eyes are essential to most types of healing pastes, you know? Can’t make long-term effects without it."
"Didn’t you do that with the wolfsbane perfume, though?" Theo questioned when they’d left the shop behind. The alchemist who’d run it hadn’t been too bad, though that could’ve been from the fact that they’d avoided mentioning Isaac’s name in front of him. Now, with a tired rabbit on their tail, they had to figure out which of the inns would allow them to bring the giant [Familiar] into the room. There had been some which allocated space for pets and hounds, but the rabbit had refused to even get near the so-called "inferior life-forms." It was hard living with such a high-standard animal. "I remember it working for several weeks."
"That…wasn’t actually meant to work for more than an hour," Stig confessed, getting a confused look from the [Rune-Crafter] who’d trusted the dwarf to know what he was doing. "It didn’t have any side effects, though, so can you really be angry?"
"My hair was itchy for three weeks. Of course I can be angry!" the [Rune-Crafter] said, though their rapid-fire conversation was halted as they were turned away at the next inn on sight alone. "Slight issue found."
The sign above them with its crossed-out figure was glaringly obvious, and even the dying sun on the horizon was still able to illuminate its meaning.
"No humans allowed, yeah," Stig said tiredly. That was the third one with the sign. Not all of them had displayed them outside, some allowing the two to wander in before being shown how to wander out as well, but at least they saved some time here. "The next one to try should just be around the corner, at least. A bit cheaper as well."
The description of the next inn was like the most heavenly symphony to Theo’s ears, even with their previous experiences of the day. As they turned the corner, the light from its windows easily shined to the outside, the shouts of slurred singing within making it clear that it was open. It seemed to attract the more vocal sorts of drunks, the smell of old alcohol apparent when Theo stepped into the place, but there was nobody around who cared about his presence. The bartender was too busy serving drinks, and the hostesses likewise put plates of food on filled tables at a headache-inducing pace, leaving them to wonder just how they were meant to get a room for the night.
"Should still be some available," Stig commented as they watched pairs drop off coins at the desk and get a random keychain before hurrying upstairs together in a show that repeated every minute or so. If the place charged by the hour, Theo was going to be sleeping on the floor. "Let’s see if we can get something to eat first."
Taking the opportunity as a group of stumbling drunkards left their table, the trio sat down almost instantly. Nero needed to push a few chairs to the side to be able to sit properly, her head peeking over the high table without issue, but nobody seemed to give the sight a second glance and somebody came along to offer them food and drink within the minute. Giving them a gold coin, Theo barely got time to look around before everything had been put in front of them.
"Do you also want a plate for the rabbit, or…" the hostess asked, leaving the question open-ended as Nero stared at Theo’s plate with a ferocity that could kill some with weaker spirits. Pushing his own dish towards the [Familiar], he solemnly nodded at the hostess. "I’ll have it ready in a second."
By the time Theo could have a taste of what the place offered for himself, the [Familiar] had already emptied her plate, shouting at him through the mental link to get her another. Wanting to be able to eat his own dish in peace, he slipped the hostess another coin wordlessly. The food would have to continue coming if he was to actually get to try whatever kind of meat this was meant to be.
"Wait," Theo muttered, eyeing the red flesh suspiciously. While it was clearly hot, steaming a little from the plate, [Mana-Sight] didn’t give the usual indications of flesh. This wasn’t meat. "What is this?"
"Tastes like a local type of folium to me," Stig replied, seeming like he was enjoying it, despite Theo’s look of wonder. "Nickname for it is ‘flesh of the plant-realm.’ Has the consistency but not the taste of meat. Isn’t terrible."
Theo felt it was closer to a spicy aubergine, though the oil-based sauces and soft potatoes served along with it weren’t something to complain about. If Nero, a beast who preferred raw flesh above all else, wanted seconds of an entirely vegetarian dish, it had to have some form of good side.
Hours passed again, the inn emptying out surprisingly early. There were just a few older elves around, most of them sitting in the corners working on the last of their drinks.
"If you’re hoping to get rooms for the night, you’re going to have to wait another hour," the bartender said as they went over to pay for as much. Food had been eaten and enjoyed, but Theo was more than happy about the idea of getting some shut-eye. Once they had their proper outfits tomorrow, their new task was to invade the upper classes, and he already had a few ideas he’d been wanting to try out. "Cleaners are still working on removing any messes."
That there were cleaners at all gave Theo hope he could sleep in a bed without feeling a sense of dread.
"They can take as much time as they need to," Theo assured the bartender as he and Stig settled on a few barstools. Without much the rabbit could do to get up to their height, short of just standing on her back legs, she instead opted for cramming in some sleeping before bed. "What do you have to offer?"
"Just the standard variety this week," the bartender said, picking up a hard type of paper with a long list of names that Theo had no chance of reading. "We’ve got the fizzbrew in stock again, if either of you prefers that jittery stuff. We do have an older barrel of Winterkeep Stout as well, in case nothing on that list is to your taste, but I’ll need to grab it out in the back."
Sliding the list of options over to Stig, Theo felt a deep sense of dread when the dwarf was just as confused as him. Even with years of expertise in reading historical and technical texts, deciphering a list of local brews was seemingly a task that couldn’t be done.
"We’ll just try that fizzbrew, thanks," Stig replied, the elven bartender raising his left eyebrow a little before shrugging. Turning around, two glasses were taken from the cleaned row and filled with a bubbly liquid. Foam instantly started to build on the top, a few drops leaving the glass every couple of seconds, but that was seemingly the standard. "Doesn’t look too bad."
Taking a sip of the drink, the [Space Mage] proceeded to show off his most horrified expression possible, making the bartender laugh while making Theo curious. His own drink didn’t smell too bad, in fact not smelling of anything at all, and the fizzing bubbles reminded him of a certain drink at home. Taking a swig of his own, his theories were instantly confirmed.
Just some ginger ale.
"Not bad," Theo commented before he drank a good portion of it all in one go, feeling his stomach react to the carbonated drink in a way it hadn’t been able to for many months. "Didn’t know you guys would have this type of stuff."
"It’s a local invention, from what I know," the bartender added, the [Rune-Crafter] deciding not to comment on any future drinks ever again. "Where are you two from?"
"Eastern forest," Stig said as he got a glass of something that looked like an IPA with that pale look and the minimum foam. "Just at the top, close to Oslaker if you’ve heard of it."
"I think I remember seeing it on a map, yes," the bartender replied. He swiftly went back to cleaning and washing the glass that had previously contained the wasted fizzbrew. A shame, honestly. Theo wouldn’t have minded getting it instead. While he hadn’t been a true fan of ginger ale back in the day, getting the chance to taste it now was something he couldn’t resist. "Long way from home. Traders?"
"Something like that," the [Space Mage] said. The dwarf was in a better mood after not recoiling from the new drink of choice. "If luck strikes, we’ll even get to explore the upper layers of this place."
"Quite the grand goal."
"We try."
Theo sipped his drink again as the dwarf prattled on, seemingly in good spirits now. Nothing too important was said, and general questions were given vague answers. While the red cheeks of the short one were noticeable, the mind hadn’t fallen into temptation.
Before long, the bartender asked to take away their glasses for a refill. The cleaners were almost done with their job, and they’d both soon get to sleep the night of walking away. "So you only got here today?" he asked as he worked. "Must be hard, if you didn’t know anybody."
"We had a few recommendations on who to visit, though it didn’t go as planned with all of them," Theo confessed, taking a sip of the newly bought drink. He’d only had four of them, but his taste buds were getting muted by the carbonation. It didn’t taste right. "Hopefully, tomorrow will be a little better."
"I can believe that," the bartender said with a smile.
By the time the drinks were finished, a shout from the back made it clear the time to head upwards had arrived. Paying for the drinks, and being granted a silver key, they began to head upstairs with a tired [Familiar] in tow. "Your room is the third door to the left," the bartender said.
With drooping eyes, Theo did his best to follow the instructions given. As he fumbled the key into its socket, the lock was turned and the door was unlocked, closed as soon as everybody was inside.
Two long-enough beds, a small carpet to make the old wooden floor more survivable, and a window that could be used to look into the street below. Theo gave it a glance, seeing quite the crowd building, before feeling his mind getting too tired to care. Closing the curtain to stop the light that would arrive in the morning, dead set on spending a few extra deserved hours in bed, he sat down on the bed’s edge.
"So the plan is to—oh," Theo cut himself off as he heard the soft snoring from the dwarf on the other bed. Stig was barely even in the bed, having flopped right down onto it before instantly falling asleep. "Didn’t those lizard people say that I was meant to be the lightweight between the two of us?"
Maybe the beer here is stronger than expected.
Seeing that Nero was starting on a solid multi-hour nap on the carpet, Theo didn’t see a reason to delay his own. Removing the shield from his back, the expensive strap required for that more than worthwhile in Theo’s mind, he lay down in the bed. His mind was begging him to fall asleep as his head hit the surprisingly soft pillow.
That smell of old cleaning supplies and something metallic stopped him, though, Nero’s shared senses invading him even in the later hours of the day. Theo couldn’t help but notice everything around, from the low muttering outside to the taste of blood in the air.
Wait, what?
While it was old, hours old at this point, the [Familiar] could smell blood in the room. It hadn’t been obvious while they’d been outside, so it had to have been inside here. While Theo hesitantly assumed somebody could have just gotten a papercut or something, the rabbit slowly supplied that something that she could smell several hours later would’ve needed to be a near-lethal amount of blood loss.
Yeah… There was no chance Theo was sleeping here, tired mind or not.
"Couldn’t have mentioned that when we stepped inside, could you?" Theo murmured, the [Familiar] firing back that it wasn't important. It was hours ago, after all, and any wounded victim would’ve left the scene already. Nothing could be hunted. "I’m not worried about catching a ‘victim.’ I’m worried about us becoming victims. Stig, wake up. We need to leave."
While the rabbit assured Theo there was no chance anything would get in without her notice, the [Rune-Crafter] was slightly distracted by his lacking ability to walk, his attempt at rising from the bed granting no reactions from his relaxed hamstrings. That wasn’t good.
Warning!
Paralytic substances found in the user's bloodstream. Please seek immediate medical assistance.

"Oh, thanks, I hadn’t noticed," Theo said into the empty air, doing his best to fuel [Spirit of Aegis] with as much [Mana] as possible. Nothing good came from not being able to move his legs, and the edge of weakness in his arms wasn’t fun to notice either. "I’m going to kill that bartender, I swear."
It was the only one who could have drugged them. Theo had hoped he could actually trust an inn to serve something other than what seemed to have been poison, but there were apparently limits on what common decency could guarantee here.
By the time the spread of paralysis started to reverse, Theo was still outright unable to sit up in his bed, his body reduced to mild fumbling. It wasn’t the best position to be in when Nero sent along the warning of a lot of people going up the stairs towards their door.
Their attempt to open it up, finding it locked, was the straw that broke the camel’s back.
"See if you can get me my pistol, please," Theo requested, cursing himself for leaving it with his shield at the end of his bed. Nero rose from her spot on the carpet, trying to gnaw open the latch on the holster. "Just bring the entire belt. I’ll manage."
Hopefully.
The [Familiar] was able to tear the belt away from the shield in just a moment. She was walking over to Theo with it in her mouth when the door to the room broke open, a rather impressively sized elf staring at him with a wide grin.
"Shit," Theo cursed as the instincts of the rabbit took over and dropped the belt before it was within his reach. He needed physical contact for this to work. "No, I can work with this."
While the elves in front shouted in fear as a torrent of flames left Nero’s mouth, the heated spittle landing on their skin and sizzling, Theo began to send out a thin strand of [Mana] towards the hilt of the weapon. While it wasn’t exactly the usual format he used to send orders to the bullets, it would need to do.
"Bloody annoying thing," came a harsh grunt as Nero yelped. Theo was distracted by the sight of a needle sticking out of his [Familiar]’s throat. It wasn’t deadly, with no blood coating her fur, but her wobbling legs were the only sign she’d been drugged before she flopped to the floor unconscious. Not good. "Where were we?"
There!
Connecting [Mana] to the hilt of the gun just barely, Theo fired off the first bullet, making it [Teleport] just in front of the first elf’s forehead.
Only the rotation hadn’t been entirely accounted for, making the attack a glancing blow. While still devastating, the criminal falling back in pain, there was no instant kill.
"The mage is still awake, you idiot!" a familiar voice shouted, coming closer.
It was part of the group that hurried in before Theo could try a second shot, and as its owner pulled the pistol away from the bed, Theo felt a needle enter his neck as well. "You’re paying for the repairs. This is unacceptable treatment of your betters."
Even with a last desperate burst of energy into [Spirit of Aegis], the [Skill] couldn’t combat the extra dose, darkness enveloping Theo instantly.




Chapter 5







Lycan


Jakob Dolf could describe this morning as a decent one. With the leaving of the man beside him last week as well as the howling that the warrior had always produced at night, he’d been able to sleep a full eight hours without fail. It was refreshing, his mind more awake than ever, and he could almost feel some kind of emotion other than vexation as the guard outside his cell knocked on the bars with his baton. 
"Wake up, little wolf," the guard who was a good foot shorter than him half-sang, a wet slap reaching Jakob’s ears as something was thrown onto the ground. His breakfast, probably, the guard having thought it nice to throw it into the dirtier spot again. "You’re on in twenty."
"Sure thing, Robert," Jakob said, rising from the ground as he left the pile of fur behind. The guard gave him a disgusted look, but he paid it no mind as he took a bite of the raw meat. The cooks had at least put something akin to seasoning on it this time, along with lining it with some adrenaline boosters. By the time he was in the ring, his pulse would be at its highest. "This is going to be one of the fun days, isn’t it?"
The distant roar of a crowd answered that question not long after as the large gate into the arena briefly opened to allow the pre-show to start. It seemed to feature one of the other captures that had been made last week, a debtor who had gotten too lazy about sending in money at the right time. Even from a hundred meters away, Jakob’s ears picked up the pleading.
"Please, I’ll have the gold ready in a day," the elf begged, pushing against the guards dragging him along. No words came from them, but that didn’t seem to stop the desperation from increasing. "I’ll pay double! Triple! Just don’t—"
Jakob took a bite of his breakfast as he heard a grunt of pain, likely the result of one of the guards hitting the man in the stomach. They normally did that before the talkative ones needed to enter the arena. While the crowd liked those who’d already broken down before the performance, the announcer did need some peace and quiet to introduce them, after all.
It only took a few seconds more before the booming voice picked up, so loud that even the steel walls couldn’t stop the vibrations from coming through. It didn’t help that the masses outside were stomping on the ground, what Jakob usually called his ceiling. The dust particles raining down on him were dirtying the last bits of his food.
"Can’t even eat in peace, can I?" came the muttering, a few of the people in the other cells sending him glances. "What?"
Oh, right. Jakob wiped away the red smattering from his beard, the colour mix not helping anybody think more of him. Though anybody who’d spent a few centuries in a cell did deserve his signature name at some level.
"Before we have the grand finalist fight against the Beast, we bring you, fine folks, a little appetizer," the announcer shouted, his enhanced voice reaching any and all in the underground arena. Jakob personally noted the slight cracks at the end. Had this one grown too old for the job so quickly? It’d barely been a decade since he got the position. "On the left side of the ring, we have one Peyter Slacin, a big spender on alcohol and women alike. Sadly, he spent a little too much, took money from the wrong people without giving anything back, and is now going to be fighting for his life. If he wins today’s joust, however, he’ll walk free with more money than he could ever spend."
The microphone briefly picked up some shouted pleadings, but the announcer skipped along before it got too obvious. No matter what, though, the crowd seemed to be enjoying it, with how much they were shouting and banging on the floor.
"On the other side of the ring, we have a simple beast with us today," the announcer said, as always understating what "simple" meant. "The species itself is called a ‘displacer,’ though I’m sure many of you remember this darling by her nickname. If the ones in the know would please shout it with me, we can now welcome the mighty fighter herself, the Lynch!"
Jakob was unsure if there was anything not shouting that name, judging by how his ears hurt. The director had promised him they were going to fix the padding issues several months before, but it seemed that he had forgotten once more. How many more years would it take before they finally replaced all of it again?
Too many.
Grumbling to himself as the shaky shrieks of a certain debtor began, Jakob cleaned his teeth. The others in the cells next to him shook every time the pleading stammers came through, a sign they really hadn’t been here for long enough.
Not that they would be here for much longer anyway. The crowd had apparently gotten tired of most of them. Making two cowards fight each other was never good entertainment, and, more importantly, something that richer folks never bet on either. That was why Lynch was being sent out every other day now. While it wouldn't stick for more than a month, the people did find entertainment in figuring out how long others could survive being in the arena against that monster.
"Just long enough that you can bet money on it. Just short enough that you don't get bored," Jakob answered, inspecting the boots in the corner of his cell. His time to relax was almost over, the ticking clock above and the lowered crying of the elf outside making it clear he’d need to be ready. Taking one of the more elastic pieces of cloth that the guard had dropped off at the start of the week, this one with minimal blood stains on it, Jakob did his best to tie a knot that’d work for the perfect amount of time. "They want to see me rip someone's throat out, but when it’s about seeing a man in his birthday suit they get all sensitive. Two hundred years in this place and that still doesn’t make sense to me."
"You’ve really been here for two hundred years?" one of the others asked softly. Jakob turned his head and saw a near-skeletal woman looking back at him. She’d be grouped up with one of the others when they went out, most likely. There was no chance she could be entertaining on her own, seeing as she could barely stand as it was. The high pulse from being chased by a beast could only help so much. "How?"
"I eat as well as I can, I provide the best shows, and I do daily stretching," Jakob answered, rolling his shoulders as he heard the iron doors on the side open up. The growls of the displacer on the other side of the arena were starting to be heard by senses that were getting more enhanced by the second. Those adrenaline boosters were kicking in, Jakob understanding they were expecting a transformation soon. "Just winning a fight doesn’t ensure your survival. Doing it with style, story, and drama is what helps seal the deal on being kept alive."
Whether being kept alive in a cell was truly living was up for debate, but it wasn’t like it would actually matter for that skeletal woman.
"Get your hands out," Robert ordered, smashing his baton against the bars. Jakob flinched at the sound, his body slowly adjusting to everything coming into focus. His eyes were starting to glow already. That wasn’t good, since he’d been betting on that for his entrance. No matter. He put out his hands, and silver chains were put onto them before the cell door opened and he was let outside.
Stuffing down the signs of chaos, Jakob took a deep breath. The announcer was positively screaming to make sure the shouting crowd could hear his voice and the hype was already at its peak without the man’s assistance. What they’d all been waiting for was being brought out in the form of Jakob, the man noticing that his knot on the cloth wasn’t as perfect as expected.
"Hey, Robert, could you wait for a second? Need to tighten this, or we’ll be doing the entry without me wearing anything," Jakob said, the guard stopping momentarily to let him do it. That was how everything needed to be argued for. If it helped the show run smoothly, even if it meant fulfilling his small requests, the guards would do it. With disgust on their face? Yes, but why did he need to care? "Okay, let’s go."
The final gate into the arena opened up, the massive lights above honing in on Jakob’s face as he was pulled out into the circular ring. He briefly turned around to let Robert take off his handcuffs, the guard doing it rather harshly and leaving small cuts, but he paid it no mind. Turning to the audience, his hands free and pulled into the air, he heard their approval.
They loved him, though they might’ve loved what he could do even more.
"Ladies and gentlemen, it is my honour tonight to present to you the man, the myth, the legend, the Beast," the announcer said, the word Jakob’s cue to start the transformation. There was a brief clash of pain, one he could usually hide, but it actually helped him make the deep roar that shook the gates behind him.
The audience roared right back as the transformation continued, his legs bending and growing, bones broken to allow for increased length and muscles expanding while also becoming denser at the same time. His face was in agony, and the exponential growth of nerves only made it worse, but that pain likewise allowed Jakob to understand who exactly he would be facing today. While they hadn’t been put into the arena just yet, he could hear them very clearly. Not even the shrieking crowd could stop him from recognizing that howling.
And here I’d thought you’d died last week.
Might as well have been dead, though, no remnant of the warrior other than that howling left. Jakob could see as much as they opened up the bars on the other side, wheeling out the caged man. While they had kept Jakob in fighting condition with adrenaline boosters, they had given the other man something much stronger. Muscles looked ready to burst, veins showing everywhere on his exposed skin, and the massive double-bladed axe seemed like a child’s toy in the warrior’s hand. When Jakob had been living next to the man, he’d been just about 190 centimeters in height. Now, they were easily 220, with an increased width that almost rivalled his own.
Only almost, though.
"To make for a most exciting battle today, our leading scientist has engineered a new solvent to increase the fighting potential of our gladiators," the announcer shouted, as the people seemed curious about what type of warrior Jakob was meant to be facing. It wasn’t every day that the guards had to keep a fighter in the cage even within the arena. A rope had even been attached to its top to make it possible to open the thing up without the guards being inside while it happened. So much for trust. "One of our most successful experiments would be this wonderful warrior here, formerly known as Halfdan the Destroyer, who has seen incredible improvements in both strength, speed, and ruthlessness. But is this man, enhanced or not, able to defeat our long-time lycan champion of the arena? Make your bets, because this fight is a once-in-a-lifetime event. Nothing like this will happen again, so I promise."
You said that last week with the ice ogre.
Jakob roared at the enemy when he noticed he hadn’t been moving around enough. Going down on all fours, he paced around the arena like a mad beast. His claws were finally formed properly, giving him ample chance to make scratches on the stone floor of the arena. The repairmen hated him for it, but the audience loved seeing "evidence" of his brutality, so nobody could stop him without being shouted at. The director had a vision he wanted to sell, and Jakob was making sure he abused that fact as much as possible.
"The time for betting has ended," the announcer shouted. Jakob briefly glanced up at his position above the fighting pit, seeing the grey-haired man holding a paper sheet. It was yellow. "Ladies and gentlemen, may the battle begin!"
Nearly fifty-fifty on the bets? Jakob could hardly believe that so many had thought this thing was going to have a chance. Keeping in his laughter as best he could, though it still came out in the form of short growls, he looked on as the guards pulled the rope and released the warrior.
Half of them want to think I’ll lose. Best to put on a good performance.
Jakob had to admit that whatever kind of ooze they’d stuffed into the warrior wasn’t half bad. The second that the steel-bar barrier was removed, he rushed forward instantly. Faster than most eyes could track, the axe swung towards the lycan’s neck, almost reaching the outer layer of fur before Jakob managed to lean back. With a flexing of his side, a clawed arm shot out to counter the open side, a line of blood covering his claws as the warrior was pushed back a good ten meters. An arm had actually been raised in time, though the forearm lost a good chunk of its armour and skin in the process.
"In primal fashion, the first exchange is instant," the announcer said as the crowd looked on intently. Some shouted advice to Jakob, wanting to see signature moves, but he tuned it out. The warrior before him was surprisingly durable, the inflicted wounds closing within a few seconds. "Is that some tiredness I’m seeing on our champion already? Not as much movement as usual?"
There was a difference between calculating the next attack and standing around because of a tired body, but the crowd didn’t seem to care. Seeing the announcer’s warning for what it was, Jakob took the initiative. With a growl, he faked a leaping attack from the right, one which the warrior instantly steeled himself for, before appearing on the right side near-instantly, Jakob’s teeth entering his shoulder. Before an axe could fly towards his face, Jakob whipped his head to the side. The attached warrior became airborne, flying from Jakob’s jaws, and hit the wall of the arena with a painful crash.
Landing on the floor only a second after, his back looked bent the wrong way. It seemed painful, though Jakob was relatively sure he’d done a similar pose during his sun mantra.
"And just like that, the champion shows why he’s at the top. Is this the end of the fight, or—ladies and gentlemen, the warrior is not so easily defeated!"
Of course he isn’t.
Jakob wouldn’t have done that stunt if he’d actually believed it was able to kill the warrior. Even if the blood dripping from his jaw was a perfect display of what the people loved, being thrown against the wall wasn’t a good finisher.
With blood running down an exposed upper body, the frail armour falling apart as he rose from the ground, the warrior looked at Jakob with anger. There was no sense of life other than pure unbridled rage, the man matching the lycan’s volume of roaring as he began to charge the Beast.
"Fast" was an easy descriptor as Jakob sidestepped the top swing of the warrior. "Powerful" followed when the axe got stuck in the floor of the arena, a good chunk of the steel embedded into the stone.
Distracted by the weapon’s state, the warrior barely saw it coming when a kick catapulted him away again. Jakob tore out the axe, throwing it towards the bloodied man before he could counterattack with his fists only.
And to make it a little more exciting, Jakob didn’t dodge in time. While the warrior had reclaimed the axe, it was the fist of the man that reached the side of Jakob’s head.
Fur fell off from the power, some blood splattering on the floor. Another attempted hit was made with the axe, but he lowered himself enough for it to fly over his head. The crowd cheered, some thinking he had been hit too gravely, but it wasn’t meant to be.
That should be enough.
Bracing himself and jumping right into the warrior before he could finish a downward swing right into Jakob’s back, he forced the warrior onto the ground. While a hit with the axe hilt into his eye made pain flare, nearly letting the drugged-up howler get some leverage, Jakob didn’t waste time anymore. Discreetly breaking the man’s hands before chomping down on his neck, the lycan then stood to his full height. With a head raised high, the victim hanging limply by his canines, victory had been decided.
A momentary silence was followed by an uproar that shook the bars above the arena as Jakob threw the corpse onto the ground again, the lifeblood of his enemy coating his fur. The adrenaline was pumping through him, making each hair stand on end to make him look that much bigger, but it meant nothing when the fight was over.
"The Beast is the winner once again!"
Those who’d bet against the warrior were happy with their winnings. Those who’d bet against Jakob were agitated that they’d almost made so much profit from him being killed.
But if they think they earned a lot, they should see what the arena is pulling home.
With a shout of victory to end his stay inside the death dome, Jakob left the way he’d come. Closing the metal bars out into the arena to make sure that none could see him properly, Robert fastened the silver cuffs back onto his hands. Keeping up the act, Jakob slowly and painfully returned to his human form, the chunks of blood and gore coating his skin so much more than his lycan form had shown. It was rather disgusting, though the smell was a hundred times worse.
Not even wanting to know what kind of stuff they’d filled the howler with, he happily kept silent while fastening the cloth he’d been handed. That wasn’t normal behaviour for the guard, since they usually had no care about his attire while outside of the public sight lines, meaning he wasn’t going back to his cell instantly.
And since there weren’t any mentions of extra fights, it meant he was going to the director.
"Any word on what he wants to talk about?" Jakob asked Robert as they walked up the cold stairs, no reply granted by the guard. "Fair enough."
Reaching up into the walkway above, he had the rare chance to see the many rows of cells in place, all connected in an easily organized system of attached hexagons. It was a beautiful sight, though one that nobody would mind burning down. Jakob would’ve already done as much, if not for the fact that he’d suffocate in the flames as well.
Before long, a small unlabeled door was found. Opening it up, Robert shoved Jakob through it, the supposed lycan emerging into a well-decorated office from what looked like an empty bookshelf from this side.
"Ah, Jakob, you’ve arrived just in time," Elijah said, making the bloodied fighter look over to see the director sitting by a fireplace in a leather chair, smoking a cigar that probably cost more than what most earned in a lifetime. "I just got the new shipment of that northern brandy from Linrel you like so much. Come sit down. I’ll fetch you a glass."
Jakob said nothing as he tried out the new leather-and-hide chair. He felt uncomfortable in it, the hairs of the dead beast sticking his skin covered in dried blood. It flaked off with each of his flinches, including the one made when the glass was offered to him.
"I heard they had a good season with this batch," the director explained, a glass of his own in hand as he took a small sip of the swirling liquid. He seemed to ponder its intricate hints of whatever for quite a few moments, while Jakob just did his best not to think about the home he hadn’t seen for too long. "It will never beat the ceremonial whisky that those stone dwarves in Obon brew, but I understand why you’ve preferred this drink above all others through the years. It is most definitely among the top."
The double-faced man proceeded to take a draw of his cigar to rid his tastebuds of the taste, before putting the glass back onto the table. Jakob had expected nothing else, seeing as he’d done that same act every other month for as long as he’d been here. Truthfully, he was the only one older than the "lycan," even if it couldn’t be seen with those youthful features. If not for that finely trimmed handlebar moustache slapped onto the director, he could’ve fooled others into believing he was only fifty.
"While I didn’t see the recent fight of yours, the number of people who came to see you is something that was impossible not to spot," Elijah said, revealing the only reason Jakob had been called here. "We actually had to set up a few excuses for why the lower floor of the city seemed like a ghost town. Figuring out how to seat five hundred bodies more than the arena is built for was a challenge as well, one that I’m happy to tackle if we keep seeing this level of attendance from your shows."
"If you give me a reason to keep up the act, I’ll keep up the numbers for as long as you want," Jakob said, Elijah laughing at his words. As if he actually had a choice. The moment it fell apart would be the moment he lost his words, his curse keeping him tethered to the man so much tighter than any steel or silver cage. "Maybe even fix the sound isolation in the ceiling so I can get some sleep at night."
"I’ll see that it’s looked at, Jakob, don’t you worry about that," Elijah promised with a smile that didn’t meet his eyes. The elf clapped him on the shoulder as Jakob left the way he’d come, happily taking the now-empty glass. "Take care, my friend. I made sure the guards sent you something good for dinner."
There was no response, and Jakob just stepped through the fake bookshelf. After Robert made sure the silver cuffs were still on his hands, he was led back down the stairs and right over to this cell. Only when it was fully locked did the guard release him from the tight metal. It was like they’d gotten smaller lately.
"So where’s the celebratory dinner I was meant to get from winning so delightfully?" Jakob asked, the guard not replying as he walked back down the row of cells. "Better give me that, at least."
Looking over to where the small group of elves had been an hour before, Jakob was able to spot the absence of the skeletal woman and the others. He idly wondered where they had gone until he heard the sobbing from out in the arena. The squelching noises that followed made it clear what their fate had been.
A hundred years ago, he would’ve felt something from this. Now, Jakob was more worried about when that celebratory steak was coming. If he was lucky, the chef would even put it on a pan for a few precious seconds.
Leaning into his fur bed, a groan that wasn’t his own distracted Jakob’s thoughts about food. With a glance to the cell previously owned by a certain howling warrior, he was surprised to find not one but three newcomers.
The weirdest thing of all was the fact that one of them was a rabbit with wings.
"Just where could they have found you three?" Jakob muttered aloud. With their lack of proper clothes, it was clear they were outsiders that had been stripped of valuables. "Fighters grouped together, and the animal isn’t even killed for its fur…they must think you’ll be a great showing against me."
Better not tell them that, though. Have to give them hope.
The secret ingredient in surviving here for as long as possible was always hope.




Chapter 6







Unwelcome


Theo could feel his body splitting itself apart. His head hurt, his arms hurt, and hell, his nose hurt. Everything was getting a wave of pain along with the oxygenated blood coming from his steadily beating heart, the stupid thing refusing to stop delivering that sense of discomfort. 
"God, I need some breakfast," the [Rune-Crafter] muttered when the sleeping thoughts of Nero caught him. The rabbit was still snoozing along, completely oblivious to the world. "Serves you right for—"
Oh, shit.
After the flare of light that intruded upon his senses as he forced his eyes open by an act of pure will and adrenaline, Theo didn’t see the wooden ceiling of the room they’d paid for. He could only see grey stone accompanied by a single yellow light, and the texture he felt under him was of that same grainy texture. Wait, why could he—
"They really took everything?" Theo muttered, looking down at himself. He’d been reduced to a pair of stained boxers, red streaks on its sides now discolouring the floor’s already-dead grey. "This isn’t good."
Stig was beside him, still asleep on the stone floor, and Nero just lying on her side with not a care in the world either. They didn’t seem hurt, but that meant little, since they were apparently in a cage of some sort. Tall metal bars blocked his way all around him, though there was a built-in door at one side, one which seemed to be working on a rather simple lock mechanism.
"I highly advise you not to touch that," a voice from a few meters away began to say, but Theo’s hand had already honed in on the metal door. A brief moment of contact was had before what seemed to be the current of a thunder god ran through Theo’s body, travelling through his arm and down into his leg before pushing him away with unnatural power. It stung way too much, but at least he became more than awake through it. "Told you."
That voice was annoying, and different from any other voice meant to be in the cage with him. Twisting his sore neck and looking over at the cage next to their own, realizing that there actually were cages all around him if he looked through the darkness enough, he saw another prisoner eating what looked to be…a raw steak?
With a length of hair that made it clear it hadn’t been cut in years, a beard bushy enough to fit onto a grand wizard, and a lack of clothing so severe that Theo nearly turned his head away on instinct, the [Rune-Crafter] wasn’t actually sure what to say.
Oh, wait. Yes, he did.
"What the fuck are you doing?" Theo asked bluntly, the thirty-something stopping his steady consumption of the raw meat as he looked the [Rune-Crafter] up and down. He seemingly wasn’t impressed, since he took another bite of his meat afterwards. "That doesn’t seem like a smart thing to do."
"Been doing it for long enough that my body doesn’t react to it anymore," the stranger said, shrugging. The motion made the hair fall from its position, revealing more of the upper body’s exposed skin. While Theo was pointedly ignoring everything below the chest, he was able to see what seemed to be engraved [Runes] on the man’s body. They were splayed across, intersecting around the neck and potentially at the lower stomach and back, before spreading out onto the head, arms, and legs. "If the guards ask if you’re able to eat meat, though, remember to say no. If you don’t, they’ll just give you this as well."
Right… Theo wasn’t sure what was going on anymore. Testing the bars around them again, pushing and pulling as hard as he could, nothing gave way. What they were made of, he didn’t know, but it was clear that it wasn’t going to be easy getting out.
Not for a regular person, at least.
They were in a prison of sorts, and prisons had prison breaks. Theo was going to start one of his own, starting by making the bars keeping them inside explode through the power of the newly discovered [Tier 2 Explosion Rune]. While he technically didn’t have his [Engraver] on him, that should've been no problem, since he could just do [Air-Engraving] instead.
Only…there came a slight issue when he tried to access his inner [Mana-Pool]. While it all flowed well within, the moment he tried to press it out of his body, there was a form of resistance that he’d never felt before. It was like his skin was made of impenetrable steel, the thin strands of energy unable to find any kind of way out.
"Keep trying, and you’ll get a headache," the stranger said again, having finished his food, busying himself by picking out the meat bits from his beard. "They’ve put a magic limiter on you. Until that comes off, there won’t be any mana leaving your body."
What? Checking himself over, covering all parts of his body, Theo found nothing attached. There was no bracelet, no form of talisman stuck to his back, and there wasn’t even a tattoo. He was spotless and entirely unable to use his one talent.
"Where is it?" Theo questioned, getting a shrug from the wild man in response. "How do you even know about it if you don’t know where it is?"
"I know where mine is, thank you very much," the stranger replied, lifting his hair to reveal a long scar on his neck. "It’s an early prototype of what you have, however, so likely less obvious. Probably doesn’t even have a scar, though that doesn’t make it any less effective. I’ve seen a good handful of magicians try to beat through those limiters. The most one managed was to overload it with mana, blowing themself up in the process as well. Not a good way to go."
That was just great. Theo visually reinspected himself again and again, finding nothing of the sort. Half-convinced the stranger was just messing with him, he almost called it out before hearing a groan from a certain dwarf.
"Why does my head hurt so much?" Stig complained as he stretched, slowly opening his eyes as his arms fell down to his sides and hit the cold floor rather hard. Cursing in pain, the forest dwarf woke up enough to realize the issue at hand. "And where in the nine realms are we supposed to be? Wait, why can’t I—"
The dwarf stood up, a little disoriented and progressively getting redder in the face as he tried to make the energy within swirl and reach outwards. Theo could see it all in clear detail, [Mana-Sight] apparently working fine, as it functioned internally instead of blowing outwards.
Did that mean that the magical limiters didn’t care what he was doing with energy, as long as it didn’t leave his frame? That was…good to know.
"We’re in a prison of sorts, we’re currently without the ability to use our magic due to some kind of device put into our bodies somewhere, and we also lost all our physical belongings," Theo swiftly recapped to the horrified [Space Mage] who had only recently learned to limit how much he [Teleported] around. "Good news, though. Nero’s still here."
"Please tell me you have some actual good news," Stig pleaded, glancing at the still-sleeping rabbit. She seemed so peaceful, so utterly clueless about their situation. Theo wasn’t even sure if she’d care, the [Familiar] more likely to see it as the needed opportunity to eat Stig once and for all.
"You’re not actually in a prison, if that helps," the wild man from the other cell said, rejoining the conversation. He dusted off his beard and stood up, to the horrified surprise of Stig who hadn’t noticed the lack of clothing before. "You just somehow angered the local crime gang, got kidnapped, and were thrown into one of an uncountable number of cells currently housed underneath the already-underground arena used for battles to the death between unwilling participants. Though…I guess that does fit the description of prison as well. The lack of good food, harsh treatment by guards, and lacklustre rights as a living person do match what you can expect here."
…
"Sorry, who are you?" Stig asked, the forest dwarf mentally spinning in place as he tried to catch up. Theo felt empathy for the dwarf, moving over to try and awaken Nero while he was at it. If his second dose of whatever paralytic concoction they’d used on them had already worn off, a single dose should’ve easily left the rabbit already. "You got a name?"
"Jakob Dolf, the main attraction of this shithole, and fighter extraordinaire," the man greeted, sitting back in what looked to be a small gathering of dark-blue fur. It was scattered enough for smudges of the stone floor below to be spottable, but there seemed to be a lack of care on that front. "Other than the odd mention, you’ve forgotten to introduce yourselves. What should I call you?"
Scratching the rabbit’s neck seemed to do the job, Nero waking up in utter bliss as Theo continued the act for a few seconds. When he stopped, she was more than ready to stretch her body, sniffing the air to figure out just where they were. If there was any sort of panic at the unfamiliar surroundings, she didn’t show it.
"My name’s Stig, that’s Theo, and the fat rabbit is Nero," the [Space Mage] said, the [Rune-Crafter] forced to hold a winged [Familiar] back from sending a blast of flame towards the dwarf. That she still had the ability to do such a thing was interesting, however. "Do you know anything else about this place?"
"I know more than most on the other side of the cells, yes," Jakob confirmed. "Not much that’ll be of use to you, though. Fighting starts in the evening and ends in the early mornings, so this place works on a reversed schedule. If you already know you can win a fight, make it flashy so that the audience wants to see you in the long term, or else the coordinators will just kill you off in a dead run. And…if you get the chance to answer when asked if you’re able to eat meat, say your diet is strictly vegetarian or you’ll die."
That raised more questions than anything, and the dwarf looked ready to spew out with them before the sound of metallic grinding stopped him in his tracks. When the sound of locks turned came a second later, followed by more steps, Theo was rather sure this couldn’t end well.
Guards.
Garbed in metal armour that looked [Enchanted], [Mana-Sight] showing off red and black swirling lights on it. Theo was more afraid of the defence than he was of the offence, batons with multicoloured crystals on top seeming to be their primary method of attack.
"Vegetarian," Jakob whispered to them through the bars before going over to the front to wave at the group of guards. "Hey, Robert! Is it fun doing introduction duties? Didn’t know you would be on so many shifts in a row."
The elf at the front sneered at him before beating his weapon against the metal bars.
"Put your hands through, so we can put cuffs on you. Try anything funny, and we’ll kill you on the spot. This is a standard procedure every time you leave any area, and from now on you do this without being prompted," the guard called Robert explained, his voice showing what little he thought of the trio. Nero suggested murder, which Theo rejected for now, though it did also provide him an inquiry. "Is that understood?"
"Somewhat," Theo replied as he put his hands through the bars, the cuffs put onto him before he retracted them again. Stig did the same with no issues. "What do we do for her? I’m not sure how you’re going to fit cuffs onto her legs, or anywhere else, for that matter."
The guard named Robert looked at the rabbit as if murdering her was the obvious solution. Yet, somehow, the criminal scum refrained from as much, pulling out something akin to a full-body suit instead.
"Put this onto her every time you leave a restricted area," the guard ordered. Theo was forced to fumble with what was honestly just a weather coat for dogs. It was incredibly frustrating for the rabbit, since it pressed down on her wings while forcing her steps to be even shorter than normal, but some sacrifices had to be made in the name of survival. "Is that understood?"
"Yeah, yeah, all is fine," Theo assured the guard, glancing through the open metal door at the end of the chamber to see if there was anything notable. Except for some kind of barred gate and a set of stairs upwards, though, there wasn’t enough to spot before a baton hit him on the side of his head. It stung heavily as if the thin weapon had a few [Impact Runes] forced onto it. "What?"
"Focus when I’m talking to you, or the others and I will kill you on the spot," the guard warned, Theo nodding respectfully and slowly, giving him full unbroken eye contact the entire time. "Follow me. Try to run, and we will kill you."
For an apparent gang of criminals, they were about as threatening as unruly schoolchildren. Schoolchildren with weapons that they could beat Theo senselessly with, yes, but he most certainly felt like he had a good chance against them if he tried.
So what’s stopping me from that?
The three of them needed to have some kind of trick up their sleeve to feel safe getting away and about, but Theo couldn’t figure out what that was meant to be. Until he did, following along willingly was the plan.
"Name?" a portly woman answered after he was led into a smaller room and seated on a small table where his cuffs were seemingly fused into the metal. The woman on the other side of said table gave him a tired glance once he didn’t answer instantly. "Name?"
"My first name is Theo. Do you also want my—oh, okay," the [Rune-Crafter] said. The woman ignored him entirely as she began to write only his first name, filling out a few more boxes afterwards.
"Race?"
"Human, I hope."
"Age?"
"Maybe twenty-six."
"Any areas of expertise?"
"I’m good at [Engraving] maps and shooting people with guns."
The light above turned red, and the woman narrowed his eyes at him. Was it because he’d lied?
"I’m not good at [Engraving] maps and more just about average?" Theo tried. While the light was slightly greener, it wasn’t entirely there. "I also know how to do magic."
"What kind of magic?"
"I’d say I’m definitely best with fire," the [Rune-Crafter] said wholeheartedly.
"Reason for capture?"
"Telling a guy it would be a bad idea to stab my friend?"
The woman stopped writing at that, seemingly waiting for the light above to flare red. When it didn’t, she just shook her head before filling out another dozen boxes without question. From what he could guess, somebody like her was trying to ask Nero the same questions. It was not working.
"Mister Theo, you have hereby lost your rights as a human being, on the grounds of having upset an esteemed member of the Atos family. To pay off your social debts, you will be participating in the arena battles that this city is well-known for until the moment that the offending party feels that you had served your time," the woman explained, showing off some kind of paper that Theo couldn’t read. If it was meant to impress him, it didn’t really work. "Your first showing is tonight, when you will be fighting against a large-category beast. Are there any specific types of weapons you prefer to fight with?"
Were they really just… Theo wasn’t sure what to say.
"I had a pistol and a shield in my belongings when I was captured," he said, making the woman look through notes that had been filled out earlier. "Any chance I could use those?"
An arena meant a larger open space, somewhere people could watch him fight with the naked eye. Using the pistol as a distraction, there was a good chance he could take care of any guards while also climbing the walls, then fleeing through the viewer areas. He would have to figure out why the guards felt so secure in his presence when there were so few weapons pointing his way, but that would probably be solved before the end of the day.
"The pistol was deemed an unfair advantage to anybody who wields it, so that would be impossible. The shield is another matter, however," the woman bluntly stated, removing only half of Theo’s current hopes. "There were strange sigils carved into your shield, along with a stated magical aura. Has your shield been enchanted in any way, or do you hold any kind of belief that it has been enchanted before you came into possession of it?"
Oh, this is straight gold.
"The shield has never been [Enchanted] by my hand, I have no suspicion that it has ever been [Enchanted], and the carvings on the surface of the shield have nothing to do with [Enchantments] in any meaningful way," the [Rune-Crafter] replied, quite strict about the difference between [Enchantment] and [Rune-Crafting]. One was an art around pure [Intent] and the other was much more solid in its mystical ways. Calling them anything alike was an affront to the accomplishments on both sides, and the light above agreed when no red appeared to call out Theo’s kinda half-truths. "Does that sound fine to you?"
"If you’re willing to only use the shield while inside the arena, yes," the woman replied, looking carefully at his expression. Doing his best to seem conflicted for a few moments, while internally crying in happiness, when he nodded her way, she seemed to accept it. "I’ll send the message along. I hope your efforts to survive are long-lasting."
"I actually do have a question or two, before I leave. Does that light thing above also check you for lying?" Theo asked. The woman slowly nodded as she fixed her glasses. "Has anybody ever gotten out of this place through fighting in the arena?"
"...Yes."
The red light above said otherwise, a guard swiftly walking inside and taking Theo away. It took only a few seconds of walking before he was forced to sit on a bench, facing a stone wall as he considered the words of the clerk. Nobody had gotten out of the place alive. Not through the arena fighting, at least, and that Jakob fellow did seem to be an example of as much with how many years' worth of hair growth he had.
Leaving through other ways was technically still in the realm of possibility, since the clerk hadn’t explicitly mentioned people leaving through other avenues, but Theo wasn’t sure if that meant anything. He had to be careful here. Theo had already made it possible to handle his shield when he went into the so-called arena, but what was the chance that he could actually use it as anything other than a weapon? Would the [Soul-Bound] status he had with the piece of equipment allow him to ignore the magical limiter in his body?
I have to wait until the time comes to figure that out.
He had to figure out how to survive a trip to the arena as well, now that he was thinking about it. While he wasn’t sure what this place counted as a "large-category" beast, it couldn’t be a good thing. From an outright [Dydra] to one of the giant spiders he’d faced in his first dungeon, not one would have been an easy fight with an inert [Runeshield].
"Maybe the focus on physical traits actually helps me here," Theo pondered, though he did wonder if the place would supply him with some form of armour. He’d been told he would only have his shield, but that was likely only counting weapons, right? There was no chance they would put him in with only a shield and boxers? "...They would do that, wouldn’t they?"
"Quiet!"
Spittle almost splashed on his face from the guard next to him, a raised baton apparently the height of threats around here. Raising his eyebrows at the showing, but not much of anything else, the [Rune-Crafter] just sat back in silence and waited.
He didn’t need too long, at least, since Nero showed up outside not long after. The clerk had apparently just given up halfway, filling out what they could while leaving everything else blank. If anybody asked, they would apparently think she was called Fang now, a name that there was great displeasure about.
Stig came a few minutes out, looking both shaken and angry, with a few bruises on the side of his left arm. It seemed the [Space Mage] hadn’t been as tolerant of the clerk, and the guard had needed to come in midway to give a few rather painful warnings.
"You okay?" Theo asked as they were grouped together, the guards narrowing their eyes at his vocality.
"Just dandy," Stig replied, before a barking order from the nearest guard to shut up was followed diligently by them both. Behind the duo, Nero was asking when she could get something to eat, making Theo realize they’d never actually asked about their food preferences. Was that a good or a bad sign?
Before he could go too in-depth on that issue, a blue screen decided to pop up into his face, appearing weirdly flickery before stabilizing.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Novice 8] to [Novice 10].
Warning: Connection to [System] unstable. Please leave the immediate area to see if there is an improvement or consult [Mentor] about possible malfunctions in the mental construct.
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
User has unlocked [Partial Shield-Assimilation], a [Sub-Skill] of [Spirit of Aegis].
New [Skill] learned!
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been added to your [Skill-Collection]

That was something to see. The blue screens continued to flicker every few seconds, but it was still plenty readable. The logs allowed Theo to see the countless warnings sent by the blue screens in the past many hours about his paralyzed condition, though it seemed that it was only now that they could actually break through without his conscious action to bring them forth. Interesting.
Looking through his [Skill-Collection], he was able to find the new ability at the bottom of the [Active Skills] section, a surprise since the original had been a passive one.
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
[Barehanded Mana-Channeling]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable costs.
[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]
[Novice 4]
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
[Shield-Manifestation]
[Novice 7]
Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. While the metal might resist at first, it will soon learn to assimilate with the user's desires without flaw.
Variable costs.
[Oppressive Aura]
[Novice 3]
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.
Variable costs.
[Partial Shield-Assimilation]
[Beginner 1]
Sub-Skill of [Spirit of Aegis].Allows the user to temporarily take on the physical traits of their shield, including but not limited to its strength, durability, and magical conductivity.
9MP/sec

Certainly a useful thing to have, if that shield doesn’t screw me over.
Theo was barely looking up at the world around him before he felt a shove from behind, nearly stumbling as a small step to get into his cell caught his left foot. Remembering to make sure they removed his cuffs, the things surprisingly tight after an hour of use, he looked at Jakob, who was already staring at them from the other cell.
"Did you make sure they understood you were vegetarian?"
While there was a certain line of ethical laws Theo had put onto himself, he really felt like slapping the man through the metal bars.




Chapter 7







First Fight


Theo  could use his shield. Somewhat. The magical limiter implanted in his body had a rather strangely defined understanding of what his physical being actually counted as. When he had physical contact with the metal and inserted his [Mana] into it, there were no apparent restrictions, but the moment he tried to insert the energies into [Runes] already placed onto it, he would get that impenetrable wall once again. It was annoying to the highest degree, to the point where a regular shield and sword would have proven more useful.
Almost.
There was still an ace up his sleeve, a little trick he’d been wanting to try out since the moment the [System] had revealed its existence. Not now, though, not just before he would try out his [Skills] in front of the audience.
"Lots of people out there," Theo commented as Robert took off his cuffs, the [Rune-Crafter] feeling around his hands as the blood flow returned to its fullest. For somebody supposedly wanting him to fight at his peak, he was rather happy making his limbs feel half-dead. "Is it usually so packed?"
"There’s barely anybody there yet," Robert replied bluntly, glancing out into the stands above the arena floor. Theo could hardly believe it, with the rather extreme levels of shouting already present. They were hitting the metal mesh barrier between them and the fighting area with everything they could, banging their fists against it in a constant resounding vibration that went through Theo’s skin without issue. He could feel their energy, their excitement, and it wasn’t something he felt any delight in. "You’re stepping through in a minute. Prepare yourself."
The guard left him behind, letting Theo stand alone between the two metal gates, one pointing into the arena itself while the other faced the many rows of cages. Before long, the one into the open area would rise, and he was expected to step through without comment. The punishment for trying to disobey that rule was a quite thorough beating before just being dropped into the arena instead, something that the [Rune-Crafter] was happy to avoid.
"And we are getting close to the end of this battle, ladies and gentlemen, as the poison from the blind basilisk hits the victim's heart. Keep your timers ready, folks, for when our fighter drops, we will—and there he goes!" the announcer in the booth practically on top of Theo shouted, shouts from the audience coming forth as the decently sized serpent outside in the arena tried to eat the elf that had been forced out there before him. It got halfway into swallowing it before guards ran out with spears at the ready, nets used to capture the serpent as it was dragged away from the scene. "We have our final time at three minutes and fifteen seconds. To anybody who chose that time slot, congratulations!"
There was hugging, crying, and laughing in the crowd above, Theo seeing thousands of drinks spilt as the people tumbled around over each other. They all looked so ordinary, like people he would’ve met on the street above. And now they were down here in the underground, apparently betting on how long it would take before an ordinary man would die against an artificial basilisk. It was disgusting.
A small light next to the gate lit up, alerting Theo that he was on in a moment. Making sure that the incredibly basic chain armour was sitting on his chest properly, though even its presence was making painful scratches, he took a deep breath as the gate opened up to allow him outside. While he would’ve loved to try out his new ability beforehand, and he felt that it would actually work since he wasn’t putting his energy outside his own body, there had been no time for it.
Stepping through the shade and onto the rough stone floor of the arena, Theo felt a thousand pairs of eyes hone in on his form.
"For our third-to-final main fight tonight, we will be using a new recently collected contestant," the announcer said, Theo glancing up at the familiar speaker system. Their sheer bass made his eyes flinch, though the crowd around didn’t seem to mind. Neither did the announcer look to be annoyed, seeing as he was sitting up in their little box just thirty meters away from the [Rune-Crafter], a grey-haired elf looking at him with the same curiosity as the audience. "It’s been some time since we’ve had the pleasure of seeing a human contestant, but the wait is finally over. Wielding only a decorated shield as a weapon, we have Theo the Brute, a man not trained in the proper arts of a warrior but nonetheless happy to fight against one. However, tonight we will make sure he is worthy of his self-proclaimed titles by throwing this human against a recently caught chuul."
What in the everliving fuck is that meant to be?
The snapping sounds from the other side of the arena solved that conundrum as a mutated lobster of sorts was thrown into the ring. Even from fifty meters away, the wet monster looked massive, easily two meters tall and five long with the tail. And those claws… Theo wasn’t sure what to think.
"With strength more than capable of making stone crumble, this beauty of a beast is going to try its best to reveal just how strong our contestant truly is. Will he win? Will he lose? Put in your bets, folks, because this is going to be a night when anything can happen."
There were shouts of every variety, Theo looking at the audience as they made insults about his attire, about his face, and just how fast he would die. They did it all with a grin, as if he were just some kind of toy that’d be broken in front of their eyes.
Just what kind of person would you have to be to enjoy this?
Maybe their enjoyment was the fact they weren’t in there themselves. Theo didn’t know for sure, though he couldn’t spend time thinking about such things as the chains around the massive lobster creature were released, the guards on the other side of the gate rolling the cage door in as the sea monster took its first true steps inside the arena.
"Bets are in, and it looks like there’s a favourite among the outcomes," the announcer said, a picture of the chuul shown on a wide display as laughter ran through. They really thought Theo would die so easily, huh? That was disheartening. "Let’s see just how this one will go."
For a beast meant to be mostly aquatic, it was surprisingly difficult to weave away from its attempts to crush him with its claws, the many legs beneath moving at a pace his eyes couldn’t follow. The eyestalks of the monster were honed in on him intently, and the red carapace bulged around as it continued to charge.
Within half a minute, Theo was nearly forced up against the walls of the arena, only his shield able to deflect the attempts to crush his torso. The claws themselves were more than large enough to do it, and the beast was getting more precise with its strikes.
"It seems that the audience was right on this one," the announcer said a little too soon as Theo saw the attempt to go for his head before anybody else.
Rolling under the raised arm on the right, he jumped onto the lobster and struck down with his shield, the carapace on top gaining multiple fractures. Rumbling came from the creature in response, the crowd going wild, but that was all that could happen before its rapid turning nearly threw Theo off its back.
"Now, what’s this? That brute is surprisingly quick."
"Oh, go put a stick up your ass," Theo cursed as he battered away the claw that came from the side, the momentum of the metal getting the massive limb away for just long enough that he could take a step back, tricking the beast into leaving its middle open before he rushed towards the eyestalks. "Showtime."
With his footing perfectly on the ground, his shield arm in the ideal striking position, the sharp end of the shield flew forward as swiftly as Theo could manage. An [Impact Rune] briefly flashed, then went out of sight for anybody but him and the beast. It amplified the strike to the creature’s head like nothing else, the former fracture looking like nothing in comparison to the destruction now before him. In an instant, the eyestalks were chopped off by the cracked armour pressing against it, the creature forced into blindness as it wildly struck into the air.
Theo, expecting the devastating blow to the head to be a lethal one, couldn’t get out of the way in time before a side hit from the left claw had him flying several meters away, landing on his back as all air left his body.
"This is what we love to see! True equality in abilities, showing that fairness is the way we work," the announcer exclaimed as Theo shakily got up. Something didn’t feel right, his lower back screaming at him to get back onto the ground, but there was nothing he could do but stand and recover as the beast began to move along to where he had been thrown. While it was meant to be blind, those half-spherical eyes still lying on the ground, it was somehow still able to sense him. "But this isn’t over yet, folks! Both fighters are still standing, both having incurred hits but nonetheless ready to win. Just who is going to win?"
"Do you ever shut up?" Theo asked the announcer, though his voice likely didn’t reach the old elf as the audience increased their volume by another factor. How Jakob supposedly survived this on a daily basis was impossible to understand as he prepared himself for the beast’s new set of strikes.
While it had lost sight and precise indications of where he was, it was more than happy to do wide swings to get at him. His every dodge revealed his direction in relation to the giant lobster, and each step had the punishment of an attack on his body.
[Stamina] was running dry, and Theo needed to get on top of it once again. Dodging the next swing from the left, he used the shield to brace himself over the arm as he leaped towards and then onto the chuul’s back. Theo could barely hold on as it turned around in an attempt to throw him off. A bull would’ve been an easier ride at this point, for at least it didn’t have limbs that could almost reach far enough to attack him.
"Is he going to win?" the announcer shouted as Theo readied his shield again.
"Yes, I am!" the [Rune-Crafter] replied, hitting his shield right into its back at the previous fracture point. It gave way, the hard barrier destroyed as the soft flesh beneath was assaulted by the sharp metal. A brief victory was felt until Theo felt the crusher claw wrap around his raised arm.
"What a twist!"
It was meant in the literal sense as Theo was forced away from the shield embedded in the beast, the pressure on his arm enormous as he half-flew onto the ground before the beast. There was a sound of disappointment from the crowd thinking him dead on impact, but what rose from the dust was not a corpse.
As long as he’d touched the shield at the start of the process, [Partial Shield-Assimilation] apparently worked, and Theo now felt his body covered in the metallic grey. Everything felt a little stiff, his skin not as partial to sending feedback about the world around him. Most important, however, was the fact that the chuul instantly closed its claw around his arm. The attempt to chop it off wasn’t quite working, though the pressure from the giant beast was rather unbearable.
"Let go, you stupid thing," Theo ordered before the other claw could hope to get at him, his flailing around allowing his free hand to grab onto the still-attached lower part of one eyestalk. Pulling on it hard, crushing it with the increased strength in his grip, he forced the claw holding him to release. The giant lobster seemingly had a seizure, the legs and claws convulsing. "Good for you."
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] took 9 [Mana] every second, a little more when he was damaged, and Theo had under half a minute to work with. Scrambling up onto its back, digging the fingers of one hand into its armor to stay on, he grabbed his shield. Looking at it momentarily, he threw it away, opting to instead reach an arm into the beast. There was a lot of important stuff pulsing in there, and he did his best to rip it all out in the seconds he had left.
As he felt his skin turn back to the former pink tone, the metallic grey gone as quickly as it had come, the chuul lay still on the stone ground. Looking around and then inside the created wound, Theo had to confess that there wasn’t much left within the carapace. Maybe he had gone a little beyond the requirements there.
"Ladies and gentleman…" the announcer started slowly, having kept his mouth shut through the brutal elimination. He sounded lost for words, but Theo’s glance up at him made it clear that it was pure theater. This had been practised a million times over, and the audience was loving it. "It seems that our new contestant had more abilities than we were led to believe. It is my pleasure to declare the winner of this fight the Living Golem."
That was the stupidest name he’d ever heard, though the audience thought otherwise as they began to cheer his new title. Theo briefly bowed to the people above, silently wishing they’d break their necks for ever enjoying the spectacle and the injuries he’d sustained, before picking up his shield and leaving the arena floor.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Beginner 1] to [Beginner 3].

"Of course it did," Theo said, tiredly leaning against the wall as the gate went down beside him. The other was still unopened, as the guards hadn’t arrived yet. Looking at the shield before him, he wondered how much charge was left in the [Impact Rune]. "Was there even something in the [Petrification Rune]? Had to be some smudges left from the ship."
Since it used a [Command Trigger] as its activation, there was a good chance he could use that very minor distraction while inside the arena next time. Since the last one was meant to be an easy fight, he knew for sure he’d need it.
"Put the shield next to the wall and step away from it," a guard ordered, Theo doing as asked as he reached out to get his hands cuffed. With everything as it needed to be, the gate was raised and he was pulled through the different sections before he reached the rows of cells once again. Noting the high amount of elves in the other rows, Theo wondered how to get them all open in a short time before he was shoved into his own cage. Stig wasn’t there, having already been sent away to prepare for his own fight of the day. "If you don’t put out your hands, you’ll be in cuffs until tomorrow."
"Right, sorry," the [Rune-Crafter] said as the guard removed the handcuffs, walking away without another comment, as he neither cared about Theo’s injuries nor was offering any way to treat them. Jakob, however, was looking at him quite intently. "How are we meant to get injuries looked at, by the way? I’ve got something wrong in my back from being thrown around."
"You survive and fight with it," the still-naked man replied. Theo had requested that he put on some of the shorts already present in his cage, but the bearded one had refused to even look at them. At some point in his years inside the place, Jakob had apparently just started to refuse the normal attire. A small type of rebellion, if you’d call it that, though Theo knew it more precisely as a nudist's variation of a clothing strike. "It’s why so few last more than a week or two around here. Once you get too injured to fight, they throw you to the larger beasts and your cell is filled by somebody else sooner or later. It’s a brutal system, but it constantly grants the audience new faces to adore."
Theo was personally unsure if there was any kind of adoration thrown his way, with how many insults they’d shouted at him even when he’d won. If they were to be believed, he’d apparently made a lot of elves lose money. Just how high had they put the chances of him dying in the first fight anyway? The multiplier had to have been massive, with how a few of the elves had been celebrating.
"How many contestants survive their first fight?" Theo asked as the announcer began to introduce Stig outside in the arena. He couldn’t hear specific words, but it seemed pretty close to what he’d used for the [Rune-Crafter]. "Those who are put against beasts one-on-one, that is. Not just the fodder."
Calling them that felt dirty, though Jakob’s description of those too weak to fight had fit too much into the views he’d been forced to see. If you were sick, disabled, or plainly too young or old to fight, you’d be thrown out and ordered to flee from the beast. It was what had happened with the one who’d been in the arena before him, weak legs stopping them from even running away from the serpent.
"A little under half survive, during the regular months," Jakob answered after a few moments of thinking. "Maybe a quarter, if Elijah really wants some flesh and blood in the mix. That’s when he pulls out the ones that are annoying to fight, who have more brains than brawn with a good layer of sadism to boot. People love it, though, so there’s no way that’ll stop."
The sounds of battle outside began, some high-pitched whistle coming through. Theo didn’t really want to see Stig fighting, but he likewise wanted to know he was surviving. The [Space Mage] was entirely unable to use his magical talents, forcing the forest dwarf to use an ordinary bow and dagger. Against any larger beast, it was akin to suicide.
But then again, not many had fought against undead hordes and lived without a scratch. While Jakob didn’t seem too optimistic from his own cage, Theo had some blossoming trust in the dwarf. He knew he could do it.
"When’s the rabbit meant to fight?" the other asked.
"She apparently doesn’t count for solo fights, so she’s staying in the cage today," Theo replied, though he knew that it wouldn’t last. The next day would be her entrance, with either Theo or Stig beside her. With two fighters instead of one, it was obvious that it would be twice as hard. They’d just have to make do. "It’s getting rowdy out there."
The audience was shouting about as much as they had when Theo had killed the chuul.
"That means your friend is either dead or able to beat the odds put against him," Jakob helpfully supplied, standing up and tying some of the cloth around his waist as a guard reached the entrance to the wild man’s cage. Theo just then noted the meat scraps inside. It seemed that raw meat really was a constant here. "I’ll see you in a few minutes. This one is a quickie."
There was no chance to understand what he meant, the door barking an order at the long-haired man to shut it before they left Theo’s line of sight. With the remnants of shouting outside briefly amplified by the steel doors opening up to allow the main attraction entrance into the arena, Theo was left with Nero by his side.
"How are you holding up?" he asked the [Familiar], getting a hunger-grumble back. The overfed rabbit was feeling the consequences of being forced onto a diet. "No worries. There should be something thrown our way after the fighting is over. If Jakob’s warnings are true, you’ll be getting your slab of meat and little else."
No matter how much that fact made Theo’s skin crawl, it was more than enough to make the rabbit perk up. She briefly stretched before leaning towards the [Rune-Crafter] to get some better scratches on her stomach.
So they stayed for another handful of minutes before the door opened up again to reveal a bloodied dwarf. Theo instantly stood against the bars as he stared at his friend’s injured form. Blood was dripping from his fingers, his face was coated in red, and his body shook with every step.
"Move away from the door," the guard ordered, Theo doing as much to allow Stig entrance into the cage. Right when the guard finished taking off his cuffs, Theo helped him sit down.
"How are you feeling?" Theo questioned, checking him for injuries. While there was definitely a good bunch of scratches, at least most of the blood didn’t seem to be the dwarf’s own. That fact certainly lifted a burden off his heart. "Anything that hurts more than normal?"
"Oh, no, I’m feeling as fresh as a flower," Stig mocked, spitting out some blood and saliva as he sat against the bars of the cage, shaking his hair with his hands to get out the pieces of green flesh stuck inside. "Just why would they have giant spiders here? That was the most disgusting thing in the world."
The empathy for the dwarf rose tenfold in that instant, memories of the past resurging in Theo’s mind.
"Stabbed it in its underside or something?" Theo questioned, finally noting how most of the gore and blood was situated on the dwarf’s upper body, dwindling towards the feet. "Looks like you took a bath in its insides or something."
"Not the worst guess," Stig replied, going into detail about how he’d used the handful of arrows to take out its eyes before systematically cutting down along the legs on one side until it couldn’t stand properly. Then it was just about creating a wound on its back where its fangs couldn’t reach him, followed by increasing the wound’s size. "Must’ve found its heart somewhere in the process, as it all burst out when I forced the dagger into the back deep enough. By Moira, I can’t get that vile taste out of my mouth."
As he spat again, a chunk of spider hairs coming with it, Theo feeling a shiver move through him. Somehow, he preferred the crushing claws of the giant lobster to this. Something about this sight made his body crawl like nothing before it.
"We have to get out of here," Stig muttered as he inspected his wounds. Most of them were superficial, though there was a rather nasty mark on his left shoulder. While there was none of the sting that came with poison, the mark was still creating a line of blood that fell onto the floor. That Nero was eagerly consuming the dirty liquid was pointedly ignored. "Don’t care how, but we have to. Not now, but soon. There’s a chance we can do this more than a few times before something kills us."
"Or someone," Theo added. Monster fights weren’t the main attraction, the true one being the matchups against different contestants. While they mostly featured those who’d survived several fights, Theo feared he would have to do one soon. "Running now isn’t an option, though. Even if we flee from the guards, those damned limiters are still ready to blow us up."
As Jakob had quietly confirmed some hours ago, the limiters functioned not only as [Mana]-nullification but also as remotely activated explosives. If they tried to do anything too daring, like snapping a guard's neck and making a run for it, it wouldn’t take more than a minute before their brain or heart would be blown to bits, an instant unavoidable death. All guards had the controls, the implants couldn’t be deactivated for safe surgical removal, and there was a range on the things wide enough that they wouldn’t be out of the area quickly enough to continue living afterwards.
Getting a small explosive out of the body without dying in the process, and first learning where it was located, were necessary steps before their escape, but Theo was more than happy to continue his search.
"Oh, you did survive." Jakob’s voice came through the air, followed by the shuffling of chains and muttering guards as the man was shoved back into his cage. "And here I feared that you’d be dead without anybody nearby to see it. Good to see you can fight, my friend. That spider you dealt with was more than big enough to eat you in one go."
"I try my best," Stig replied, with deep breathing following as he continued pressing down on his shoulder to stop the last of its bleeding. "Just what happened to you?"
Finally stopping his inspection of the dwarf’s injuries, Theo turned to face the red man before him, all hairs turned thin due to the sheer amount of blood that had soaked Jakob. There had to be enough on him alone to feed Nero for an entire day.
With how insatiable the rabbit’s appetite was, that meant a lot.
"Somebody thought it was a good idea to throw in the last of the drugged ogres at me, and this is the result. One big sloppy mess that’s going to take a few weeks to be rid of because of the stench alone," Jakob complained, pushing away the layer of the stuff on his arms. It hit the floor with a too-dense consistency, too slow-moving for what was supposed to be blood. "But it was done as quickly as you’d guess. No real surprise for the audience, no chance for drama, and generally just a waste of time for everybody. Does that rabbit want to lick my arm, by the way, or does she just not like me?"
Through what seemed to be mental presence alone, Nero confirmed the suggestion, the man pushing the limb through the bars to let the [Familiar] have her fill of the ogre blood. Theo was at a loss for words.
"I think she likes you more than she likes me," Stig commented, more than ready to say what was on his mind. "Not sure what to feel about that."
"I’m just a natural at this," Jakob unhelpfully supplied, scratching the rabbit with his free arm as she removed the thick blood as best as she could. "Fair warning, though. Don’t talk about possibly escaping so loudly next time. I could hear it through the door, and the guards are not reluctant to beat you for it."
That came out of nowhere, though the warning did bring up something Theo had wondered about for so long.
"Why haven’t you tried to escape yet?" he asked, a silent expression pointed his way. "Honestly, you know where your limiter is. Getting it out would be painful but not impossible. Is it those [Runes] on your body keeping you here, or—"
A hand went over his mouth before Theo could blink, the golden eyes of a beast looking back at him through the metal bars. They didn’t seem kind. The hand held his head so no sound could leave him no matter what he tried.
"Say that out loud again, and I will break your neck before the guards come."




Chapter 8







Owlbear


For some reason, Theo felt like Jakob didn’t want it aired to the public that he had [Runes] on his body. Why this was the case, he didn’t have the ability to currently ask, an oversized hand seemingly ready to crush his skull in, but it was nonetheless something that the [Rune-Crafter] wished to know about. 
So much, in fact, that he put his hand on one of the engraved lines that he spotted on the arm currently holding him, trying to make the [System] connect to the ancient sigil. It…did nothing.
"Are you insane?" Stig accused. The hold on Theo continued for another second before he was finally let go, able to breathe once again as he allowed sweet air to enter his lungs. He’d been losing his ability to see for a moment there. "Just why would you do that?"
"Because the human before you is saying things that shouldn't be said?" Jakob asked as if it made perfect sense. It really didn’t, though Theo was more confused about why the [System] refused to acknowledge the presence of [Runes] in the wild man’s arms. That would normally mean they were above [Tier 10], but there was no way. Since he’d had issues opening up the sigils on his shield as well, it was more likely that the magic limiter was messing with the interactions. "Why can you recognize [Runes]?"
The question was as stressed as it was low, Theo having to focus to even hear his words. Sitting down while he tried to figure out how to breathe properly, his throat feeling stiff, he looked the other man in the eyes.
"I’m a [Rune-Crafter]. [Runes] are kinda what I do," he replied. "While I don’t understand just what kind of stuff is on your body, I can easily recognize it as something I could make. Who put those onto you and what do they do?"
Jakob looked at Theo for another half a minute, seemingly deciding whether he was telling the truth or needed to have his skull cracked open. Or he was thinking about what was for dinner. Theo just couldn’t tell with that man, he faced an impenetrable fortress of chaos and flawed logic, the facade just as likely the true machinations within as anything else deeper inside that man’s psyche.
"A rune-crafter you don’t know of, but one who was nonetheless powerful enough to screw my life over," Jakob finally answered, pushing away his hair to show the entire [Circuit] sitting on his chest. It was incredibly complex, beyond what Theo would’ve been making any day of the week. The size as well…just how could that be put on regular skin without decaying? "These are meant to restrict what kind of forms I can shift into, these are for making sure I feel the pain of any transformations I do make, and these are for slowly inserting unavoidable poison into my bloodstream if it doesn’t receive a signal from the director of this place every three days."
"Sorry, did you say you had more than one form that you can turn into?" Stig questioned, not focusing on the parts that had Theo twisting his view of the world into something new. It would certainly make sense why the man before them couldn’t run if there was a need for the literal owner of the place to drip-feed him the antidote to a poison that was apparently permanently fixed onto his skin, ready to be injected at any point. [Runes] had more horrifying potential than he’d realized. This was a timed death sentence with only one source to delay it. "Aren’t you a lycan? That’s what the guards seem to be calling you."
"The guards are also criminals working poverty-level wages just so they can beat people up while on the job," Jakob replied in good spirits, the forest dwarf conceding his point. The man turned his back and all its [Rune-Work] to Theo. "If you’re a rune-crafter, that means you can change around the runes already created. I don’t know how any of this works, I’ve never been told, but I know what it will do if I try and escape. If you can stop this from working, no matter how much the director wants it to last, I’ll break you both out of here before the end of the day."
And just like that, an alliance had been forged between a not-werewolf, two very desperate people, and a rabbit who wanted to lick more blood off the floor. Truly, it was the start of a beautiful story.
Not one that can properly start yet, though.
"I can’t even make the [System] recognize them as [Runes] until I get my ability to use [Mana] back," Theo confessed, Jakob standing up and pacing around the cage. While the man had clearly lived here for a very long time, it suddenly seemed so very little as he reached the sides again and again. "If I need to get those off you, I need this thing removed from my body first."
"And I can’t even smell lies from you," Jakob noted, groaning as he sat down once again. "Remember when I talked about the guy who died after overloading his magic limiter with his own mana?"
"Yes?"
"That was a lie," the bearded man admitted without shame. "It worked flawlessly, he was able to use some kind of earth magic to force open the locks on almost every cage in this entire complex. Nearly made the entire arena collapse before the director could kill him. The trick he used was to isolate the device in one pocket, cut out that part of his body purely using magic from inside, and then funnel all of his energy into that separated area. The device just combusts from that, burning up inside you. Leaves some minor damage, sure, but it doesn’t kill you. Can you do that?"
"I…" Theo began, unsure of what to do. Isolate the device by just cutting out pieces of his own internal organs? It sounded painful and excruciating, and there was nothing in the world that would stop him from doing as much if it meant he would get out of there. "Yes, I can do that. I just need to find it, and then I can start."
"In the last six months, all cases of activated devices caused people’s chests to explode," Jakob supplied without a missed beat. "Start looking just above your heart to the right. They usually insert it through the upper ribs, but there are the rare cases where they go through from the back due to increased muscle mass or different body structure."
"You know a lot about this," Stig commented hesitantly. "Have you always been so ready to escape if given the chance?"
"I have been trapped in this cage, fighting so that I don’t die to a poison that’ll make me kill myself before it offs me," the non-lycan answered. He was something else, something with more forms than humanoid and beast, but what those were hadn’t been stated. "There is not a single hour when I haven’t fantasized about getting out of here."
That made sense, though the man refused to say anything else to them for the proceeding hours, seemingly paranoid that somebody was listening. The walls might not have had ears growing out yet, but the guards made for a pretty decent substitute. Even their silence was in itself a reason for the guards to be suspicious, as Robert questioned their lack of talkativeness when he threw them their slabs of raw meat, then ordered them through a basic routine of lining up.
"Is one of you dead in there or something?" the guard questioned. It was mentally painful not to reply with violence or verbal comment, just standing there until the elven man was satisfied in their not-deadness. "Just do whatever."
Theo most certainly did that as he chewed down on the offered meat while looking deep within himself. He was told to look around the heart, anywhere near the organ being a possible zone of death and destruction of the explosive variety. While a cursory inspection found nothing of note, it was when he went into the miniature level that something arose. A small grey sphere, foreign in nature and entirely covered in [Enchantments] that would make every passing glance fall right over it.
"Found it."
Then came the hard part, separating the grey sphere from its fleshy neighbours. This would’ve been embarrassingly easy for anybody else in the world, anybody with an [Affinity] merely conjuring their element to separate it. Fire could char the flesh, the earth could make a physical capsule, and even water could pressurize the area to death. But, no, Theo just had to be born without a [Affinity] to fight with, left with nothing but his wits and nails to do with.
Or...that wasn’t entirely true, since there was one tool which was used for carving out space inside objects. [Rune-Engraving], or rather the [Sub-Skill] of this incredible ability by the name of [Air-Engraving]. While the naming itself would lead most to believe that it had to be in the open air that the [Rune] was created, there were no such requirements if the person in question didn’t mind the quintupled operation costs, and neither was it an actual requirement to have the [Rune] on the surface of an object if the person making it didn’t mind that it would be totally useless.
Luckily, Theo accepted both consequences wholeheartedly as he began making random circles around the sphere. There was no chance of them activating, since he never used [Rune-Empowerment], but it was nonetheless one of the most painful processes that Theo had ever felt. The assimilation and removal of matter from his body by purely magical means felt like forcing a hot iron rod through his skin, the slow burn through his flesh sitting neatly next to his current emotions.
"This is going to take some time," Theo confessed after perhaps an hour of little progress, dry heaving as his body refused to accept that the pain was happening of his own accord. There must’ve been some nerves sitting next to the burnt area within himself, because there was no part of him that didn’t feel nauseous anymore. "What’s the time?"
"Ten hours since you started, and one until you need to go out and show the world who you are again," Jakob replied, making the [Rune-Crafter] sit up from his position before taking the offered meat that some guards must’ve brought along while he wasn’t paying attention. "Your rabbit is coming along as well, apparently. Good luck."
"Thanks," Theo replied, though he was just happy that Stig would be sitting it out. The forest dwarf had started out the process of finding his own magic limiter, though there didn’t seem to have been much success. A shame, since the [Space Mage] could’ve fixed it near-instantly if he’d found it. A bit of spatial warping would be able to separate the small device before an hour of filling it up would obliterate its effects, allowing Stig to just remove Theo’s cleanly afterwards. And if that happened… Well, it would barely be a day before they could leave this place if all else worked out. Those [Runes] on the wild man’s body were still going to be dealt with, though Theo was somewhat hopeful in that regard. He had a [Skill] outright called [Rune-Manipulation]. There had to be limits on how hard it would be. "I need another five hours to separate it properly. Then I can get it out of me, and start looking at yours. That sounds fine?"
"Just dandy," came the reply, the not-werewolf seeming so utterly impatient. That serene attitude had gone away the second that escape seemed like a plausible ending, and Theo just couldn’t blame the man for it. "Let me know if anybody dies or if you figure it out."
Another forty minutes were spent on cutting out parts of himself, Theo wincing at every turn, but he could without issues say that the bloody thing was hanging onto him by a loose thread by the end. Just a few more cuts and his horde of superficial incisions would’ve made the needed area for the next step. God, he hated doing this.
Hate being here even more, though.
Letting his [Mana] regenerate in the next twenty minutes, he felt more than ready once the guards arrived to escort him and Nero towards the arena. With the rabbit put into the elastic suit she so dearly hated, they marched through the iron door and over to the metal gates, the first opening to let them into the free zone so they could get their cuffs off before closing once they were inside. Theo’s shield and armour were already sitting on the side, the shield slightly polished while the armour had been fixed around the back. While he was unhappy he wouldn’t be getting an upgrade, he couldn’t complain about what he was seeing.
"No, don’t try to get in before you’re called," Theo was forced to say, dragging the rabbit back through the metal gate before Nero could get too far into the arena. While the gates were more than able to stop anybody properly sized from getting through, it seemed that rabbit was still able to push around her insides enough to squeeze through the square openings. It was a medical marvel, honestly, but not one which he felt that the guards would appreciate if they saw. Especially since the fight outside was still ongoing. "Wait, that’s the reason you want to go out there? Why?"
That Nero wanted to eat from the poor bastard while he was still alive shouldn’t have surprised Theo, her focus on the fighting making him wince once a final scream of mercy left the elf open to a bite in the neck. The six-legged carnivorous deer briefly looked their way before biting into the dead elf, the ones above cheering it on.
"And that took a grand total of one minute and forty-seven seconds, a new record for our delightful stag. Has this gorgeous beast improved since we last saw him in the arena, or was this mere chance? Think carefully tomorrow, once you see him again, for the potential winnings have shifted dramatically with this new outcome," the announcer explained, Theo seeing the screen above show off some shifting hieroglyphs that made some in the audience swoon. Maybe the different multipliers for guessing right? He couldn’t figure it out, truthfully. When he got the chance, he really just needed to go through a dictionary with Stig, because this was getting annoying.
"But with that brutal finish, we are moving on to our next participants. This time, we’ll be looking at a man that you all loved yesterday, one who managed to kill a chuul with only his fists and rage to guide him, and one who we now all know by the name of the Living Golem. He’ll be fighting together with a mysteriously mutated hare, one which has grown both wings and fiery breath. To those of you looking nervous about that, don’t worry. The protections will work for both physical and magical attacks. Nothing that happens in the arena will find a way to you, no matter how bloodthirsty they may be."
Theo could see the elves at the front unsure of whether to stand so close, a few even moving back into the dense crowd. Were they really so frightened that they couldn’t stand in front rows that remained so far away? Theo supposed even he would feel safer if there were a few meat shields in the way of possible danger, but he wouldn’t have been so blatant about it.
As the light next to him turned on, a brief flare of green blinding him momentarily, Theo knew to stand back as the gate opened up to allow him to entrance into the arena. As the sounds grew so much closer, he stepped outside into the lights from all around. The technicians above apparently thought him more important than last time.
"With the showcase of strength seen yesterday, our matchmakers thought that our new fighter could handle a new force, leading us to capture two never-before-seen specimens," the announcer explained, snarls heard from the other side of the arena. Squinting his eyes, Theo had trouble seeing what those guards were wrestling with on the other side of the steel gate. Were those beaks?
If that’s a [Dydra], I swear.
"Oh, I hear somebody in the crowd who's spotted them already," the annoying voice continued, that showmanship making Theo grit his teeth, the opening gate on the other side barely helping his mind concentrate. "We are proud to present to you two adult owlbears, bloodthirsty beasts with crushing capabilities unlike any other and a bite strength that can go through bone and steel alike. Even our contestant’s metallic form can’t stop these beaks. Or can it? Bets are opened up, and we invite you to see if your experience with his fighter is enough for you to predict the winner."
Instead of actually betting on him, most of the elves above just tried to throw in suggestions, a few offering money if he lay down to die. How they thought Theo would take that offer, he wasn't sure, but a raised middle finger certainly caused some confused looks.
"I almost would let you eat them, if I had any choice in the matter," Theo confessed to the rabbit beside him as she made some suggestions while they waited for the guards on the other side to bring up the ferocious beasts. The two looked about as big as grizzly bears, the same colour of fur as well, with the only striking difference being the bird heads instead of the regular versions. The eyes of the beasts seemed mad, already honed in on the duo as the guards retreated from the arena. "Not sure I can do much but hope to not get hit by them. Do you think your fire game is enough to distract one while I take care of the other?"
Nero was swift to reply that she could most certainly take on both of them herself while blindfolded, but that she would most graciously distract one while he dealt with the other for her, under the promise that Theo would also come back to take care of the first afterwards. With the offer being so weighed in his favour, the [Rune-Crafter] accepted.
"All bets have been put in, and…it seems that we are a little uncertain who is going to win this fight, with the line split almost exactly half-and-half. Only our reigning champion can normally bring such division in our ranks, meaning this has to be one glorious round," the announcer read out, the guards taking that as their cue to release the owlbears. There was no hesitation before they started running along the sides, splitting up. "And the game is on, with these giants showing both their intelligence and ability to work in groups, a terrifying combination to any who are forced to face these beasts. Perhaps this will be the deciding factor of this fight?"
"The amount of leeway I have while getting out of here is the deciding factor on whether or not I get up there and kick your ass," Theo muttered, adjusting his shield a little before running forward. Nero followed his mental call as she likewise charged her own foe. A burst of fire from the rabbit scared her enemy enough that she could get the jump on it, already showing her perfection as Theo’s own foe met him halfway.
The paws were no joke, the stone ground shaking as one dropped down right before Theo. Forced to an abrupt halt, he had to counter the attack from the left with his shield, the force badly absorbed by his shoulder. It allowed him to get in a hit of his own, however, his skin briefly turned into its metallic form as a right hook hit the beast right on its beak.
With a resounding thud, Theo felt the kickback of the blow through his entire arm. The creature looked at him unfazed.
"You know, you have really pretty eyes?" he got in before it tried to bite at his hand, Theo retracting it as he reversed to his regular colouring. He took another five steps in retreat before it charged at him. With a [Shield-Bash] at the ready, he almost got it in its left paw before he had to duck under its own attack. A glancing blow, one that only tired him rather than doing anything to the beast itself. "This is just fun."
Nero was surviving on her own, at least, doing some superficial but nonetheless annoying damage to her own target. While her flames did tire the rabbit out, there was an endless surplus of fire with pillars of heat spewing out onto the beaked beast, the burning saliva sticking onto it just perfectly. Theo especially loved it when those straight-pointing eyes got a few drops of the burning liquid for themselves, amused enough that he missed his own enemy’s paw going towards his side.
It was a miracle that his shield was already there to protect him, or else more than a few ribs would’ve been lost on the occasion, but the bruising was all he got as he slid a meter to the side, Theo hitting the shield against the beast’s head when it tried to take a bite of him. While those claws on its paws were big and mighty, they likewise required that he stay still for long enough to get pinned down. That wasn’t going to happen, Theo sidestepping just about everything he could while deflecting the others.
Another attempt at hitting the face of the owlbear when he got the chance didn’t work, Theo feeling the edge of his shield slide off before he could get any kind of friction. The beast, while big and fat to an absurd degree, was more than quick enough to always directly face him. He could perhaps go around it quicker if he were within an arm’s range of it, but that would require him to be at the mercy of its beak, something he was rather unhappy being.
But Nero was starting to fail, the announcer letting him know of that fact very clearly, so drastic actions had to be made.
"Please don’t expect this," Theo shouted at the owlbear as loudly as possible. His voice made the beast take a step back in mild surprise as he charged it. Faking an overhead attack, which got it to raise its head to counteract on instinct, Theo allowed his legs to give away as he slid right under it, coming to a stop below its fur-covered stomach. "This is your weak spot, right?"
While there wasn’t enough space to properly manoeuvre, Theo’s hands did their best in digging into the flesh while he had the chance, the fingers of a desperate person piercing through the fur and skin of the owlbear as it raised itself to stand on its hind legs. With his right hand inside the thing in an improvised handhold, Theo got as good a grip as possible before setting off from the stomach with his legs. While the owlbear was more than ready to swipe at him at that point, the instant sense of pain as a good chunk of fur and flesh was ripped away with his departure was seemingly enough to let him get out alive. It roared, blood coating its fur, and he had a good handful of the thing stuck to his hand.
Disgusting.
Throwing the blob onto the floor of the arena, he had barely enough time to try and dodge a charge by the continuously bleeding owlbear. His attempt to get out wasn’t possible, however, and Theo briefly felt a flying sensation as he was sent upwards by the beast. It didn’t last long, as he landed on its back. While there might’ve been a lot of fur on the beast, Theo could not in good conscience call it a soft landing.
"I can’t even tell if that was intentional!" the announcer said at the scene, Theo agreeing as he held on for dear life. Why was he the one being thrown around constantly? What he wouldn’t have done to give the owlbear the same treatment.
As it charged towards the wall, seemingly hell-bent on beating him against it when just shaking didn’t work, Theo was forced to work fast. While he wasn’t able to get a proper hold and tear out flesh, that birdlike head did seem a good spot for a brain. Holding onto the fur with a grip no god could ever hope to break, Theo bashed his shield against the top of the owlbear’s head again and again without mercy.
The first two hits just made it angry. The third and fourth had it stumbling, and the fifth made its leg outright give way, Theo almost falling forward as it went to an instant stop. Not being deterred, however, he shifted his skin into its metallic form for the extra weight before stomping down on the half-broken beak. With a loud squelch, and wetness in his provided boots that wasn’t appreciated, the broken bone split and the beast was taken care of.
"Rest in peace, you annoying shit," Theo said with a nod to the worthy foe, feeling his arms beg him for some lack of action.
He wasn’t going to let them have as much, sprinting through the arena as Nero’s requests for help bled into the vocal range. Even with the crowd chanting some inane phrase, he could easily isolate the rabbit's complaints. She was not happy, Theo watching in horror when a swipe of the owlbear’s burnt paw finally impacted the critter’s body. Large rabbit or not, the sheer mass behind the attack made her drop onto the ground instantly. The owlbear looked more than ready to follow it up with something worse, but Theo was just a moment away from arriving. "Oh, no you don’t."
There might not have been any fur left on the beast’s body, thanks to the [Familiar]’s tireless efforts, but Theo could still grab the burnt flesh, or try to before a headbutt just about sent him through the air. The owlbear had barely looked his way before their heads nearly hit each other, but the [Rune-Crafter] dodged away, reaching one hand on the top of its neck and the other on the end of its beak.
The metallic transformation granted him the strength needed to force it to twist, the beast briefly protesting before its head went beyond ninety degrees, the top of the head pointing upwards before Theo could breathe out. That…was slightly easier than what he had done with his own enemy.
"Good on you for shaving off its energy," Theo said, ignoring the announcer's vivid comments on his movements as he began to tear out a long strip of meat from the dead beast. The burnt outer layer made it surprisingly easy, though the [Rune-Crafter] did attribute some of the lowered difficulty to the pulsing heart within him and the adrenaline filling his veins like never before. "Something for you after this, if you’d like?"
While both tired and in pain, nothing could stop the rabbit from sending the mental equivalent of a thumbs-up. From that, Theo knew she’d be okay.
"We thought this would have our newest contestant in deep waters, but it seems that this human just can’t stop coming up with more surprises," was heard through the speakers, Theo finally starting to listen in again as he put the many strips of flesh over one shoulder. While the rabbit had grown a little too large for the treatment, he got her up in a princess carry as he went towards the way he’d come. If the [Familiar] had any complaints about not having to walk herself, she didn’t show it. "I’ll have to contact the matchmakers myself after this. I want to see just what this man can’t beat."
I’d like it if you didn’t, thanks.
Theo was forced to put Nero down after they left the arena, having to get rid of his shield and armour as well before he could be cuffed. The tired rabbit likewise needed her restraining suit on, a hard task for the critter when lifting her hind legs proved quite the painful task.
Making the one with the baton on the other side of the gate understand that fact, though, was a problem that couldn’t be so easily solved.
"You can eat all of this when we get back to the cell," Theo said as an incentive, the four kilos’ worth of meat enough of a reward to get the rabbit dutifully moving behind the guard Theo dropped the meat in, allowing Nero to eat to her heart’s content, but then there was a slight issue. The baton in his way seemed to hint that he wasn't getting in the cage himself just yet. "Am I being put into a corner to be beaten or something?"
While the guard didn’t answer, Jakob was happy to supply from his own cell.
"He’s probably going to take you to Elijah. I can see that polished sheen on his armour. It’s a perfect tell that he’s going to be seen by the boss above," Jakob explained, the guard frowning as he narrowed his eyes towards the not-werewolf. "You have something you want to say?"
"We would beat you to death if we could," the guard surmised concisely before shoving Theo away from the cage again, the iron door opened before they headed for the stairs. "You will be speaking with Elijah Atos, the director and owner of this arena. Any attempts to attack, threaten, or destroy the property of the director will result in your immediate execution. Is that understood?"
"‘Don’t hit the man who gives you paychecks.’ Gotcha," Theo confirmed, getting a baton on the head from his words. Rather trigger-happy, weren’t they? "That’s fair."
"Be as disrespectful as that while in his office, and you will wish that you had died in the arena," the guard said, the words feeling closer to a threat than a warning, but Theo kept his mouth shut about the entire thing. While being respectful to criminal scum was something that made his stomach twist, it was better than getting a worse concussion than the one he was already developing.
Moving along on the walkway, it didn’t take more than a minute before they arrived at a rather small door. Being pointed inside, a baton ready to strike if he didn’t obey, Theo had to get in sideways to allow his shoulders to actually get through. The instant his head was through, however, a sense of peculiarity struck him.
Away was the stench of body odor, blood, and crushed stone, everything replaced with a rick oaken smell befitting an old wooden cottage, one upgraded through the decades to have every form of luxury imaginable. Theo faced several shelves filled with books that he had inevitably never heard of. Hell, even the place he’d entered through was an empty bookcase, the thing an illusion to apparently let people enter discreetly.
"Ah, I was wondering when you would arrive," a cheerful voice said. Theo turned his head to find a surprisingly young elf looking back at him, his defining features being his pulled-back blonde hair and a rather sizable moustache. How it fit somebody who didn’t have a single wrinkle on his face, Theo couldn’t say. "Were the guards harsh on the way up? I’ve heard they can be rather rough before one’s first time here, but I never seem to get a straight answer about it."
Sitting on a leather chair just next to a fireplace, drinking some kind of alcohol from a finely made glass, Theo wasn’t sure what he was meant to be thinking anymore. This looked like…a rich person’s vacation home, a living room equipped with most of what one could expect from somebody who saw themself as a "hipster" while having a few million dollars in a monthly allowance.
"They weren’t too bad," Theo replied, rubbing the mark on the back of his skull where he’d been hit. When the one he could only guess to be the director signalled for him to sit down in the other chair, no matter if he only had boxers and blood on him, the [Rune-Crafter] did as much. "I assume you’re Elijah Atos?"
"In the flesh," the director answered with a prizewinning smile, offering a hand that Theo took after a moment of surprise. There seemed to be no ill intent, nothing to hint at the person before him being the leader of the criminal organization. Theo was meant to be in here because he’d disrespected somebody from "the Atos family," and now the one at the top was seemingly being friendly to him? It didn’t make sense. "Do you like brandy? I had this new shipment arrive a few days ago, and, while it isn’t true to my tastes, I have heard compliments from others."
"Yes, please," Theo said, and he was offered a glass with swirling contents inside before he could blink. Was it a magical ability that had made it so easy for the elf, or was there some trick to it? It was probably both, seeing just how much power the director already had to play with.
And from what the guard outside had hinted at, it seemed that his underlings didn’t need to enter for the [Rune-Crafter] to die painfully.
"Some of my men did let me know of your accomplishments out in the arena yesterday and today," Elijah explained, putting down the cigar in a holder off to the side. It settled into place perfectly as the elf exhaled one last breath of smoke. It smelled awful, but Theo tried not to mind it too much. "Quite a brilliant performance. An underdog, a risk-taker, and, most importantly, somebody who could turn the tides of the battle in one fell swoop. The people are loving you, and all that you stand for. The lower management is just begging me to allow them to take you to higher levels. They apparently think that you’re somebody meant for the big leagues, and not just somebody to entertain before the more popular names can arrive. What do you think about that?"
"I think…that I maybe wouldn’t mind staying with the easier monsters," Theo said, the director laughing at his words. It was seen as a joke, yet it was anything but that.
"‘Easy,’ he says. Ah, the courage of the youth. We need more like you around here," Elijah said, picking up the cigar again before taking a long draft of the rolled tobacco. "Sadly, there aren’t enough of your type, and we must cherish the few we get the chance to present. Which is why I’m taking you off the beginner’s list. We normally only do it for those who’ve survived five fights out there, but I believe that it would be a waste of good low-powered monsters to put them against you. Too many are betting on you, after all. We need to keep the people on their toes."
Of course it was about money. Theo needed to be challenged, not because it would be an improvement but because it would make the people think he’d die. It would allow the house to take in more gold, the only true fuel of capitalist ways.
"So that’s what you wanted to tell me?" Theo asked, the director glancing his way as he took a sip of his drink. The [Rune-Crafter] mirrored it, pleasantly surprised to find it tasted better than any other drink he’d tried in his life. What was this stuff again? "That I’m going to be put up against more difficult beasts, that I’ll probably be dead during the next fight?"
"Oh, I think you have a good chance against the one I’m pitting you against," Elijah promised, though he likewise made it clear that anything could always happen. "But, no, there was one more offer I had to make. If you do start beating the higher ranks with the same ferocity, how would you like to be our new frontman? You’re our best new star in over a year, and it seems that your next showing will break a few records in numbers this decade. While it might be a little early to tell, I could see you becoming a semipermanent attraction here, which would come with some quite exciting benefits. What do you think about that?"
I think I want to shove my fist down your throat.
"Respectfully, sir, I just want to serve my time," Theo said, making sure none of his thoughts reached his lips. Years of working under power-mad management had prepared him for this day. "I offended one of your subordinates, and my work here is to try and get his forgiveness. When that happens, I’m noted as being free to leave, which I will do along with my group. While I’m happy that you decided to give me the offer, there are other things I’m seeking in life."
There was some expectation of anger, of that facade of kindness dripping away from the director’s face, but there was nothing of the sort. After seeming disappointed for a moment, and leaning back into his chair, Elijah simply took another sip of his drink.
"A shame."
That was everything said about his refusal, Theo staying a few minutes more to finish his drink before politely being shown the way out. Elijah promised to send some congratulatory food in light of his victory as well, something the [Rune-Crafter] wholeheartedly thanked him for as he left the way he had originally arrived.
"Hello again," he said, a nod to the stone-faced guard who was ready to pull him along on the walkway. In only a few minutes’ time, he was being shoved into his cell, getting his cuffs off before the elven man walked away without another word.
The others were obviously curious about what had transpired, but Theo had to focus on Jakob before anything else. "Is he always like that?"
"Polite, soft-spoken, and sounding like he could barely even think to swear when stubbing his toes at night?" Jakob said, honing in on the traits of the director with practised ease. "Yeah, he is. Started doing it some seventy years ago. Not sure why he changed tactics, but the guards have been on much tighter leashes afterwards, so it must be working somehow."
Theo felt some kind of relief when it was confirmed that it was all an act, honestly having been unsure for a few moments there. Whatever the reason, the surprisingly old director had put in the hours needed to make it a convincing facade.
After making sure that Nero was enjoying her time with the meat slices from the owlbear, which she clearly was with how little there remained of it, he settled in at the end of the cage to begin the process of removing the magic limiter once again. While his body was still aching from both the battle and his previous efforts to burn out the specific part of his flesh, he needed to move the process along. Only a few more hours, and he could start the next step.
But it was not meant to be when a grunt of pain emerged in the distance, along with what Nero described as the sound of a smaller bone being broken. Stopping his meditation, Theo opened his eyes to see a group of guards doing their best to make a pinata out of an elf as they dragged her towards their position.
An attempt to voice her opinions was made, but a kick to the stomach stopped all sound from leaving her. Theo saw that the source of the attack was holding her face with one hand while dragging the chained elf with the other. The bleeding nose was not hard to miss, though Theo became more focused on who this new person thrown into the other cage beside theirs was. She had heavily bruised already, the attacks on her way into the prison only adding to already extensive injuries.
Before Theo could try to talk with her, her attempts to sit up in the cage failed, and the [Rune-Crafter] was forced to watch as she flopped on the floor unconscious. The guards didn’t seem to care in the slightest, however, merely locking the door to the cell before leaving the way they’d come, seemingly more interested in making fun of the one who’d gotten a hit to her face.
He didn’t know what to do.




Chapter 9







Miel


Nero let Theo know when the elven woman finally awakened. There was a fair bit of flinching as she got up from her position on the floor, the bruises on her arms only getting more discolored as time pressed on, but she was at least alive. 
Younger than Stig by too much.
"Hello," Theo said, catching her eye from the other cage. It was a striking blue, almost glowing in the dim room, while likewise matching the injuries she’d sustained. Quite the pairing. "My name is Theo. What’s yours?"
"I really advise you to not bother talking with her," Jakob said from his fur bed before the elven woman could hope to open her mouth, all present looking at the wild man. "What? Are you not seeing all of those marks? Since she’s so close to the entrance, there’s a good chance she’ll be used for the aftershow. The Lynch will barely have to chase her."
That was… Theo couldn’t express the disgust that ran through him, the other man somehow not feeling guilt at his own words. It was said so matter-of-factly, like a person describing the weather from the previous day, that the [Rune-Crafter] couldn’t even comprehend how he’d gotten so numb to it all.
"Is this just a game to you?" he asked the not-lycan, finally getting a glance sent his way through the bearded man’s attempts at nodding off. "You just pull yourself away from reality and don’t think about it much?"
"What’s there to think about? She looks weak, the guards don’t think that weak people are entertaining, so she’s going to be grouped up with some other weak people and thrown to a sadistic beast to hopefully make them some money," Jakob explained, the elven woman in question flopping back to the floor seemingly in response, looking as good as dead already. "It’s just how this place works. What, you want me to just not warn people that they’ve got seven hours max to accept their very painful deaths? That seems a little crueller to me. I advise you to just sit back and work on your own tasks. It’s a more productive use of your time."
He wanted Theo to work on freeing himself so that he could take the non-lycan’s chains off for him. Instead of thinking about the one who was currently crumbling into herself, he was meant to be selfish and just ignore it all. It just didn’t match together, and his voice was rising out of a growing fire within.
"You just can’t see the world properly anymore," Theo said, seeing the apparently-long-lived wild man before him as he truly was. "All these years in this cage have messed you up. What you’ve been made to do has twisted your mind, making you think that this is a good way to act. You’ve lost that inkling in your head that lets you feel shame over your actions, isn’t that right?"
"If I hadn’t torn out that part of myself when I first got shoved into this place, I wouldn’t have made it the first year," Jakob explained, raising his voice to equal Theo’s. It felt forced, but there was little care anymore. "Do you really think you are one to talk? Have you not watched others die out in that arena before you had to enter? Have you not seen people begging for mercy, begging for somebody to help them, and just looked on without a thought? Isn’t that a sign there’s something wrong with you? If I’ve lost that part of myself that stops empathy from penetrating into my consciousness, you’re well on your way to losing it too."
The man stopped just a meter away from the steel bars that separated their cages, breathing deeply as the quiet footsteps above made it clear somebody special had heard their little match.
"What is it that’s got our champion arena so riled up?" Elijah asked as he stood on the walkway ten meters above. It was almost entirely clouded in darkness, just barely illuminated by the lights, but those golden eyes were impossible to miss. "I don’t think I’ve heard you shout so loudly in a long time, Jakob. It has to have been, what, seventy years since your last outburst? I’m rather curious about what made you break. You weren’t too far away from setting a new personal best in good behaviour."
Theo could spot the barest hints of a grin on Jakob’s face as he began to explain.
"It’s nothing important," Jakob said, his voice quiet. "Your new point of interest just had a bit of a saviour complex growing. I thought it would be good fun to snuff it out before it bloomed."
"Did he now?"
The feeling of those eyes on him made Theo’s skin crawl, but he said nothing. The elven woman on the other side stared at them quietly, seemingly contemplating their existence. Those blue eyes didn’t stop shining.
"Well, there’s no reason to extinguish that just yet, my dear Jakob, for you forget how much the audience loves a good story," Elijah explained, pulling out a book from his fine jacket and skimming through its pages. "Ah. A Miel Evergreen, taking in for family debt. Oh my, there’s enough here to have the people bring out their handkerchiefs. This…this I can work with. Good find, Jakob. We’ll be pairing those two together for the next rounds."
With that, the director left the walkway, going back to his office at a steady pace while Theo tried to put a hole through the not-lycan with his eyes alone.
"Why did you spill everything to him?" Theo questioned, once he was sure that there was nobody around to listen in. Still, his voice was kept quiet, barely audible through his breath, yet Jakob seemingly heard it without issue. "Are you insane?"
"Dwarf, please explain to your friend why I just did him a favour," Jakob told Stig before going back to his fur bed, falling into the thin layer of softness and falling into a deep snoring state almost instantly.
While Theo was more than ready to shout at him again, maybe even have Nero send out some fire at him to forcefully make him pay attention, a hand on his shoulder made him quiet down.
"He told him that so that she’d be paired with you instead of going out with somebody who wouldn’t be able to help," Stig explained, the [Rune-Crafter] feeling his heart slow as the blunt truth finally entered his thick skull. Looking back at the man who had just helped him more than he could ever thank him for, he felt some regret at his anger. "Like it or not, he just made sure you could fulfill that saviour complex of yours."
"Don’t tell me you agreed with him?" Theo asked the forest dwarf, who just shrugged.
"All life is sacred, but there comes a point where more can be helped by not sacrificing yourself to save a single being," the [Space Mage] said, seemingly a follower of the lesser evil principle. "Too late to change routes now, though. The director said your name was Miel, right? That true?"
"Yes," came the answer from the elven woman, sounding more confident than one would have expected with the number of injuries put onto her by the guards. Then again, there had to be some reason that they’d taken their time to beat her senseless. "The last name is fake, though. I don’t have one."
She didn’t explain, forcing Theo to assume. She had apparently been thrown in for family debts, after all. Those didn’t come from just anywhere.
"Well, that thing about you dying painfully might not be true anymore, so you can be happy about that," Theo said, though the fact that he had to say that didn’t seem convincing. They didn’t know who they would be fighting, though Elijah had already revealed that he was meant to be against some more powerful monsters. And with only him and Miel to work with, it would be a bloodbath of the worst variety. "How’s your skill with a sword or spear?"
The former was a long stretch, but one could hope for the latter. A stick to be pointed at people was perhaps a simple tool, but one which deserved a lot of credit.
"Never tried either," Miel said, much to Theo’s dismay. "I know how to handle a dagger, though. It’s how I got sent in here."
"What, you stabbed somebody who works here?" Stig said in jest, the dwarf’s smile faltering when the elf just looked at him blankly. There was no humour in her eyes. "Shit, you stabbed somebody."
"I must pay for the lost family blood before I’m allowed to get out of here," the elven woman explained with a tone that didn’t sound like she was convinced of it either. Theo, however, had to change his understanding of what a family debt was. Bit of miscommunication, though it explained the scars. "How long have you been in here?"
"Two days," Theo answered, sitting on the ground as Nero complained about a lack of scratches. The rabbit was perfectly able to read the room, apparently. "The one next to us has been here for longer, though. Much longer."
Two hundred full years. Even now, he wasn’t sure how that was possible. So long a time in a cage, so long spent thinking about nothing else but those flickering lights and the sun that would never reach so far below ground. Theo, having been in the prison for only a short time, could already feel the itch in the back of his head. He’d tried being locked underground twice now, once for several months. He knew what it’d done to him back then, and he refused to let anything like that happen again.
A guard came along a few minutes later, supplying them with the fact they’d be close to the start of the night, almost the first entries. Theo and Miel would be fighting together, Stig and Nero granted a battle a little later, while Jakob would be close to the end as usual. By the looks that the guard gave him, though, the [Rune-Crafter] didn’t feel like he’d be going against anything that he’d like.
"Have fun with the Lynch," Robert nearly sang, a bark of laughter escaping the elf as he left them behind.
There that name was again, the one Jakob had mentioned previously. And from the sigh that escaped the man in response to hearing it, Theo knew it couldn’t be good.
"Elijah is high off his rocker, putting a displacer against you," Jakob said, more desperate to have Theo finish his work separating the limiter so they could escape. Still, though, it was clear they couldn’t try and make a run for it before this fight was done with. Theo needed to know what he could before going in there. "It’s just about a giant cat, with longer claws, darker fur, and a slightly increased appetite for flesh and playing with its food. Also has added tendrils on its back filled with rows of teeth, though their primary function is to create illusions."
"What kind of illusions?" Theo questioned, stopping with his work momentarily. "And what kind of scale are we talking about? Can it change an entire environment or is it small-scale?"
"Depends on what you think of as small-scale," came the answer. "It makes copies of its own body, making it seem like there’s several running around trying to tear your organs out. Quite the trickster, loves making people think they’re going to die again and again before it actually gets the job done when the victims think it’s all smoke and mirrors. Something to be wary of."
That wasn’t the greatest introduction he’d heard in the past few days, but it at least allowed them to somewhat understand their current position. With two bodies to spot the attack, they had to avoid a real beast hiding beside a good handful of illusions. It sounded…manageable, since they were meant to be fighting in the arena. While it would still be hard to keep track of multiple moving bodies, ones that would probably have nothing against making fake charges, Theo knew that an open area would be its biggest weakness.
The challenge was good while it lasted, though.
"I’m sure many of you are confused at the change in decor within the fighting ring," the announcer dragged on as Theo put on his armour and checked out his shield. Mildly polished like before, though a few scratches had been made on the sides. He wanted to try repairing it with his [Mana], but was afraid it would tip the others off. Meanwhile, Miel had gotten herself a dagger, one with a razor edge that required skill to handle. While the elven woman was still bruised and battered, she stood a little straighter with the weapon in hand. "This is what our matchmakers thought of just recently, a miniature jungle that will allow our beasts to feel at home while fighting our contestants. To any worrying about missing the action, rest assured, the screens above you will be tracking the contestants no matter where they are in the arena."
Theo could see the illuminated stones flicker above, the feed abruptly switching to show his surprised face along with the concerned Miel behind him. Triangulating where the feed was coming from, he was able to turn his head just enough to spot a small ball hovering in the air ten meters away. It was soundless in its movements, though the red dot on its surface highlighted where it was currently looking.
"Are you sure you don’t want any of the armour?" Theo asked Miel again, feeling that the announcer would soon finish with his hyping of the crowd and make them enter the arena. "Some of this could be what saves a blow from being instantly lethal."
"If I’m hit at all, it means we failed," Miel replied, once again rejecting his offers. Why the elven woman was happy without the protection, Theo couldn’t understand. Even with the reduced weight, it still increased the risks by way too much for comfort. "I’m not going to be much help out there, you know. Standing is already on the edge of what my body can handle right now."
"I realize that," Theo said, still wondering just how he was going to make this work. He could take a hit by the beast and survive, maybe pinning it down and damaging it enough at that point, but that also required that it went after him to begin with. Since this thing was meant to be smart enough to have sadistic traits, he didn’t doubt it would go after the easier target first. "Just stick close, and we’ll probably get out without too many bite marks."
It was a little optimistic, but hope was all he could create at the moment. With the fake forestry covering much of the outside, the sight lines were already so terrible that they could be attacked from any angle with only a second’s warning. If Nero had been here, it would’ve been more manageable, but the rabbit just had to be paired with the forest dwarf.
As the lights came on, the gate raised, and they stepped into the forest. The wave of smell hit Theo quite abruptly as if a barrier had been raised to stop its scent from leaving the area in the slightest. Touching one of the nearby leaves, he confirmed them to be real. Everything was real, though the tree roots had been bolted into the floor to make them stay in place.
Wouldn’t be hard to get those out if needed, though.
"And the bets have been sent in!" came the announcement before Theo could even think, a guttural snarl in the distance letting him know that the game was on. "The Lynch has been released, and already we can see its many forms spread out. Even with so many years up here, I can hardly tell them apart!"
Even with the increase in sounds, none of the supposed duplicates was in sight. Theo could see nothing, hear nothing but shuffling from all sides, and his magical sight was getting blurry from all the artificial wildlife. While there were some dark-purple pulses of life bubbling around, they were in too many different areas to be useful.
"Above!" Miel shouted, Theo instantly raising his shield as a six-legged panther came flying down towards him. It had reached the top of the nearby tree without him noticing, and the barred teeth looked long enough to go through his entire throat in one hit.
As it reached his barrier of choice, however, it dissolved into a fuzzy cloud of static, the image reaching him in brief glimpses before fracturing entirely. An illusion.
"Right side!"
Theo barely got his shield up again, but this copy of the same creature was revealed to be a fake as soon as it came within distance. He had less than a second to react. Everything was moving too fast, Miel calling them out again and again as they came from all sides.
He was getting tired while defending himself against nothing. Even though Miel had stated she could barely stand up, the elven woman was still able to get behind him to let him stay as the barrier between the displacer and her. Theo didn’t mind if she could keep spotting them before him, though.
"Behind!" she shouted again. Turning around and putting his shield up, Theo didn’t truly brace himself for impact when the sight of the sharp teeth and back tendrils came into view. He thought it was another illusion, and he was getting too tired to think properly.
Maybe that was why it had finally chosen to attack him for real, the front of the beast impacting the shield with a power that instantly had Theo on his back, the six-legged creature snarling above him. With his arms trapped between his body and the shield, the very weapon that the creature was putting pressure on, there was nothing he could do to negate the next attempt at biting his face off.
Miel did that for him, her dagger reaching the shoulder of the right front leg, the pain enough for the displacer to be distracted long enough that Theo regained his power. Using [Partial Shield-Assimilation] at the same time, just enough strength was put into his arms as he pushed the creature away from him. The six-legged panther ran back into the fake forest with the dagger still embedded in its body.
"That was my weapon," Miel muttered as she helped pull Theo onto the ground. "Are you okay?"
"I should be asking you that question," Theo said while trying not to breathe too much. His ribs were hurting in a weird way, though that might’ve been helped along by how much he’d been cutting into it by himself. "Good enough to fight, though."
"If you weren’t, we’d both be dead soon enough," Miel commented, looking around as roaring came from just about everywhere. "It doesn’t handle pain well, I see. It’s going to attack us again soon."
No spending five minutes just making Theo move around like a fool? At least it would be more blatant, he supposed as he rolled his shoulder. That action alone made his body ache, though the lack of bruising felt reminded him to return to his non-metallic state. It wouldn’t be good to waste that card so early.
The rustling of leaves from behind was enough for him to lash out with his shield, Theo instantly swinging the metal through an illusion of the beast. The game was on, more rapid than ever before as pairs of eyes appeared all around them. Instead of making each attack while only one of the illusions was in sight, it seemed the game was now about figuring out which attack was the true one, with the consequence for being wrong quite lethal.
"Wish I had access to the flames, at this point," Theo confessed aloud, though it was more directed at the air than the elven woman beside him, who looked rather confused. "I’ll explain later."
"After I get my dagger back, preferably," Miel replied, getting a chuckle out of him before the truth came crashing down on him like an anvil.
The dagger.
It was still embedded in the beast, yet none of those around them had that razor-like blade inside their shoulder. None of them except for the one in the middle of climbing a tree, one who froze as Theo stared at it.
"It’s in the tree," Theo said, ignoring all the others running at them as he refused to let his eyes leave the true beast. It could perhaps replicate its own body, but anything else looked to be impossible. "Just don’t lose sight of—"
Theo made a rather unmanly sound as he was pulled to the ground, the pair of ultra-sharp claws running across his chest making him gasp. The armour did nothing to protect him, Theo feeling the upper parts being ripped open outright.
He’d been tricked into thinking he'd latched onto the truth. That was on him.
"You’re being stupid about this," Miel said as he rose by his own volition. The offending party had already left their sight, hidden among all the others. The dagger had left its shoulder already, apparently. "Don’t focus on one of them. Focus on all of them."
"Only one is able to actually attack, though," Theo said, feeling way too much pain in his core as the bleeding refused to stop. A manual injection into [Spirit of Aegis] helped slightly, but—wait. "Say when it comes. I need to do something."
"Do what?" came the obvious question, but the [Rune-Crafter] didn’t have time to answer as he focused inwards. Looking through the bleeding, every side of the pain, he could feel that something a little deeper had started shifting. The limiter implanted into his body had grown loose through the damage. While Theo had originally been under the assumption that he’d need to overload the thing, there was a chance he could simply remove it. "They’re coming!"
Just a second more.
Like the cork of a champagne bottle flying free, the limiter came loose, and Theo felt bliss as he was reconnected with the magical realm of the world around him. The [Mana] in his body spread out, the density lessening as the pressure was finally relieved. It was such a glorious moment, one ruined by the fact that he hadn’t listened to Miel.
His metallic body helped him take the hit, but it could only do so much to remove the kinetic force of the beast. The six legs provided more than enough power for him to collapse onto the ground again, now with no dagger on the elf to distract the enemy.
Theo didn’t care, though.
"Look away!" he ordered as he just barely held off the jaw of the beast, stopping it from coming closer to his face. The display was showing the altercation from the top, making anything happening underneath the displacer’s body invisible to the audience. And with the shield getting just a little further up, the [Petrification Rune] being shoved into the beast’s eyesight, it was a glorious moment when he could say the magic words. "Turn to stone."
The yellow light was extremely short, the [Rune] itself barely having a fraction of its [Capacity] filled, but the moment when the displacer froze was enough for Theo to gain the upper hand. With a fist into the side of its fangs, half the row of teeth was punched loose, the beast stumbling back from the sensitive damage.
But Theo didn’t let it go, flaring [Oppressive Aura] to its highest as he continued his assault. The tables had turned as now it tried to get away, with no proper thought in its head anymore as the magical influences changed its mental state by force. It was frightened of his being, frightened of what would happen if it stayed, and its inability to fight back allowed Theo to make its fears a reality.
With a ripped-open chest that wouldn’t stop bleeding, Theo raised his shield and slammed it into the neck of the panther. Bone gave way, the head of the beast only hanging onto the body by flesh. With a few failed attempts to move afterwards, the displacer was as good as dead, though Theo finalized the deal by twisting the head around properly. There was no life present afterwards.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Oppressive Aura] has been increased from [Novice 3] to [Novice 5].
Can now force [Fear Status] onto other entities in the long term.

[Skill] increase detected!
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Beginner 3] to [Beginner 6].
Cost decreased from [9MP/sec] to [8MP/sec].

Seeing those upgrades was well and great, but Theo was beginning to wonder if he was going to be able to stand long enough to leave the arena. There was a little too much blood leaving his body at the moment.
"The living golem does it again, taking out the feared Lynch once and for all!" the announcer shouted. "Is there anything this man can’t do?"
Get some peace and quiet, apparently.
"Take it easy," Miel ordered as she tried to help him up, having found her dagger amidst the undergrowth. It was coated in dark blood, but that came right off after a few attempts. "Why do you weigh so much?"
The elven woman was barely making it easier to walk as her legs shook. Even when injured herself, helping Theo looked to be a priority.
"That’s kinda a rude thing to say, you know," Theo said, still inwardly cursing his severe injuries. The displacer was meant to have gone for Miel instead of him, since she was the weakest. While that didn’t mean he wanted her to get hurt, Theo had assumed the beast would have chosen her over him. It didn’t make sense. "My head hurts."
"That’s what happens when you don’t have enough blood to supply all bodily functions," Miel provided as she allowed him to flop down against the wall. The gate into the arena closed, securing their entrance into the prison once again. While that might’ve been depressing to some, Theo couldn’t help but laugh. "What’s so funny?"
Letting a strand of [Mana] leave the tip of his finger, the [Rune-Crafter] knew that he was done cowering. The time for action had finally arrived.




Chapter 10







 [Druid]


With his own magical limiter being removed, there was nothing stopping Theo from ripping out the dwarf’s. While the process of getting rid of his own had been a constant torrent of pain that never seemed to end, it wasn’t nearly as bad with the [Space Mage]. After the first thirty minutes spent actually finding the piece, it had been a swift incision before Stig could do the rest of the work himself, frying the piece and [Teleporting] it out of his body. 
"Foul thing," the [Space Mage] spat, stretching his abilities as he rapidly shifted around the place, going through countless empty cages before returning to his own. The boundaries of the metal bars no longer contained the archer, though they would have to keep up the illusion of as much for now. "I don’t know how I could survive without this feeling."
"Yeah, yeah, get back into your place," Jakob said, shutting down the excitement that was building. Because, honestly, how couldn’t it? Theo could barely hold in his smile until after he’d returned to his cell, able to finally start leaving this wretched place. "If you tip the guards off now, this all goes bust. So keep quiet, keep looking like you want to kill yourself, and make those hints of tears more obvious."
Theo rolled his eyes as he filled up the [Holy Rune] on the floor with energy, basking in the feeling of his flesh knitting itself together again. The attack was going to leave a scar no matter what, but at least it wasn’t as delicate to air as before. And, if he was lucky, it wouldn’t get infected either.
"So you really do have a way of getting out?" Miel questioned, getting a nod in response. The elf looked healthier each passing minutes, and Stig was able to transport small [Holy Runes] over and activate them for her. While the usage was extremely low, as they had to keep a low profile still, the blue marks were swiftly fading from her body. There was barely any shaking anymore either, and everything was replaced by calm confidence. "I want to come with you."
"You’d be killed before we got anywhere close to the exit, seeing as you still have the limiter in your chest," Jakob offered, the brutal truth clear in that regard. Stig was technically able to take care of the issue by [Teleporting] it out of her, but that would require it to have been located. Since the [Space Mage] had been unable to do as much with his own limiter, despite having spent more than a full day on it, it meant Theo would have to deal with it for her. And because of the fact that he couldn’t [Teleport] to her cage, the arena was the only place he would have the chance. It was basically impossible, with no obvious solutions short of just breaking open the cages and hoping to not get figured out during the hour-something it would take to remove. "And, to be blunt, you would be nothing but a detriment in the actual fleeing process."
"Don’t sell her short on that, actually," Theo corrected as he hid the [Holy Rune] on the floor with a pile of fur that Jakob had offered. "She is strangely good with a dagger. She stabbed the displacer well enough that it fled, which is saying something."
"I can make it run away just by being in the area, Theo, and so can you," Jakob retorted without pause. The only ones in their group who didn’t have that capability were Stig and Nero, though there was the question of whether the latter would even need to have that skill. "What good reasons do you have for why you shouldn’t be left behind? And, just so you know, I will kill you if you try to threaten us that you’ll tell the guards."
The not-lycan didn’t hold anything back, yet the knife-wielder in the other cage didn’t look away. Maybe it was the two layers of steel bars between them that made the elf feel safe, or maybe it was just pure confidence that Jakob was lying. At this point, Theo didn’t think he was.
"I’ve been down here as an audience member several times before," Miel offered. "I know that the tunnels to the city are meant to be confusing, and I know which to go through to get out of here the fastest. I’ve made the run several times while stealing from others. Can you say the same, ‘reigning champion of the arena?’"
"I cannot, actually. You’re in," Jakob replied bluntly. "If you wouldn’t mind a possibly lethal second-long surgery by my hand, I can remove the area the limiter is meant to be in your body as well. It’ll be painful, and maybe kill you if I mess up, but I can do it with a five-second notice."
"Deal."
Just like that, their group changed from four members to five. A human, a dwarf, an elf, a rabbit, and a not-werewolf. Theo had to admit it felt like a lead-up to a joke, he reflected when he began working on the [Runes] that was cut into Jakob’s flesh. When a guard did their hourly check-in, throwing off the usual amount of insults before leaving the way they’d come, Theo was granted access to the many engravings.
And for once, the [System] didn’t mind giving him access, a [Circuit Screen] appearing without issue.
[Druid’s Punishment Circuit]
Runes used: 8x [T3 Timed Life-Drain Rune] [40/40], 3x [T6 Druidic Wildshape-Lock Rune] [90/90], 1x [T2 Sonar Receiver Rune] [24/25], 16x [T0 Capacity Rune] [40/40]
Activation: Passive/Pulse
Capacity: 1254/1255

"Holy shit," Theo said. The sheer amount of compressed [Mana] inside those engravings, the [Tier 6 Rune] that was apparently locking the man into human and lycan shapes only, and how was there so much [Mana]? "You’re a [Druid]?"
"Can you remove all of this?" Jakob questioned, not answering the question while likewise staring him down. Theo could remember the threats that his neck would be snapped the last time he said stuff like this. Though there was little chance the [Druid] before him would do such a thing, seeing as the [Rune-Crafter] was still needed to take care of the engravings. "I need a yes or a no."
"Already answered that before," Theo said while doing his best to connect to the inner workings of the [Runes] themselves. He could nearly feel them reaching out to him, begging him to unravel everything they had to offer. The one on his left shoulder was what he needed to remove, the [Sonar Receiver] the most likely to kill the [Druid]. But…if he did that, the [Circuit] would overflow into the [Tier 6 Rune], which would further send the [Timed Life-Drain Runes] into an overloaded state that would immediately try to kill the man. It was as if the entire system were built upon making it a logistical nightmare to only remove one piece of the equation. "But, yes, I can do this. I need to rip apart everything at once, though, which is going to require some preparation."
"How long?"
Damn, there was no sense of patience anymore.
"A day?" Theo guessed, though his mind changed as he tried to do an initial survey of the high-level engraving with his [Mana]. "Three, actually. Maybe four if the [Capacity Runes] don’t allow for much stretching."
"I don’t care if it’ll take a month," Jakob replied. "Just get it done."
With such an inspirational speech from the [Druid], the [Rune-Crafter] began his task. It was taxing on his body, it was hard, and it was, for lack of a better word, mentally grating to accomplish. Hours were spent before any moves were made, the actual process of distributing [Mana] emptying Theo’s own reserves again and again. But…he continued through it all, for while it didn’t seem like it at a glance, he was making progress. A little more was understood, some secret trick revealed and managed, and Theo could feel himself crawling closer to the ultimate goal of escape.
Days passed in this mentality. Theo wasn’t allowed to stay in his cell during all of that time, of course. He was forced out by the guards every now and then, sometimes one of the others coming along, and made to to fight one beast or another. Sometimes it was a scorpion, sometimes an ogre, one time a group of well-sized snakes, and the last one had been a rather deformed giant toad. Even after repeated usage of [Holy Runes], he still wasn’t feeling healthy from the latter encounter.
But it was all fine. He was making progress, almost done with the entire puzzle. Before they’d know it, Theo and the others would be breaking through the arena floor and into the city once again.
We have to.
He wasn’t sure how much more of this place he could manage.
"Wake up, golem," came the order as Theo opened his eyes to see a guard standing outside his cell. The others were staring at the elf, the single pair of cuffs in his hand making it clear what his intentions were. "Come."
"Off to Elijah you go," Jakob muttered from his own space, waving Theo goodbye as he was cuffed and brought through the iron doors and up the stairs. From there, he could barely blink before he was forced through the small door and into the director’s office.
The smell of cosiness was still the same, though Theo’s spread-out magical senses told him so much more than before. That sense of danger, the impending doom of something over his head ready to squash him like a bug, was impossible to ignore. He almost wished that the limiter had stayed in place, as Theo had to fight not to show off the rising hairs on his skin.
"So good of you to join me, Mister Living Golem," Elijah said from his usual spot, though there wasn't the customary cigar and drink next to him. Not even on the table, really, where every space was filled to the brim with countless pages of sigils and what Theo recognized as numbers. While he didn’t know the exact numerals, the number of digits on the underlined bottom made his eyes bulge. "Has your stay with us been up to your expectations?"
"It’s about as soul-crushing as I believe it was designed to be, yes," Theo replied, wincing. That came out before he’d had a moment to think, and yet the director merely laughed at his words. "Otherwise, it’s been fine."
"Oh, I don’t doubt you’ve had a harder time adapting to the…new lifestyle. By now, most have already agreed to the proposed deals, putting them into cosier rooms, proper beds, and even the food that can be found in some of the upper-floor restaurants," Elijah explained, Theo sensing where this was going. "Do you want to change your choice on that matter, or… No? A pity, though not one I’m surprised by. While a lot of the human stereotypes have been revealed to be pure propaganda over the last decades, I must say that your unparalleled tenacity is entirely truthful."
In full honesty, the response Theo felt ready to pull out was not one which was too kind, and certainly one that he felt wouldn’t be taken as a mere jest. Not that he had the opportunity to voice the opinion, as a paper was put into his hands, one akin to the many found on the table.
"Take a look at this, and tell me what you see," the director requested, Theo blankly skimming the many rows of numbers and sigils he had no hope of understanding.
There sure were a lot of scribbles on that page. Would’ve been great if he could actually read them.
"It’s something I didn’t expect to see, honestly," Theo said when he felt the director’s eyes on him. "Is this true?"
"That it is," Elijah confirmed wholeheartedly, taking back the paper as he began to read a piece aloud. "The total amount of bets that were made during the last three of your showings was 19 percent less than the Beast’s, and yet the size of those bets was so substantially larger than the total amount of gold wagered during your fights was 16 percent larger than Jacob’s. Our constant moneymaker has always been our favourite lycan friend, but…your introduction to his arena has shown me the truth!"
Theo didn’t like where this was going.
"I already said that—" he began, but the director was quicker than Theo realized as he stood from his chair, moving through the office at a steady pace.
"Yes, yes, you don’t want to stay here longer than you’re forced to, we already had that conversation last time, and I understand that there’s little useful I can do to convince you in the long term," Elijah explained, stopping in his tracks as he seemingly caught himself in something. "I actually wouldn’t want you to stay in the long term, due precisely to the thing that you showed me. Our grand audience, while being dumb as a brick, has changed their mind on what they like to see. While household names and recognizable faces might've reigned true a hundred years ago, the current generation craves variety. They want the new, the stronger, the bigger, and the unique. They want to see something new every time they come here. Tradition is boring. Regular people fighting is boring. We need to always progress, and always push the limit because that’s what makes people put in their gold. Do you understand, little golem? I don’t want you here any more than you do. I just need to make sure I have the perfect replacement lined up beforehand, which I can do in a very short time, but I feel like you need to have the perfect final fight. What do you think about that, Theo Locheim?"
…
This can’t be happening.
But it was. Those piercing eyes, that sense of being crushed by magical forces, those lines of energy leaving the professional and mildly crazed elf before him were all too real. And he was seeing it all in its full glory, his senses refusing to stop picking it all up.
"I…" Theo began, forcing himself to consider his next words. This was an opportunity he was meant to take, that he was meant to be desperate for. "I really like that idea. The final fight, though. What do you have in mind?"
The madness seemed to gradually fall from the director. He smiled, muscles relaxing as he sat down in the leather-bound chair once again. He looked as calm as he’d been a minute before.
"Well, I have been floating around one particular idea," Elijah said, picking up one of the number-filled papers. "This is meant to be the end of an era for this arena, a grand shift to fit into the new age. While we have always prided ourselves on keeping to traditions, something so irrelevant can’t coexist with these ideals, which is why we have to…remove some of the things that the Atos family has kept around for so long. Do you understand what I’m saying?"
They wanted to pit Theo against Jakob, and Elijah even expected Theo to win the matchup. If he had his pistol, and could fully use his shield without getting found, it could’ve been doable. Without? There was no question about it. It’d be his loss.
"I’m not sure that—" he began, but the director didn’t let him finish.
"Of course, your group will be with you at the time. Miel, the winged rabbit, and Stig standing together against this mighty foe," Elijah explained, laughing at his own mocking tone. "The group that’s filled solely with people who broke the standards and survived thick and thin, all standing together against the undefeated champion. Truly, is there any better way to draw people in?"
"I don’t think so, no," Theo quietly said, Elijah continuing his chuckling as he slapped Theo on the shoulder.
"Indeed. If you do this, my friend, it’ll be the last fight I’ll ever put you through. You will be a free man, able to walk out of our doors if you so choose," the director promised. "Granted, that offer is only up as long as you give us all a great show. I want this to be the grand finale. Give it your best showing, blow the mind of every person there to see you, and fight with the knowledge that victory will mean your freedom. Doesn’t that just sound nice?"
Theo couldn’t reject the fact that it did, putting on a grin of his own as the energy of the director pulled him in for a hug and repeated just how much money he was going to make. It was as sickening as it was frightening. But here he was, under the full knowledge that he had two avenues to leaving this place.
Either way, he was getting out.




Chapter 11







Kill


Jakob didn’t feel the regular energy of the crowd as he ripped off the head of the lindwyrm. There was shouting and screaming, but it didn’t feel as plentiful. The number of people was the same, and the number of faces turned his way hadn’t changed, but they just didn’t seem as excited to see him. It was like they weren’t there to see him now, like he was just the pre-show to the main attraction. 
Which didn’t make sense. He was the main attraction, the main reason people came here. Why weren’t they screaming his name as loudly? Why were they stopping so quickly after he finished the kill? Why did it all feel so forced?
"Once again, our champion comes out victorious," the announcer shouted, a lesser roar of approval meeting his words. "Up next, we have the Living Golem, scheduled to face an—"
Whatever beast Theo was meant to face didn’t reach anybody’s ears, Jakob flinching as the sheer levels of sound reached their peak, several thousand elves screaming until their throats went sore. That…wasn’t meant to happen when the human’s name got mentioned. Those screams were meant to be pointed his way.
And yet it was his leaving of the arena that prompted it.
"Hands this way. Now," Robert ordered, rather strict for a guard who could have his neck snapped without anybody caring. Jakob didn’t have the spite to do it today, however, putting his arms up for the elf’s silver cuffs. Following protocol, he went back into his humanoid form. "And put something on as well."
So Elijah wanted to see him? Finally.
Putting on the bloodstained cloth, strapping it around his midsection with the utmost haste, Jakob hardly complained as Robert pushed him along, the muttered threats of death nearly creating a spring in his step. This was life.
Up the stairs, over the walkway, and right through the small door he went, emerging on the other side to see the director sitting there with his left hand around a glass of whatever kind of drink he’d chosen that year alongside the cigar ready to be lit on the table.
Jakob sat down on the other chair without being offered, the director grimacing in response."Be careful with all that blood on you, please," Elijah requested. "I just had those cleaned yesterday. Now I need to get the cleaners to do it again."
"You’ll survive the bill," Jakob promised, glancing at some of the papers on the table. Before he could reach for them, however, the director snatched them from his reach. "What are those?"
"Expense forms, data sheets over bets created through the past month, and a list of predictions for the fights in the near future," the director explained, stressing the last part a bit more than normal. "Do you know why I called you here, Jakob?"
"Because you offered Theo and the others freedom if they killed me in the arena with style?"
Elijah had the decency to look a little flustered at that, as if caught stealing cookies from the cookie jar. There was no denying it. Jakob hadn’t been in the mood to believe it either, but Theo had given too many details and listed too many quirks of the director to have made it up. Few alive could describe the insanity at the edges of Elijah’s demeanour these days.
"So he really had the gall to say that, huh? Humans are just such ferocious creatures. You’d know that fact well, wouldn’t you, Jakob? Seeing as you are half-human," he said, the druid adjusting his place in place in the chair at that mention. Elijah wasn’t meant to know that. That hadn’t been mentioned a single time, and he had never revealed that fact. "Why so quiet? Was it meant to be a secret?"
"What is it to you?" Jakob questioned, the golden-haired elf just laughing at him in response. It made him grit his teeth to no end. "I really wish I could put my fingers through your eyeballs right now."
"See? Ferocious?"
There it was. The final straw. Jakob was halfway up his seat before he felt an itch coming from his right shoulder, the warning of an impending storm if he took one step further. Elijah smiled at his frozen reaction, the elf controlling the warning himself after all.
"Good dog," Elijah said as Jakob returned to his seat. While there was no physical trigger being held, the druid could nonetheless feel a finger hovering just above his heart. Less than an instant would need to pass before his death sentence was signed, showing off who had true power between them. "Do you want to hear what I have to say now?"
Jakob said nothing, just looking at the golden-haired man while imagining what he wanted to do with him. There was no veil of respect anymore, everything was wiped away so quickly. That smile on the director’s face didn’t come out of kindness. It came out of the understanding of who had power, and who would keep having power for as long as they liked.
"Great to hear!" the director said in response to his silence. "Since Theo already revealed his part of the deal, I thought it wouldn’t be fair if I didn’t give you the same. I’m not going to get the people excited for the future of this arena if the finale of the old arena isn’t fought with as much courage and desperation as possible, and to achieve this, I am going to make you an irresistible offer."
"What, you’re going to set me free if I kill the others and bathe in their blood for a while?" Jakob accused, getting a shrug from the director.
"Bathing in it would be a little overdramatic, but something along those lines would be great, yes," Elijah said, waving his hand as he skipped ahead. "You might not feel like you have reason to trust me, but I wholeheartedly think that’s because you don’t understand how much I’ve allowed you to have. You still get food, you still get rest, and you’ve been allowed to think I didn’t know about your connections to the druidic enclave hidden in Linrel. I’ve done so much to give you a sense of peace, and—oh, we’re getting a little antsy, aren’t we?"
Jakob wasn’t sure it was his own free will that kept him in that chair. During Elijah’s speech, his body had transformed halfway. It was more than willing to leap at the director, yet no muscles obeyed his orders. He knew too much, he needed to be taken out. Jakob refused to let the others be forced into his fate.
"Relax, my old friend, I don’t care about any of the other lycan hiding out among those old geezers up there," Elijah promised, making the druid grow still after another minute of trying. So…still thought Jakob was a lycan. That was preferable to the alternative, though it could’ve just been another ploy at this point. "At least, not if you win this fight or put on a good show. I have to make this last battle of yours count, if you know what I mean, and I can’t have you just falling over in it. I need to see that primal side that you’ve honed so well."
"You want me to seem like the rabid monster you've always portrayed me as to the audience," Jakob surmised, the director just smiling at him in response. There was no sense of guilt, just as there never had been before that point. Elijah Atos, the man who had run the arena since its very founding, wanted him to kill or die with no care which of the two happened. "And you’ll remove the runes on my body if I win?"
"I most certainly will!" Elijah announced as he pulled up his sleeve to reveal a rune that didn’t look too far off from the one Jakob had seared into his shoulder. "It’s going to be fun to finally see my unblemished arm again. It’s just been too long since I’ve been able to do much with this side of mine. One small touch is everything required to make you wrinkle up, you know."
Jakob looked at the arm, wishing he could just rip it off and be done with it here and now, but he knew both that he wouldn’t manage to remove it in time and that the removal would set off the runes anyway. He was utterly stuck, nothing saving him from here except the mercy that Elijah would allegedly grant him if he won.
Bigger chance of you just killing me after the fight, though. We both know what I would do if you didn’t have that leash on me.
"It’s a deal," Jakob replied, his face stone as the director happily shook his hand, not seeming to care about the blood smearing off on it. For somebody who had been so worried about his dear chair getting discoloured, being red-handed was not a worry of his. "When is the fight?"
"Tomorrow," Elijah said, clearly having already planned it. There had never been a question of whether Jakob would accept or not after all. If he hadn’t, he would’ve been put out there anyway. "I’ll be counting on you, old friend. Make the world proud."
Standing from his seat, Jakob wordlessly left the office, the director not waving goodbye as he went down the walkway. The guard had to hurry along to catch up, not saying anything as they went down the stairs, and the druid pushed the iron doors open himself. For the next twelve hours, they didn’t dare touch him, Robert leaving the area the second his cuffs were off.
They had a countdown, and Jakob needed those cursed locks on his body removed. Luckily, there was not much time left in that regard, and a certain rune-crafter was finally able to fulfill his promise.
Jakob was one breath closer to burning it all down.




Chapter 12







Elijah Atos


The time had come. Theo felt his heart beating, his blood racing through his veins. He was fidgeting, he knew he was as he adjusted the cuffs on his armour, but he couldn’t really stop himself. Anxiety was at an all-time high. This had to work. 
"You’re shaking a little too much for the camera, Theo," Stig commented from the side, the dwarf interrupting his complaints about the bow in his hand. Even with the most desperate of requests, the [Space Mage] hadn’t been allowed his previous weapon, only the arena’s standard supply being available to him. "Calm your nerves, lengthen your breaths, and try to remember the plan. If you don’t, we’re going to end up with more than a painful death."
Nero gave similar complaints about his behaviour, though the rabbit also included various facts that came with her being hungry. Even when they were standing between the two gates, able to hear the undying support from the crowd around the arena, the only thing the [Familiar] could think about was the food she would be able to consume soon. That there were even considerations about sneaking a bite into the "massive wolf" did help distract Theo, though, the mental image alone enough to make him refocus on the present.
The day had arrived, they were already there with their weapons at the ready, and the announcer above was introducing them as he gave his well-practised speech about the new ways of the place.
"We here in the Atos family pride ourselves on innovation, and that includes the spark of creativity that comes with every matchup," the announcer recited as people spurred him on. "This means that we listen to you, that we follow your requests, and that we match contestants against each other because you ask for it. And that is the reason we are here today. Because we are going to be witnessing the biggest fight of the century, something that will bring forth a new age in the history of this institution."
Theo’s eyes rolled as the cheering only became more amplified, the [Rune-Crafter] wondering what it would take for those above not to be happy about it. Maybe some blood splattered on their faces? Or were they already so densitized that they’d think it cool more than anything else? He only couldn’t tell anymore, leaning against the wall as he began to recap the plan in mutterings.
"Make it explode when the time seems right, fool them into believing we’re taking it seriously, and hope that the others understood the signal," he murmured, still finding it ludicrous that it could be so simple. While each extra step in plans gave them a larger chance to fail, Theo felt that there was perhaps a point where a too-straightforward idea had the same issues. "If this actually works, I don’t know what I’ll think."
"You will be thinking, though, and that’s the most important fact," Miel said from her side, polishing the dagger in hand as they waited. It was surprising how long that announcer could prattle on. Keeping the bloodthirsty crowd satiated was a skill in its own league. "You already removed the runes from the druid. The only thing that can go wrong is if they actually did pump him full of anger issues."
That was a way to put it. While, yes, Theo had been able to remove the [Runes] from their place, the engravings were still present visually while having no actual function. Though perhaps filled to the brim with [Mana], not a single one would actually be able to activate under any circumstances, the [Connections] artificially blocked to a point where the a [Rune-Crafter] would have to manually redo nearly everything before it could function. By then, they would already be out of the arena and into the city again.
At least, that had been the original idea. Beating up the guards, running like hell, and making the exit routes explode after setting fire to the place had seemed so good a concept until the moment came when Jakob was escorted out of his cell and over to the other section of the arena. The [Druid] warned them of the possible injections as he went away, that they needed to prepare to beat some sense into him if needed, but Theo wished that it wouldn’t be the case. If they were lucky, he had just been dragged away so he would be fully prepared when they were called in. There was no way the director would actually fill the [Druid] up with short-term boosters that would be near-lethal in the long term just so they could put on a good fight in the end, right?
That’s exactly what he would do, honestly.
"Why am I the most stressed one here, anyway?" Theo questioned as the others looked at him curiously. Even Nero raised an ear to hear him better. "Miel, you only have a dagger and your legs to avoid dying. Stig, you might be able to [Teleport], but otherwise, your capabilities are limited by the explosive rocks I made and your arrows. I’m the one in armour and filled with [Mana]. I should be the most confident of us all."
"Is he always like this?" Miel asked Stig, the dwarf regretfully nodding. "Humans really are so emotional. I don’t get how they even survive with all those half-formed tears filling their eyes."
"Okay, that’s a little rude," Theo said. He wasn’t getting backup from the others like he was hoping for.
"No, she does have a point," Stig retorted. That Nero did her best impression of a nod as well just sealed the deal for the [Rune-Crafter] that he was sitting around with traitors of the worst order. "Out of all the times I’ve seen others sweat from stress alone, I think you hold at least half of them. Maybe even three-quarters."
There was no sense of comradery anymore.
A bit of laughter emerged in the darkness before a green light came from above Theo. The time had come, the gate being raised as they walked into the arena.
All four of them were instantly pelted with small rocks and stones, some strong believers of the Beast thinking they needed to be put down a notch before the fight even started. What a truly loving fanbase.
"So many legendary contestants, standing together to fight against our reigning champion. It’s a sight like never before," the announcer said, agreement heard from the crowd as the group moved a little closer to the centre to avoid the attention of the more violent folk. Even with armour on to protect against weaker attacks, getting small rocks thrown one’s way wasn’t the most fun experience in the world. "But this sight will never truly be complete without the entrance of the champion himself. Ladies and gentlemen, please put your hands together for the one and only Beast."
Theo ignored the crowd as red eyes stared at him through the gates on the other side of the arena. Jakob had transformed before he was outside, something he supposedly never did. The transformation itself was meant to be his signature move, after all, a "crowd-pleaser" as Jakob himself described it, yet he’d already started the primal act before he’d left the entryway.
Please let it be an act.
Skulking outside, there was frothing at the jaws of the Beast, the dark fur raised as high as possible as he looked up at the shouting crowd. The ears seemed to trace every single source, not one part of the crowd left undetected. It was an incredible performance, though one that made Theo unsure if the man behind the eyes was really there.
Maybe they did need to bash in his head a few times to make him understand.
"I see that our champion is already prepared to fight. A bit of branching from his usual theatrics, yet I can only be left to assume it’s a sign of our Beast giving it his all," the announcer shouted, the crowd agreeing as he explained away the anomaly. "We are now opening up our men to take bets. Please handle everything swiftly, as I am sure we are all excited to see how this is going to unfold."
They had a minute to work with at most, with how quickly people were throwing coins after the workers, shouting their names for the register while demanding food and drink. It was an efficiently run business up in those stands, but no level of protocols could prepare anybody for the sheer army staring down at Theo. Seemingly half the population of the lower floors was here to see them. It was disgusting.
"We need him to wake up before we strike," Miel commented when Theo didn’t voice his observations on his own. There was no fear in her tone. Her words were simply an observation of the present world. Either she was entirely confident in their plan, or she had accepted her own mortality. No matter which it was, it didn’t make her any less right. "Theo, you thought that your glowing sigils would take care of it?"
"Momentarily, maybe, but there are no guarantees from me," the [Rune-Crafter] replied. The [Holy Runes] were meant to take care of undead rot and injuries. Anything else was just a bonus, and the [Engraving] he’d applied wasn’t meant as a way of waking Jakob up. Nonetheless, he knew of the temporary removal of mind fog it could grant, as well as the very temporary removal of drunk thoughts, so there was a small chance it could clear Jakob up for long enough to realize the truth. If luck helped them pave their way, it might even mean that Miel’s limiter could be removed and that they could start getting out of there. "Let's try it anyway, though. If all else fails, we’ll make Stig do it."
"I’m still not confident enough in me being the backup plan here," the forest dwarf complained, seemingly unable to understand that there was no other option if the first plan failed. They needed that limiter out of the elf, and if that meant taking along a bit of her heart, then so be it. [Holy Runes] could maybe stitch it together. "Time’s up, though. Prepare yourselves."
With a flourish, the screens above activated with a near-equal amount of bets made against each side. It seemed the fighters had divided the masses, something the announcer was seemingly excited about.
"This is a near-perfect fifty-fifty, something unprecedented for even our champion," he explained, though Theo had trouble believing it. "This is going to be a glorious showdown, one that I am now able to officially start. Contestants, please begin!"
Like a beast out of hell, Jakob lunged, and the group had to dive to the side to avoid him. He flew through the air at unprecedented speeds, with elongated claws pointing right at them until the final moment, and over their lowered forms, he flew to almost the other end of the arena before landing.
They were out of their league.
"Doesn’t stop this from happening, though," Theo muttered to himself as Jakob turned around, looking ready for another leap towards them. "Miel, get ready to dodge. Stig, start out firing those arrows. Nero, try to look a little more menacing."
And what was Theo going to be doing? Well, he was the lure, the only one who wasn’t trying to run from the Beast, the only one standing before Jakob with no fear. It was incredible, really. Before this point, he had been shaking, his body showing signs of fear all over.
Yet now he was without a tremor, without the ability to look away. His body was calm, he could feel his breaths getting deeper, his soul flying into a trance of battle. A mantra was starting to sing, a song of battle escaping into his veins. This was life.
"What is that energy?" the announcer exclaimed as Theo pressed [Oppressive Aura] to the max, the ground briefly shaking as the wave of emotional oppression flew through the air. While only splinters, escaped molecules, reached the audience, the amount who leaned back to create distance was incredible. "This is a first for all of us."
The pupils in the [Druid]’s red eyes stared right through him. While the others saw it as a sign to cower, the Beast knew the true meaning. Theo had just sent the challenge of a lifetime.
The roar that followed was the acceptance of it, the instantaneous charge almost getting the [Rune-Crafter] before he could react. He got his shield into position as the sideswipe of the [Druid]’s arms bent the metal and sent him flying into the air. Theo thought himself safe for those seconds, but Jakob wasn’t done with him, following the powerful hit with another of the same class, a fist reaching his stomach with all of the mass of the Beast put behind it.
If Theo hadn’t activated his metallic form, his organs would’ve burst right then and there, the truth instead being that he landed on his feet ten meters away, grinning like a madman as blood seeped from his mouth. Adrenaline was keeping the pain away, and he was more than sure it would last a minute more.
"Please tell me that wasn’t your strongest hit," he goaded the ancient [Druid], a spark of hatred coming through the bestial eyes as another roar followed. Good ears meant every part of Theo’s chuckle was heard, every moment forced through and understood. Jakob’s attacks were a joke. "Come on. Give me your actual best. Make me suffer."
The transformed man was more than happy to satiate his needs, ignoring the furry back turned into a pincushion by Stig’s unstoppable volley of attacks. Nero was with the dwarf and elf, ready to defend if the wolf ever turned around, but Theo was just too good at his job.
Using a bit of [Mana] to straighten out the shield before the eventual hit, the surge of air that came from a charge was not missed, Theo dodging the attempted piercing of his stomach from Jakob’s claws. A [Shield-Bash] tried to make a mark on the giant wolf, but it only scratched some fur off, the muscle underneath impossible to get through. There had been an [Impact Rune] behind that hit as well, making Theo wonder if there was any chance one could actually kill him.
The pistol would’ve been nice around now.
Jakob’s maddened mind seemed to find Theo’s shield in particular a very large annoyance, and the [Rune-Crafter] lost his treasured tool as it was ripped out of his hands. Stepping back to avoid another slashing, he watched as the metallic weapon was stomped on repeatedly, the shield forced deeper and deeper into the floor of the arena. It was incredible how far it went down, the fractures spreading around.
"I better be able to remove that before we leave," Theo threatened. He saw the nod from Stig in his peripheral vision, the sign that the forest dwarf had the [Holy Rune] prepared for transfer. Theo needed to get close, and the sadistic growl from the wolf was all he needed. "Come here, you!"
It wasn’t the best kind of lead-up to a barehanded charge, but Theo didn’t feel like there was anybody else close enough to hear him anyway. As long as Jakob’s unconscious mind understood that the [Rune-Crafter] was valiantly charging towards him in an apparent suicide run, there were no reasons to complain.
With the furry arms spread wide, ready to envelop Theo in a rib-crushing hug as he neared the monster, Theo reached out and felt the [Holy Rune] in his hand, the [Space Mage] [Teleporting] it at just the right second.
As the arms flew towards him, trapping him against the upper body of the wolf and seemingly compressing his bones, he put the activated [Holy Rune] against the skull of the wolf. Jakob didn’t react to it at first, since there was no danger other than the light, but the pressure on Theo’s body slowly relaxed while they kept up the act.
"Is she ready for it?" Jakob questioned. He followed it up with a loud roar, Theo gasping as he felt his body in extreme pain. It wasn’t even acting anymore, something poking his ribs hard. Nonetheless, he and Miel shared glances for a moment, the subtle nod showing she understood.
"She is," Theo replied, getting a mouthed apology before he was thrown to the floor, a bit of blood running from his body. He just hung out there for a bit, the announcer shouting about his apparent death. "Absolute morons."
The others did seem to catch on, Stig purposely missing his shots as Nero blasted a pillar of fire towards the wolf. Neither did much, and Miel didn’t resist too hard before a raised set of claws got through the upper part of her chest, a deep gouge made just in the perfect spot.
While Stig hurried over to confirm the magic limiter was removed, the [Familiar] began a valiant effort to distracting the maddened beast, throwing out splashes of liquid flame at Jakob. With her wings to let her reach the very top of the fighting ring, a chase around the arena began. The crowd cheered, entirely distracted by the rabbit’s aerial acrobatics, as Stig sent Theo the nod. Activating another [Holy Rune], pressing it against the wound on the elf as she seemed to be taking deep breaths, the [Space Mage] blinked away from his spot.
Now comes the fun part.
"This is unlike any other chase we’ve seen before, that winged critter able to outmanoeuvre every attempt by our champion. This isn’t luck anymore, this is—" the announcer prattled on until somebody apparently clued him in on the stuff happening on the other side of the arena. Or, more precisely, what was happening on the iron mesh just on top of it. "Wait, how did he get up there?"
A mocking salute was made before Stig disappeared into thin air once more, the pebbles planted and activated. Theo raised himself from the ground just as the tremors and sounds began to carry through the air. God, he loved those [Explosion Runes] and their ability to sit on smaller rocks. It was the fantasy version of hand grenades, though with the power of plastic explosives. The crumbling iron mesh above them could attest to that, even if they had targeted the spot Jakob had spent last week’s arena fights weakening.
"Please stay calm," the announcer said, more words about the safety of the arena following as the multi-ton metal barrier above them began to properly collapse, Theo running over and helping Miel get up as they ran to the planned positions. Guards were already appearing behind the gates, and the people above were screaming at the destruction, but Theo couldn’t help but laugh. It was all too great.
"Save your breath, idiot," Miel ordered, though a smile was slowly working to fasten itself on her face as well. Nero was moving along to join them, the rabbit more than ready to fly out. "What is Jakob doing?"
The [Druid] wasn’t running towards them, instead charging to the spot where Theo had been thrown. Momentary confusion was felt until the hand that dug into the stone below made the answer obvious.
"The bastard is getting me my shield," he exclaimed, the ear rotating in his direction making it clear that Jakob heard that. "Sorry."
"All is fine if you stop standing there like idiots," the [Druid] replied as Theo was handed his shield. As the shield mesh finally bent enough for one side to lower to the floor, they hurried along. The time to leave the arena had come. "Get your feet stuck, and you die. Hurry!"
The [Druid] threatened to leave them all behind with how much time they were losing. Stig was already [Teleporting] around amongst the crowd, taking out countless rushing guards. The dwarf was without equal in that regard, the shorter body hiding him just long enough to stab the person before [Teleporting] over to the next, an eternal process nobody could see coming. It was the most effective murdering machine in the world, and it only helped feed the fires of panic from the audience, the guards flopping over dead making the people push against each other more and more in the hopes of getting away. It was hysteria in its purest form, and Theo was all for it, reaching the top of the iron mesh. Running over to the nearest edge, Nero flew to the top while Stig appeared there as well, giving Theo a hand as they went above the railing and over to the front-row spot the audience had been just a moment before. Miel barely needed help at all, leaping from the spot below and crawling over the railing before the dwarf could even offer her a hand.
"Do you still want your equipment back?" Jakob asked, turning back into his human form briefly as they moved through the bare edges of the crowd. They weren’t moving towards the tunnels that everybody else was so desperate to squeeze into, even if Theo desperately sought after those golden shines of light that came from them. There was still work to do here, and all nodded at his words. "Good enough. Follow me."
Transforming into a lesser wolf, not one that fit the werewolf stereotypes but an actual wolf, the [Druid] began sprinting down the more open area, the others following along as quickly as possible. Guards were coming into the arena below, but the group was already gone. They were still one step ahead, and Theo prayed that would last the next few minutes.
Another transformation, this time into that of a muscled bear, was the precursor to Jakob outright breaking open the steel door at the edge of the audience’s space. Gesturing inside, and down through the stairway there, he hurried them along, the [Druid] following as the last. Their movement seemed to trigger the lights in the room they came upon, and it was more than worth it.
"Two hundred years’ worth of confiscated goods, save for the ones that the guards wished to keep for themselves or the director sold off due to their worth," Jakob explained, as Theo stared down at the several-hundred-meter-long room, the number of items scary. While he wasn’t a thief, far from it, there were things he wanted to check for in here. "Most recent items to the right. See if yours are there. If they aren’t we’re leaving without them."
It took less than ten seconds for Theo to spot his bag after that tip, rushing over and finding his treasured pistol packed inside. The extra bullets were missing, though there still were four left in the chamber. And the artefact, that illusion-creating egg, was still present as well. Had they truly been clueless enough to leave it behind? Theo supposed so, as both gold and various other valuable items were missing. They’d actually taken his eternal meat rations as well, the bastards.
"My love, we meet again," Stig said to the side, earning himself some chuckles as he kissed the white bow and the attached arrows. A certain ring was plucked from the table as well, put onto his index finger with due diligence. Looking past the dwarf’s antics, however, Theo could see Miel fiddling around with some of the other goods present.
"Any of that yours?" Theo asked as she pulled a gold-inscribed dagger from its sheath, replacing the one she’d gotten for the arena fighting.
"It is now," the known thief replied, the [Rune-Crafter] not feeling like criticizing the behaviour. They were stealing from criminals. Was it really stealing at that point? "We need to get to the premium floor if we want to avoid that crowd. Do you know a shortcut there or do we need to cut through a few bodies?"
"Up to the premium floor? Should’ve guessed you wanted to go out that way," Jakob muttered as he narrowed his eyes at the thief, pointing at the ladder next to him. Looking upwards, Theo could just barely see the second floor twenty meters away. "Just a few turns away up there. Follow me."
Theo wondered just how many forms the [Druid] had as the naked man turned into a medium-sized eagle, basking his wings a few times before speeding straight upwards. Miel was the first to stop standing around staring at the sight, leaping onto the ladder and beginning the climb.
"Have fun," Stig said from beside Theo, [Teleporting] with all his goods to the top without any form of hardship. Theo swiftly grabbed his bag, putting it and his shield on his back before he began to scale the ladder as well, and he was rather red in the face before he reached the top. "What took you so long?"
Being helped up felt a little humiliating, though Theo didn’t have enough air in his lungs left to care, just sucking up the tiredness as they hurried through the revealed hallway. Breaking open another three iron doors, and kicking unconscious the guards stupid enough to still stand there, they were led into a massive room filled with luxurious chairs and very frightened elves.
That each and every one of them looked to be wearing robes more expensive than what Theo had earned in all his time being in this world didn’t make him feel any less angry. As it turned out, watching people die in gory detail wasn’t just for the lower class to see. It was just that the rich folk paid enough that they didn’t need to sit together with the others.
Below them, shown by an impressive set of mirrors and magical influences, Theo could see the army of prisoners running into the arena, trying to escape the way the four of them had. It seemed that they had heard the explosions, and used their chance of freedom quite well. The [Rune-Crafter] knew it was worth it to spend the night unlocking those cell doors.
"Does anybody here want to get stabbed?" Miel asked, the first of the rich folk, an elven woman with a rather impressive white fur coat, who screamed in fear before running from her seat. Others, inspired by her act of bravery, did the same, all hurrying towards one specific tunnel out of all the ones present. "And that’s how you know which way to leave."
"I remember you saying you knew that fact already," Theo said as they began to follow the masses.
"Just had to refresh my memory," the thief replied, not sounding too truthful as the walk turned into a run. One that didn’t last more than a few seconds, though, a certain figure standing before the tunnel. Seemingly having appeared right out of the crowd stood a blonde-haired gentleman by the name of Elijah Atos. "That’s not what we planned."
"So your group really did have the plan to escape," Elijah said, hearing Miel’s mutterings without issue as the last of the rich folk passed him by, fearful eyes not daring to stop. Maybe they could sense the sheer malicious intent radiating from the well-dressed elf, or maybe it was just that look of madness in his eyes that tipped them off. "How marvellous. The twist to end all twists. It's impressive…and very bad for business. If you want to stage an escape, Jakob, you could’ve just told me. I would’ve gladly set it up for you, though you might not have gotten as far. To the poor people’s bleachers, maybe, but this up here is a restricted area for everybody but my most loyal customers. Honestly, it’s a—"
"Are you just going to keep talking in the vain hope that it’ll save you from what I’m about to do?" Jakob asked the director, cutting the blonde-haired elf off mid-sentence. While there was a small twitch from the pleasant and youthful face, there was no betrayal of anger just yet. "You realize what’s going on, right? You’re going to die today, Elijah."
"Are you sure I’m the one who has just signed their own retirement deal?" Elijah said, mocking the [Druid]’s accentuation. "From my perspective, there’s little more you can do. I’ve caught you. You can go back into the arena and finish your fighting tomorrow or I can show off what happens when you refuse to be a loyal dog."
"You know what?" Jakob asked with a toothy grin, putting his arms wide into the air. "I’d actually love to see that. Give it your best shot before I put my fingers through your eyes."
The director rather dramatically buttoned up his right sleeve, showing off a [Rune], the one very likely intended to make a certain [Druid] halt in his tracks. Theo couldn’t help but smile when a finger was put upon it, a light-blue glow emanating as the pulse was sent out. A moment of waiting later, and while a still-approaching naked man was ready to tear the eyes out of the suited elf, confusion began to arise on Theo’s face.
"I remember that trick working yesterday evening," Elijah commented, scanning the others and honing in on Theo, who didn’t hide his smirk in time. "So we have a trickster among us? I should’ve known you had more secrets up your sleeve."
"Die," Jakob commanded as he put his first hand on the director, the other balling into a fist before flying towards the elf’s face. It never reached, an invisible force throwing the [Druid] into the wall forty meters away with a power unmatched.
"I was really hoping we could’ve done this with only the regular cleaning crew needing to come around, but here we are," Elijah said, buttoning up his sleeve again as Theo pulled out his pistol and fired one of the four shots left. It [Teleported] right next to the man’s skull before the [Force Rune] on it activated. 
After a brief moment of seemingly floating in mid-air, the bullet dropped to the floor, and the [Mana] in the sigils emptied.
"Oh, that’s a neat trick," Elijah said. "A bit primitive, but I can see where you’re going with it."
Theo didn’t know what happened, firing off the next three in rapid succession, each one at a different part of the elf.
"Really, Theo, it must take some thought to manage something like this without being attuned to space like your friend there, but this isn’t really enough to do much," Elijah continued, swatting the bullets away like they were flies. "If you want to learn something in this domain, however, I could offer you a great course at the cost of you staying here with—"
A dagger appeared in the elf’s side before anybody knew it, and the body holding the blade clapped the director on the shoulder. Pulling the dagger out for extra confusion, Miel seemingly blinked out of place again, nowhere to be seen.
"She really is a thief," Stig muttered, Theo looking over to see the dwarf studying his own empty hand. Confused for a moment, the [Rune-Crafter] then noticed the lack of a certain ring, the very same meant to grant the user temporary invisibility. "Quick as well."
"You aren’t an image of any sort, I could see that much, but you were able to sneak up on me nonetheless," Elijah commented as he clutched his side. There was some amount of blood coming through his fingers, though not enough to be lethal. "Well done on finding an artefact able to breach my senses. Would require a tool on par with a Tier 12 magus to accomplish that. Ancient elven, I assume? No matter. That won’t happen again."
A stream of wind began to pick up in the air around them, the director gaining a barrier of pure [Force] around him. Theo could see blades flying around, ready to cut up anybody within ten meters. Since Miel hadn’t appeared yet, he could only pray that she was out of range by that point.
"The guards below seemed to have taken hold of the other fighters," Elijah commented casually, making them turn to look through the magical displays. True enough, those who weren’t dead on the ground were being escorted back through the gates. "How fun. I guess I need to cut things short up here as well. Theo, do you wish to reconsider my proposition for a longer stay in the arena? I do need a few dependable people while I arrange the new groups of entertainment."
"I’d rather die, honestly," Theo said, starting to feel the ground shake. That wasn’t coming from the director, and none of the others could make something like that happen.
"That can be arranged."
Raising his arm lazily and then slashing it down in a smooth motion, Elijah sent a vertical line of [Force] towards him. It was dangerous, that much obvious as it cut through the stone displays and seats in the way, the [Rune-Crafter] dodging as quickly as possible.
But he wasn’t quick enough, and Theo felt a burn on his right shoulder before a sense of emptiness spread out.
The imbalance in his weight was the first sign of wrong, though the shocked look of Stig to this right made it clear.
"Oh. A miss," Elijah said, Theo staring dumbfoundedly at a limb on the floor, the sight breaking something in his mind. "My accuracy really has fallen in recent years. So little time to practise… Well, no matter. Just stand still a moment more and—"
The tremors revealed their source as the head of a dragon broke through the director’s form, the cracking of stone increasing in volume as the lounge began to crumble apart. It seemed the [Druid] had another form not shown off before, one bigger than any creature Theo had seen before.
With Elijah shouting between Jakob’s fangs, they dove over the group, through the glass and into the arena below. The dragon’s form barely fit inside it, but Theo couldn’t care at the moment.
"We have to move," Miel ordered, pulling on Theo’s remaining arm. When the [Rune-Crafter] didn’t respond within a proper time frame, he got a slap from the elven woman in return. "Focus and start moving, or you’re gonna lose everything else as well."
The flash of heat through the broken glass made Theo return to some kind of understanding, his legs shakily moving before turning into a proper stride. He was unbalanced, but he didn’t think about why as flames began to spring out behind them. Jakob’s promise of burning down the arena seemed to have been entirely truthful.
The scene before replayed in his head again and again. He began to focus [Spirit of Aegis] on his right shoulder, some of the bleeding stopping in response. It wasn’t enough to stop it completely, but a shift to his metallic form made it barely a trickle. Theo didn’t want to consider what would happen when he ran out of [Mana].
They all winced when a roar like none before echoed through the tunnel. Theo felt his body shaking outside and in, and he was relatively sure it wasn’t because of the missing limb. Stig said, "Oh, he’s coming."
The shaking stopped as something deeper within settled, and the weight lifted off the world, replaced with a more canine growl. Before long, Theo was able to sense another form reaching them in the tunnel, running at twice their speed before falling into the ranks.
"Can all [Druids] normally turn into dragons?" Theo asked Jakob as he returned to his human form, still naked and absolutely covered in blood from head to toe. Some of it was even a little discoloured. "Or is that just a thing you can do?"
"Some can. Some can’t," Jakob replied, seeming surprisingly chipper for somebody sourcing a lot of the blood running down their body from themself. Theo had expected it all to be from his enemies, but it seemed that said enemies had made sure they weren’t easily forgotten. "Dwarf, do you have the rest of the explosives ready? I need to make sure they can’t get out this way."
Slowing down in pace, Stig pulled out the thirty or so small rocks still on him. Then he stopped running entirely, getting the others a minute’s head start before activating them. Three quick skips with [Teleportation] allowed the dwarf to catch up just in time to look back and see that patch of the tunnel filled with explosions, part of it caving in entirely.
Now that I’m thinking about it, that could’ve ended badly.
"Do you know if healers can fix this?" Theo asked, the [Druid] glancing at the lack of an arm.
"They can reattach it, but a full regrowth is impossible for most. Who has his arm?" Jakob replied, glancing around at the others. "Oh, for Talos’ sake."
Looking back at the cave-in, and toward the burning arena behind it, Theo didn’t think his chances were too good. It was too late to think about anything but leaving, however, as they were almost out. Even when his body was tired, his damage outweighing what adrenaline could do in the long term, he refused to stop. The rays of natural light were reaching him, blinding him due to what he’d experienced in the last many days, but he didn’t care.
As they finally felt the tunnel even out, the rock switching over to wood, the sight of a regular street almost made Theo fall to his knees, but…oh, no, wait, he was falling. That wasn’t intentional.
"I’m going to go out on a limb here, and say I need some help getting the [Holy Runes] out of my pocket."
For some reason, none of the others bothered to laugh at his genius hilarity, just pulling out the silver plate and pressing it against the wound that swiftly closed up, Theo feeling relief like never before. It was so great, in fact, that he almost didn’t complain when the guards came around to drag them away.
At least these were in proper uniform.
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Royalty 


When Theo had dreamed of sunlight shining directly on his face, he couldn’t say that he planned for it to be anything like this. In his internal gaze, it had been closer to him lying in a plain of peace, the grass around him forever and ever, a few clouds in the sky but not nearly enough to hide the shining sphere of light. 
This…was not that. There was no grass, though there was a lot of wood. It was what the Rootdale city guard used to contain any captured wrongdoers or strangers, so it had to be secure somehow, though it wasn’t nearly as barbaric as what they had been held with before. They’d already been offered food and drink, the chairs inside the cells were both comfortable and perfectly sized, and the small windows just above their heads allowed the sunlight that came from dawn to shine in at them without issue.
"I can’t actually believe I agreed to this," Jakob confessed from beside him, the [Druid] sitting in his very own chair while shaking his head. The city guards had forced the man to don some basic robes, a request that had taken more than an hour to be accepted, but even now, no kind of threat or actual violence had escaped him. "I kill the man that I’ve dreamed of taking apart piece by piece, I burn down my prison of two centuries, ridding myself of all the guilt and pain gained during that time, and then I agree to freely be held captive by some idiots who would be defenceless against a drunk with some broken glass in hand. Theo, I can’t begin to explain my thoughts on this shitfest you’ve brewed together."
"Don’t worry. I have a plan," Theo promised, though the [Druid] just groaned as he picked up an apple from seemingly nowhere before taking a bite of the fruit. "Where did you get that?"
"None of your concern," came the answer, the bit-into apple disappearing as quickly as it’d appeared, turning into thin air in the [Druid]’s hand. That wasn’t [Teleportation], Theo feeling some other form of [Mana] from the action. What it was, however, he couldn’t say for sure. "Is that man over there part of your plan?"
Turning his head, and seeing a well-dressed elven man with slightly more embroidered marks on his robes, Theo had to confess that he might’ve been. When several thousand elves had suddenly run into the low-floor streets while screaming bloody murder, it had of course gotten the attention of those above. While most hadn’t been arrested, instead forced into a lockdown where all were meant to stay off the streets, anybody that had looked suspicious had been brought in. And when one was in a group that consisted of a naked, crazy-looking man, a winged rabbit, a forest dwarf, an elf with blood on her armour, and a human missing an arm, it wasn’t hard to imagine how quickly they were thrown into a cell and ordered to wait.
"Don’t screw this up, Theo," Miel ordered from the back of the cell, trying to learn Stig’s rules for some card game. They’d been at it for a while, but the thief somehow didn’t have too much skill in that regard. "I refuse to wait another day here."
"I won’t," Theo promised, almost 50 percent sure he could hold himself to those words as he saw the older elf walk towards him. Grey hair, grey eyes, and a lack of desire to waste time were present on his face. "Hello, sir. How can we—"
"Stop talking," the older elf said, Theo bolting his mouth shut as he wondered why he even tried. The man didn’t even seem to care about the [Rune-Crafter], looking over at Jakob of all people. "Were you inside the Atos Arena while it was being destroyed?"
"Oh, no, we got out before it got fully destroyed," Jakob answered, the elf almost losing interest in them. "I made sure that the fire wouldn’t spread quickly enough that we would be in danger while we left."
"You…what?" the guard questioned. "You’re the ones who brought the place down?"
"Pretty much," Jakob said, bringing out his apple to take another bite, the fruit disappearing once again before their very eyes. "Lived in there for a while, got bored, killed the leader, killed most of the others, though I suppose that almost everyone left in there did also die to the fire and lack of air. How many corpses did you find while emptying the place, by the way? I’m somewhat curious about what my tally is now."
"We’re still finding bodies, so it’s ever-growing. Somewhere near three hundred right now," the guard answered before taking a deep breath. "You’re somebody who was trapped in there for a while, meaning you were one of the fighters. Were all of you fighters?"
The man looked a little lost, though Theo supposed that wasn’t too weird, since most people didn’t admit to mass murder so easily. Luckily, Jakob didn’t see the guards or anybody else inside the place as worthy of living, so it all worked out in the end. Theo did feel more than a share of guilt for the other prisoners, though it did seem some had been able to make it out.
"We were all contestants in the fighting ring, yes," Theo supplied when Jakob looked over at him, the [Druid] too tired of being questioned. Since neither wanted any heads to start rolling, his part had come into play again. "We fought together, against each other, and against an extreme number of monsters. I was known as the Living Golem, if you’ve heard that name, and Jakob here was known as the Beast. I… Oh, you’ve definitely heard of that one. Sorry, Jakob."
Other guards had appeared beside the older one, spears at the ready and pointed at the [Druid] who was well on his way to getting a third bite of his apple. He seemed entirely unconcerned by the weapons, though that was a fair attitude for somebody who could turn into a dragon. Issues on this scale must’ve seemed mighty small when one was a thirty-meter-tall beast of legend.
"There’s no need to point those at us, please," Theo said, the reasoning behind his words not worth mentioning. "We did you all a service. That place had been running for over two hundred years and had killed several of your citizens every day since the start, and none of you have seemingly done anything to stop it. We stopped it for you, in the span of two weeks, even. Instead of pointing those at us, maybe consider thanking us."
A few seconds passed in tense silence, the older guard staring Theo down. The [Rune-Crafter] just stared back, with the full knowledge he could win in a fight one-armed. While that train of thought might not have been the most productive at the moment, it did make the older guard nod and the others put down their weapons.
"Tell me everything," came the order, Theo proceeding to do what he did his best.
Ramble on for way too long, never really shutting up, and give way too many details at the worst of times. An entire hour seemed to pass with his rambling, Jakob falling asleep and waking up three times between when he started talking and when he stopped. Miel was even able to play a couple of rounds of Stig’s card game by the end as well, though the [Space Mage] won them both.
"And after Jakob here dealt with him, we planted explosives in the tunnel to make sure we wouldn’t be chased before leaving the tunnel. Your guards were pretty quick in finding us when we got out, by the way. I could barely lie on the ground for a minute before one of those guys over there was dragging me to this cell," Theo said, pointing at one of the ones staring him down. The brown moustache and dead eyes told him everything he needed to know. "The accommodations here aren’t too bad, by the way. Your guards aren’t even beating us, even though they seem like they want to at this point. Especially that one. I can feel those mental kicks being sent my way."
The old guard actually turned his head to see who Theo was pointing at. The narrowed eyes of the younger one quickly unfocused and looked elsewhere, some of the others laughing at their misfortune.
"It’s quite the story you’ve told, Theo Locheim," the old guard said , rising from his story. Going over to the wall, he took a rather large keychain, and the man looked through the different keys. "My name is Reginald Pole. Do you know me?"
While the others kept quiet, Miel of all people raised their voice.
"You’re the head of the royal guard, the Butcher of Varimir," the thief supplied, Theo raising an eyebrow at that title. "Also known for donating to charitable corporations with less-charitable intentions. Very diverse history."
"You’re well-educated in the most surprising topics, Miel," Theo confessed, looking at the elven woman with new eyes. Compassion and ensuring his survival while fleeing had made him respect her, but this was taking it to a new level. Also, the fact that she could stab him while being invisible did somewhat force him to be polite. She still hadn’t given Stig back that ring.
"I try."
"Whatever reason you have for knowing my past in such detail, you do know my name, at least," Reginald said gruffly, partly regaining the attention of the crowd. Jakob was still asleep, Stig was whispering questions to the thief, and Miel was listening intently while ignoring the head guard, but Nero did seem to be paying attention. Or…was she just paying attention to the ration she could smell in the head guard's breast pocket? It was so hard to tell, though Theo knew for sure that she was least facing the guard. Partly. "I was sent here by the powers above to figure out whether a large part of the city’s criminal empire, an empire we haven’t been able to remove no matter how much power we’ve allocated to the objective, was suddenly gone. Since you have given me so many details, which I will be forwarding to every person currently engaged in the investigation into the arena itself, I believe this matter has closed. There is only one more thing that needs to be accomplished now."
With a twist, the chosen key unlocked the cell, the door opening up to allow them entry into the free world. Theo had to continue to sit for a moment, wondering if this was some form of a joke. Jakob had quite blatantly admitted to mass murder, criminals or not. Wasn’t there meant to be some more prosecution for that?
The judicial system in fantasy worlds is slightly questionable at the best of times.
"Thank you for letting us go, though I still have one more request," Theo began, but the confused expression on the head guard’s face made him stop. "What?"
"I have made no such mention of you being released yet," Reginald said, correcting the vain hopes the [Rune-Crafter] had formed within. "You are still needed for questioning. It is simply not myself who will be asking you these questions, but instead the ones who ordered me to locate the origin of the havoc. I’ve already received word that they are ready to hear your story for themselves."
Theo had to take a moment to realize that there was only one rank above the head royal guard, that being the royals themselves. Through the power of nearly losing his life, and definitely losing his arm, Theo had scored them a meeting with the leaders of the city.
"It’s that easy," the [Rune-Crafter] told the [Space Mage] who merely rolled his eyes. Behind them, guards were already carrying their equipment along, since they were still not allowed to hold it themselves yet. They weren’t trusted enough to carry weapons, yet being put in front of the highest-ranking officials in the city was apparently just fine. Theo wasn’t sure if these people had their priorities straight. "What are the names of the leaders, by the way? I never did learn that."
"Queen Loriel and King Aydan, both rulers for the past one hundred years," Reginald answered as they stepped onto a strange platform with only a single door in and out. It was only when the door closed and they began to move upwards that Theo understood this place had elevators. A tree root had an elevator. "While I understand that recent times might’ve been hard on you all, I formally request for you to speak to the royals with respect and dignity. While they can be very understanding of informal tongues, there are limits which should never be stepped across."
Theo nodded understandingly, looking at the others to make sure they heard the message. Stig was somehow continuing his attempts to explain some game to Miel even in the elevator, Nero was asleep on her feet, and Jakob was looking upwards without seeming to focus on anything else.
Even worse, the [Druid] was outside of the elevator the instant that it stopped moving. Theo barely spotted an older couple sitting on a sofa before the shout at them came through to his ears.
"Are you fucks the idiots who left me to rot underneath this shithole of a city for two centuries while you were drinking wine and lying through your teeth about what was actually happening in this excuse for a holy land?"
Theo’s reflex tried to make him slap himself in the face, but the arm that usually handled that wasn’t there to do it. Nero offered assistance by hitting him with her wing, though, which gave the same energy, at least.
"I promise he is usually nicer than this," Theo told the royal guard, who wasn’t looking happy at all.
Stig and Miel left the elevator as well, and Theo did a small bow to the two stoic royals sitting on the sofa. There were no thrones around in the hall, though guards walked the edges at a quite high pace, each with a sharp weapon ready by their side. Other than that, the view through the large windows was beautiful, something that you’d normally only see from a skyscraper.
"Hello to you both. My name is Theo Locheim, and I think I’ll be representing this group of former prisoners."
The king and queen nodded at him, gesturing at the other sofa, which they happily sat on. Reginald stood behind the royal couple while staring daggers at the [Druid] who was getting in his fifth and sixth bites of an apple, this time leaving it on the table for the royals to see. The stain it was leaving on the white top wasn’t missed by the [Rune-Crafter].
"How much do you know about what happened?" Theo asked, hoping to push things along before Jakob ruined all of the goodwill they’d garnered. "Has the information told already been sent up here, or—"
"Oh, we heard everything you said, yes," the king, Aydan, said. Theo observed his features for a moment, the grey hair at such a young age showing off the lack of magical talent within his bones. The queen was in the same ballpark, her ageing seeming to be near what humans experienced. They didn’t have their position through magical or physical prowess, meaning they were here through skill in diplomatic or economic matters. Theo personally hoped it was the latter, since the former brought connections he didn’t want to consider. "It was transmitted here. A little jumbled at times but we understood everything we needed to know. Since nothing found leads us to believe anything else, I believe thanks are in the order. We owe you a deep debt for what you’ve accomplished without the help of others."
Rising from his seat, the king took a deep breath before bowing to the group of criminals. It was a deep bow, an act that wasn’t meant to be done by the royals, and definitely not by somebody who looked to have such a bad back already, but Theo didn’t mention it out loud.
Before any of the others could think to voice their opinion, however, the [Rune-Crafter] knew he had to start seeing what he could get out of owed debts.
"If you heard my words from before, then I believe that I can also provide you with some context on why Stig and I came to this city of yours to begin with. As it happens, we actually arrived with the direct goal of speaking with the two of you, the ones with the highest power in this area and the ones who can help us influence the other cities into agreeing with our cause," Theo began. Everybody but Stig was looking at him with curiosity, even Jakob moving away from his half-sleeping state to stare him down. "We came to you to warn you about the danger of the scourge again, the very same force of death that ravaged this continent 160 years ago."
"Mister Locheim, I’m not sure you know what you’re talking about," the queen said, unsure in her words but otherwise confident. "This Great Scourge disappeared so long ago. What reason do you have to believe they’ll return?"
"The word of the Goddess of Fate who appointed me as one of her [Heralds], the mad ravings of a [Necromancer] and his army that were well on their way to taking over the entire great eastern forest, and…logs of old [Rune-Crafters] begging their future successors to prevent the spread of this manmade sickness before it ends the world," Theo said, feeling that the first was relatively credible by itself, but having a few more sources never hurt anybody. By the haunted expressions from Jakob and the royals, it seemed like his words had struck somewhat right, at least. "If you have a temple in this city that worships Moira, you can get one of the clerics to confirm my words."
"The last temple supporting the Goddess of Fate left this city several hundred years ago, but… No, this is still too hard to believe," the queen said, seeming to fall apart. "This is not how I imagined being told the world was going to end." She and the king fell into a deep silence.
"I believe that can be said by all of us here," Jakob added, being on the same side as the royals. Besides Stig, the [Druid] was the one taking Theo the most seriously out of everybody here. "Theo, I need you to tell me now if this is any kind of embellishment of what you have been told will happen."
"Wish it was," Theo said, smiling as the eyes of the [Druid] fell. "But it isn’t. We’re facing an inevitable death through the will of an army that we need to prepare for, lest we will all join them."
It was the truth. It was not a fun truth, and it was not one that made jovial eyes spring along, but it was the truth nonetheless. Hiding from the truth would not bring them anything good, instead the death of their loved ones and everybody else along with them. Ignorance could be excused, but looking away from the truth once one knew it was there was the highest sin of them all.
"Then I need you to travel with me to Linrel, when you’re done here," Jakob finally said, accepting his words earnestly. "I might not have been with the others for centuries, but I still hold enough of a rank to convince them to help you. If the connections between the enclaves are still as strong as the day I left, the entire north of Vrasis can be on your side before the end of the year."
Now it was time for Theo to feel shocked, the [Druid] not lying in his promise either. The [Rune-Crafter] should’ve expected he had some higher position among the druidic ranks, seeing as not all of them could transform into a beast of legend, and the sheer age of the magician who seemingly hadn’t aged much at all was something in itself. Theo just had to take a moment to comprehend the sheer weight of the promise granted.
"I…I don’t know what to say," he confessed. Maybe repeating the king’s theatrics wouldn’t have been too wrong here.
"Just say thanks so we can get this over with," Jakob ordered. Theo simply shook his head before doing as he was told, a "thank you" falling from his lips as he leaned back into the sofa. Here they were, hoping to get Rootdale on their side before anybody else, and they’d somehow gotten the northern part of the continent beforehand. "Are you two going to say something or should I just assume my people are going to do the heavy lifting in this operation?"
Talking down to very powerful people was perhaps just the way of the [Druids].
"We have a city to govern. Alleged will of the goddess or not, we can’t gather our army on a statement alone," the queen said, somehow ignoring what Theo and the others had already done to prove their worth. "We need more proof that you stand with the rune-crafters of old. That the scourge was man-made, we know for sure, the drawings of the beasts matching with our knowledge of the ancient runic ways."
Fishing out the [Holy Rune] from his breast pocket, Theo put it on the table. The silver shined, along with the ethereal glow from the engraving itself. Yet, seemingly not caring about such a pitiful display, the elven queen didn’t even glance away from Theo’s face.
"You might know tricks of their trade, but this is not a true mastery of the olden ways," Loriel continued. "We know of a way for you to prove your allegiance to the extinct group, however."
"And if I do, will you accept my word as truth and gather your army?" Theo questioned, the queen nodding in the positive. "Good. What do you need me to do?"
At a snap, one of the guards was quick to bring the queen a map, putting it into her hand before returning to their position along the wall. Unfolding the parchment and putting it on the table, the queen greeted the group with the sight of a map of Rootdale. It showed the city from the top, along with a large chunk of the area around them. Most notable, however, were the many thick lines of light blue connecting together at an uncountable number of points, along with red circles put onto the lines at several locations.
"At the founding of this city, it was obvious that the roots wouldn’t be able to sustain our growth. We were too many inhabitants with not enough space to grow into, leading to disrepair and weaker roots all around us," Loriel explained. "It was only when we gained the help of the rune-crafters that our luck began to turn. They diverted the ley lines of this world to point through our city, to grant the roots the extra strength we needed for our survival, allowing Rootdale to grow into the gathering of the masses it is now."
Now that Theo had gotten a moment to see, among all of the places where the blue lines split into two, including all of the points where red circles could be spotted, one of the lines was always a slightly different shade of blue, just a little lighter than the original. That all of these were likewise pointing towards the city, going through the underground before heading towards the [World-Tree] just barely seen on the far corner of the map, was telling of what they sought.
"Recently, however, we’ve started to notice fractures among the supply," the queen continued, pointing at the many red encirclements. "The systems that the rune-crafters put into our city alerted us to it, but we have no way to fix it ourselves. Our old writings instruct us to contact the creators, but…that is no longer possible, leading us to our situation."
Theo could see where this was going.
"To prove that I’m a proper [Rune-Crafter], you want me to repair what was been broken," Theo said, the royals nodding at his words. And this destruction had been recent? It felt like Fate had played a hand in setting this up. Why did Moira need to be like this? "I’ll do it. When I have, though, I expect you to support me when the time arrives."
"That will not be an issue," the king replied, rolling up the parchment before handing it to Theo. The [Rune-Crafter] sent it along to Stig, who put it into the bag that hadn’t been on the [Space Mage] a second before. "We can see that you have been…injured during your escape from the underground. For the work you’ve already accomplished, we can offer you a prosthetic if you so wish."
There were some whispers in the back of his head, beckoning him to accept, but he threw them off as quickly as they came.
"Thank you, but no thanks," the [Rune-Crafter] said, the royal couple looking surprised at his words. "I already have a plan in order for this conundrum. Do you have a time limit for this task?"
"The city can last an entire decade as the ley lines are currently positioned," the queen replied. "Hurrying you is not something that is needed right now, especially not with all of your injuries. If any of you wish to stay in the palace while here, you are free to do as much."
"I’ll be taking you up on that offer," Jakob swiftly said, while the others kept quiet. "The garden you’ve got on the floor above. I’ll be taking that while the others deal with your task."
"That is—" the queen began, but the [Druid] walked off without another word, seemingly able to find his way around the palace without being told. A few of the guards followed along, but there were no attempts to stop him. "...If any of you also want to stay here, we do have guest rooms with everything you need to heal."
Again, they didn’t accept the offer, which the royal seemed strangely relieved at. Theo just took it as a courtesy to be as far away from the couple as possible, some instinct not wanting him to be close to the pair that had allowed so much pain to exist below their city.
With everything taken care of, they were able to get their equipment back as well. Having only one arm to work with made it a headache to get his shield on his back, but it was dealt with as swiftly as possible. Stig held onto his bag for the time being, however.
"While the queen did offer you years to complete the task, I must request you don’t take as long," Reginald said when they’d shuffled into the elevator once again, leaving the royal pair on their way back down to the city streets. The lockdown was being lifted already, and the place was slowly returning to its former lively status. "Further disruption of the ley lines can have unintended consequences, and this issue must be put right before anything can happen to escalate it."
"Don’t worry. We’ll get this over with as quickly as possible," Theo promised, already planning to leave the city the first chance they’d get. He and Stig did need to make a few stops beforehand, of course, while also allowing the [Rune-Crafter] to make a few additions to his current arsenal, but otherwise they were ready to move. "With the schedule we’re already working on, we won’t be here longer than we have to."
"That does soothe my soul," the head guard commented, Theo deciding not to make any retort to the critique of their existence.
A few minutes later, the elevator arrived at their floor, and the inside of the guards’ quarters was revealed. In little time, they stepped out and were each handed a card. "Show these to the guards at the gate to the upper floors, and mention my name," Reginald said. "They’ll let you in without question."
The cards themselves were about the size of those old business cards Theo had been forced to pay for during his brief stint in marketing conventions. These were at least slightly more interesting to look at, with glowing sigils printed on both sides as well as a stamp that gave off off a red hue.
"Thanks," Theo said, but the royal guard was well on his way to entering the elevator again. "If we find anything interesting out there, how do we contact you?"
"Just go here and ask one of the others to call for me," Reginald answered, the old elf looking the guards standing around in the eyes to make sure they understood the side order. "I wish you the best of luck."
Then the doors to the elevator closed, and the group of four was left in the middle of the guards’ quarters. Nero was complaining about being hungry, Stig looked ready to leave to find something himself, and Miel was glancing at the box of confiscated items that was sitting in the corner of the room. Theo, personally, was just revelling in their freedom at last.
The guards were more than helpful in showing them the way out of the building, the idle memorization of the layout of the inside burning into Theo’s mind before the end, and then they were back out on the street. The regular citizens in their fancy robes were giving them the usual glances, some market further down shouted prices at passersby, and Theo could easily spot a pickpocket moving through the crowd stealing from the distracted masses.
"Is it weird that I feel nostalgia seeing this?" the [Rune-Crafter] said, with mixed sentiments.
"A little," Stig replied. "Compared to the arena, though, I kinda understand where you’re coming from."
At least this place gave them some manner of freedom. And with golden coins they’d been granted by the guards before they’d split up, Theo could know for sure that they didn’t need to worry about living on the streets just yet.
On that note.
"What are you going to be doing now, Miel?" Theo asked the thief beside him, the elven woman looking thoughtful. "I don’t suppose you knew anybody who wasn’t friends with the guy you stabbed."
"I’m afraid there weren’t many," the thief said, shaking her head after a second. "There’s not any at all, now that I’m thinking about it. The few who weren’t the greatest friends with the Atos family were most likely down in the arena when we burned it down. So…I don’t suppose you two are in need of any help?"
"You want to stick with us?" Stig questioned, confused at the interest. From what they’d figured from before, the thief seemed happier about the idea of returning to the old. And yet, Theo was starting to see the issue.
"These coins might last a few months, but there’s nothing good after that," Miel commented, looking within her small bag. While that time did seem long now, it wasn’t infinite. "When it empties, I’ll basically be forced back into the petty crime business, or figure out what starvation feels like. Neither seems too fun for me, hence the request for a position. I promise I can stab people if you need it."
The two [Mages] looked at each other for a moment, a thousand words said in an instant. A thousand possibly incoherent words, but the final decision was about the same anyway.
"If you give Stig his ring back, it’s a deal," Theo stated. He heard a groan from the thief before a flicker of light showed the metallic surface of the trinket flying through the air. It almost missed the [Space Mage] entirely before it was just [Teleported] to the palm of his hand, put on and tested instantly. Still worked like a charm. "Congratulations. You’re in."
And just like that, the group of three became a group of four.




Chapter 14







Artificial Mind


Theo could feel a mild wind through the streets as they walked along. The stares had begun to grow when they’d left the vicinity of the guard station, every other elf looking at the group fearfully. Theo and the others were being recognized at the bottom layers by quite a few, and one didn’t have to wonder too long why that was. 
Seemingly everybody from the merchants to the street beggars knew just what the [Rune-Crafter] had done, what they had become known for. Some might even have been present when they broke free, or maybe they’d just heard the tales. There were already so many whispers circulating, Nero picking everything up without issue.
"Should we be worried that they’ll attack?" Stig asked as they went down an alley, doing their best to retrace old steps. It had been a while since they’d walked around here, and back then they had started from the port instead of the city centre, but this area seemed somewhat recognizable. They just needed to make a few more turns until a needle and thread would come into their sight lines. "There’s a lot of them following us."
Nero confirmed the forest dwarf’s words, her ears twitching as the mutterings of criminals were picked out amongst the crowd. They couldn’t really hide that they were stalking Theo and the others, either, since they were forced to push against the oncoming crowd so severely. These weren’t the types to normally follow others, more just the ones left to take on the job.
"If they wanted to attack, they’d have done it already," Miel countered. As they took another turn, the thief barely glanced back at the five or so elves. The robes they wore were perhaps of the same colouring as the current fashion demanded, but the red threads on the shoulders made their former allegiance clear. "But they don’t look like they would be fun to have as a problem in the future. Do we want to kill them or not?"
Slaughtering people was something Theo had no real desire for, but he likewise remembered the last time he’d let that fact hold him back. More specifically, he could remember the weeks of pain, of being forced to do some horrible things, and he figured that maybe a compromise would have to be made.
Walking into the shadows of the next alley, the entourage of stalkers never saw the counterattack coming. A fist cracked the jaw of the first, and a few stabs to the legs of the others made them unable to do much more than cry out in pain. With how loud the market on the main street was, however, the few that heard their cries made sure to avoid looking into the dark side street.
"I don’t know any of you, but you seem to know me," Theo said as they were lined up against the wall of the alley, all of them bleeding from their noses and elsewhere. None of them had lethal wounds, but it was obvious they wouldn’t be walking properly for a few weeks. "That doesn’t seem fair, so how about you share a few things? Were you ordered by somebody to follow us?"
There was silence, the group of criminals looking at him like they were the toughest ones around. Theo nodded at the first and Miel was swift in following it, taking the elf’s fingers and making the pinky bend a little too much to the side until it cracked. The tears started rolling at that, some angry mutters escaping before the voice became a little softer, a little more hesitant.
"Do any of you want to start talking?" Theo asked again, getting no responses from the others. Another nod to the thief was all that was needed before the index finger of the first criminal was broken as well. "How about now?"
"No!" the first half-shouted, the facade of arrogance breaking away. "We just saw you and decided to figure out where you were going to rest. The others wanted to—"
"Shut your mouth," one of the mostly untouched elves demanded. With a mental command to Nero, the rabbit was allowed one bite of the man. The [Familiar], being who she was, went for his nose.
Cartilage or not, it didn’t look pretty, and an additional hit to the head made the elf fall unconscious. Though there probably would be a concussion, he did seem like he’d live through it.
"You were saying?" Theo said, staring at the baffled elf with two broken fingers. Nero was steadily getting through her impromptu meal, but the others did their best to ignore that fact.
"We were going to find the inn you would sleep at, and threaten the bartender to drug you so we could kidnap you without resistance," the elf explained after none of the others offered any kind of disagreement. They’d seemingly learned from the last one who’d done that, the idle bleeding from the missing chunk of his nose still quite visible. That was going to scar without a doubt. "There weren't any plans for us to kill you, though. We were just going to deliver—"
"Me to somebody who would do that part of the job for you, yes, I know," Theo said, waving away the concerns about the elves being killed in response to what he’d been told. If he was going to kill them, he’d have done as much already, but…these weren’t a threat to him anymore, though they were the final reminder that they wouldn’t be eating the food or accepting the drinks from inns anymore. It was purely rations from now on, and even those would have to be tested. "Is there anything else you’d like to offer me today? Anything you think might be important for me to know?"
Nobody said a word, even the one who’d seemed so happy to deliver information before staying silent. Theo couldn’t have that, and a few more pulled finger bones revealed that there was already a half-gathered group of survivors trying to set up a new organization out in some of the old warehouses on the edge of the city. It was certainly good to know, though Theo didn’t feel a need to deal with that himself. Just writing the address was enough for now.
"If you, or anybody else grouped with you, try to get at us again, we are going to brutally torture you in front of your friends, so try to please stay out of trouble, okay?" Theo commented, fueling up [Oppressive Aura] with a good dosage of [Mana]. From the widening pupils on the criminals, it was clear that the long-term effects certainly weren’t overstated, the pleading to be let go and promises to never do anything like this again coming out of them like shotgun fire. It was incredible what idle threats mixed with magic could do. "I’ll let you go for now, but we’re not going to be as nice to you next time we see you. Off you go!"
It truly was incredible what effect adrenaline could have on the body. The six thugs who had likely not done proper cardio a day in their life left the group’s line of sight within ten seconds, turning around the street corner without breaking their pace even slightly. It was just the unconscious one left now, though Theo felt they wouldn’t need to think about him anymore.
"Still alive, at least," Theo commented as he tapped the man with his foot. There was still some breathing, some sign of him not being utterly dead, but that forced coma probably wouldn’t last many more minutes. "Shall we?"
"I really think we should deal with them before they become an issue for us," Miel said as they walked out of the alley and along a more crowded road again. "You heard what the cowards said. They’re not beyond using underhanded tactics like slipping pills into your drinks."
"Oh, I know they aren’t," Theo confirmed. "I just don’t feel the need to deal with them, since we can take precautions to not be caught off guard by them so easily. We avoid getting open drinks, we only eat rations, and anything we consume, we test. The moment I get my arm back, taking the remains of those criminals isn't going to be an issue if they try to storm us."
Honestly, Theo considered himself to have a good chance of fighting with a single arm. While using his pistol was just about impossible with his nondominant hand, using his shield somewhat was still within the realm of possibility.
"I have to agree with Theo here," Stig said. "While they might be worthless scum, killing them all in cold blood when we’re already free again doesn’t feel right. Even breaking their fingers feels like we’re pushing it."
"...Your ways of looking at the world confuse me," Miel commented, though she didn't press it further. Neither did the others, just happy to have gotten rid of the followers. At least the number of glances they got was being reduced the further away from the main streets they went, and the group was able to finally spot a certain logo hanging outside a shop in due time. "This is the place you wanted to go? Are you sure this is the right time for that?"
"You can never have enough clothing, thank you," Theo replied with a smile, pushing open the door to the inside of the job. The bell above announced their arrival, shouting coming from deeper within. It was almost exactly as they’d left it, the amount of cloth laying on the floor being even more severe than their last visit. "I’m starting to doubt that this mess was a one-time occurrence."
"Now, that we can agree on," Stig muttered, doing his best to step inside without dirtying any of the fabrics lying around. Some of it looked more expensive than they could afford to destroy.
Miel didn’t seem to have such fears, however, walking through the mess without any care in the world and surveying the prepared mannequins and their assortment of modelling clothes. Some of it looked rather fancy, Theo had to admit, some even straying away from the ever-popular white robes.
"I really am sorry for the delay!" Felix apologized, carrying yet another box full of various needles, threads, and small prepared patterns that gave the [Rune-Crafter] a headache to look at. "We just had a large shipment sent to us a week earlier than expected, and—oh, it’s you again."
The realization made the voice change from apologetic to apathetic, the tailor staring Theo and Stig down with minor loathing stapled onto his face. With narrowed eyes and an upside-down smile, the elf seemed ready to throw them out of their shop.
"Good morning to you as well, Felix," Theo said, bowing slightly as the tailor crossed his arms looking entirely unimpressed at the display. "Lovely weather we’re having, don’t you think?"
"You promised that you’d pay me for my work and that you needed the robes the next day," Felix stated, ignoring Theo’s attempt at casual conversation. "I was up long past midnight, getting together fabric sizes wide enough to accommodate your shoulders without stretching, and then you two have the gall to not show up at the promised time."
"Now, you see—" Theo tried, but the tailor wasn’t done yet.
"I think that the two of you might be sleeping a little late, since you said you had just arrived in the city," Felix continued, gritting his teeth while looking ready to pop a blood vessel. "It’s a fair choice to take a few more hours than expected, but I think nothing of it. But then the entire day passes by without your appearance, and the next many days prove to have the same results, leaving me to wonder why I ever accepted a request from the friends of the man that ruined the integrity of my store."
Deep breaths came from the tailor. Rant seemingly over, the elf flopped onto the table. He didn’t seem happy, just a second away from throwing Theo and the others out, and the [Rune-Crafter] wasn’t going to have that.
"What are you—" Felix began again when Theo walked up to the table and dropped a rather heavy bag right in front of the tailor’s face. It shook the wooden table just slightly while providing the sound of metals impacting each other, that soft cling recognizable to any worthy merchant. "...You actually have the money?"
"What’s within that should cover more than what we owe you, yes," Theo said, unsure exactly how much Reginald had actually given him but trusting that it was enough to stop the tailor from complaining. "Before you take it and throw us out, though, I have some more requests I need to make. This time, the gold will be in your hands before you even start."
Felix ignored his words as he opened up the purse, emptying its contents out onto the table. A plethora of coins fell, all clinking and rolling around. Theo estimated it was enough to live in a rather wealthy state for a good month or two, the tailor seemingly thinking the same as the smile of greed appeared on his face.
"Your forgiveness has been assured," the tailor said, shaking Theo’s left hand. "There’s enough here to cover ten full outfits alone. What do you need from me?"
"Well…the first thing is that you might need to change around the sizing of the robes you’ve made already, since we’ve somewhat changed in sizes all around," Theo replied, shoving the robe that had obscured most of his body away from the right side of his torso. The tailor’s eyes nearly bulged out when the thinner figure met his eyes, along with the lack of a right arm. "It’s not a pretty sight, I know, but I do need something that’ll fit me for the next few weeks. Don’t worry about the missing arm, however. Just expect that it should be there with around the same dimensions as the right one."
The tailor checked that that Stig didn’t have the same missing limb, though the [Space Mage] had also lost considerable weight. As it turned out, a minimalistic carnivorous diet mixed in with rigorous daily fights did not help a person conserve their weight. Theo was sure his body-fat percentage was below seven at this point, his tone showing way more than it had before in his life. Everything was just so strongly defined.
Thoughts of cheese graters aside, however, the possible addition to the deal was brought up in due time.
"We need a robe for her as well, by the way," Theo said, pointing at Miel, who was still looking around in the more expensive parts of the shop. Her eyes had settled on a rather extravagant dress, one that offered more than enough hiding places for knives and other sharp implements while providing quite the ease of movement. Theo could see why one would want it. "Preferably in the same design as ours. Matching outfits doesn’t sound so bad."
"That it doesn’t," Felix agreed, the merchant-at-heart spotting the thief’s interest in the expensive item. "From her look there, I understand that you’re all in need of formal wear as well? I do have a specialization certificate in banquet design."
The others didn’t seem too opposed to the idea. While the [Space Mage] wasn’t eyeing anything in particular, the concept of having to prepare for a banquet, the grandest gathering, did seem like a pleasing future. And since Miel still had her eyes focused on that dress in particular, or maybe the gold statue sitting just above it, Theo didn’t see a reason to be frugal.
"That doesn’t sound bad at all," the [Rune-Crafter] replied, though he was forced to remember a certain [Familiar] staring at them through the window from the outside. Nero wanted in on this. "Do you have anything that would fit…on a giant rabbit? Something simple that would make her raised status more clear."
Theo felt a bit of shame asking a professional to do something like this, but the predetermined flow of coins into the merchant’s hand did lighten the blow.
"I could imagine a bow tie on that rabbit, yes…perhaps a hat of sorts to top it off?" Felix muttered. "I’ll have to brainstorm something later, but that’s neither here nor there. If you’ll allow me to bring out the different possible designs for the formal wear, we’ll get started picking your choices."
The next hour could be thought of as eventful, but Theo learned more about himself than he thought possible. He was forced to figure out the difference between seemingly identical blues, to figure out if he liked "silky smooth" or "silky feel," and to learn just how tight his cuffs were to look. Everything and anything present in one’s wear was apparently a showing of who you were as a person, starting with how many buttons you had on your suit to how you positioned your hat on your head. Theo personally thought that there were only two real positions of a hat on a head, those being on or off, but the tailor who had a degree in it all thought differently. Seeing as the [Rune-Crafter] was already trusting the merchant to stop him from looking like a fool, this wasn’t too hard of a step to make.
"Okay, all the measurements and choices have been authorized," Felix commented as he scribbled the last sentence onto the fifth parchment that had been brought out. The sheer number of choices they’d been forced through was staggering, but at least the two others seemed to have enjoyed it. "While I won’t have everything ready tomorrow, I will have the robes resized and prepared for pickup. Come here around this time, and I’ll hand them over."
"Sounds good to me," Theo said, shaking the offered hand in appreciation. "We'll be sure to come at this time precisely."
"You better."
Leaving the shop once more, feeling some dread hanging around his neck, Theo took a deep breath. It had gotten stuffy in there, even if he’d been the only one to feel it. Was there a sense of weakness in the air as well, or was that just his wounds talking?
"You really did not need to buy something so morbidly expensive, you know," Miel commented as they continued down the street, Nero sending Theo visions of what she wanted to eat now that they had their freedom. The rabbit had apparently latched onto the smell of some kind of meat a few blocks away, and she wanted it all, forcing the [Rune-Crafter] to put them on a slight detour before their next proper stop. "If you wanted a dress for me and suits for you, I know somebody who could’ve gotten us them for a fraction of the price."
"Is it somebody who would’ve welcomed you with wide arms?" Theo asked, the silence that followed telling. "I thought so, though I didn't buy it here for the price alone. I bought it because we did owe him for bailing out on paying last time."
"We were captured and forced into an arena pit against our will, Theo," Stig countered. "We do have an excuse here."
"Still," the [Rune-Crafter] pressed on. "Can’t have been fun for him."
"Wasn’t fun for us either."
That fact couldn’t be countered easily, the matter dropping when they reached the booth with the meat that had the [Familiar] up in arms. The growling stomach could almost be heard by the naked ear as Theo bought ten or so sticks, throwing them at the rabbit without a second thought. Not a single one of them was able to reach the floor before the sharp teeth of the critter pierced them, the rapid gnawing making both the meat and thin wooden sticks disappear within mere minutes.
Almost frightening what you can eat, my dear.
Nero took his thoughts as a compliment, even if they really weren’t meant to be.
Another ten minutes of walking allowed them to leave the semi-populated streets once again. Stig finally recognized a familiar alley as the rotted wooden boards on one of the storefronts came into view.
"You’re hoping to get help from this guy?" Stig questioned, looking at Theo like he’d been driven to madness. "Do you not remember his words about prosthetics? He didn’t even know if he could still do it properly!"
"Just who is down there, exactly?" Miel asked, but Theo’s reply to the dwarf overshadowed her words.
"I remember a cheap invisibility ring acquired down there hiding Miel until she was right up against the director without an issue. What did he comment about it? Right! That it would require [Tier 12 Spells] or above to hide somebody that well," the [Rune-Crafter] fired back.
"Wait, you got that from here?" the thief questioned.
"That was obviously a bluff by the director," Stig retorted. "There is no chance that—"
A strike to the side of the [Space Mage]’s head made them both quiet down and look at the unimpressed elf by their side. Rerolling the last few seconds in his head, Theo realized his mistake.
"There’s a hidden shop down there owned by Simon Aumar, a moon elf we’ve dealt with previously," the [Rune-Crafter] explained, Miel nodding along. "Stig was able to buy the invisibility ring you used to distract Elijah from here rather cheaply with no strings attached, and there’s a lot of other valuable stuff down there which I think will help us. One of them is a prosthetic arm from ancient elven times, one that I know he is desperate to try putting on somebody which I am hoping could be me. Even if there’s a chance his skills have degraded, the potential of having an object so utterly powerful hooked onto me instead of some weak modern version is something I can’t reject. I have to seek improvement in every avenue and there is a very reasonable one right in front of us."
Theo had to take a deep breath after that explanation, though he felt he covered all the points rather well.
"...Fine, I see the argument," Stig finally replied, the thief nodding along at the end as well. Even if the idea of having ancient tech fused to his body was mildly scary, Theo had to admit that it was better than being one-armed for the entire future. Even if he’d only had this for one day, the weight imbalance was killing him. Walking was hard enough. Having to wait more time to find a better alternative was out of the question.
Walking down the few steps to the door, they pushed it open and heard the customary creaking. The piles of scrap had been pushed around since their last visit, though Scrappy looked to be the same.
"Red mithril," the massive robot said as it dusted off a nearby table, those artificial eyes staring their way the entire time. Theo wondered if its artificial mind was just fixated on those two words or if that was just how it greeted them specifically now. "Red mithril!"
"What did you say, Scrappy?" came a shout from the floor, a familiar voice squeezing through. The robot in question made a weird buzz, which prompted an entire orchestra of noise to follow from beneath. "Truly? Well, open it up!"
The large construct swiftly proceeded to open the hatch down to the cellar, and a smaller head popped up to stare at the four. It was meant to have been three, but the [Familiar] was apparently too bored waiting outside all the time, quick to waltz in and start exploring the mess.
"You two… I thought I wouldn’t see you again after that kidnapping debacle," Simon commented, going up the final few steps to reach the floor, the moon elf standing tall as he looked them over. A glance was sent to Miel momentarily, the merchant and thief locking eyes, but the focus fell towards Theo only a second later. More specifically his side. The elf rattled the robe to reveal the empty sleeve. "You seem to have left a part of you behind down there."
"I didn’t realize," Theo answered with a deadpan expression. There was no sympathy coming from the moon elf before him, the tinkerer instead looking excited to the highest degree. "If I remember right, you had an arm down in your shop that you wanted to try putting on somebody."
"And you’re hoping that you’ll be the guest of honour? Well, Theo, I’m starting to suspect you lost the arm just for that privilege alone!" Simon said, clapping his hands together while the [Rune-Crafter] internally swore that he would never have done it willingly. There was simply no better option at the moment, save for trying to return to the destroyed arena and find the burnt husk of an arm left. "The artefact was meant to be used by high elves alone, but the fact that you can use that illusionary artefact makes it clear that you have some form of affinity to the ancient tools. The chance of rejection is always there, but…I think it should like you enough to not be an issue."
The mention of the artefacts being both alive and able to hold opinions was a facet that Theo had nearly forgotten about, but his will still held true. After the open invitation to step down into the floor below, with the stairs downwards creaking at dangerous levels, the wide array of items and knickknacks was shown off proudly.
"This has to be one of the biggest collections of old elven technology on this continent," Miel commented as the sight came into view, the glittering jewels, armour, and weirdly shaped weapons speaking to the thief at another level. "You said your name was Simon Aumar? Any relation to the ancient mage Drannor Aumar?"
"A few branches away from me, but, yes," the moon elf replied, the thief looking at him with new eyes as they passed the many organized rows. Theo briefly looked at a shield in the distance, one not too different in design from his own, before moving along again. "I have a book with the family tree somewhere around here, though I can’t remember where I put it. If I ever find it, I promise it would be an interesting read."
Theo didn’t doubt that, though his mind swiftly strayed from the moon elf’s family history as his eyes finally reached a certain artefact. The hand of the metallic prosthetic was still clenched into a fist, and his gaze slowed around the finely crafter forearm and tricep just as it had the last time. It looked powerful, felt powerful when he stood before it, and the [Rune-Crafter] knew for certain he wouldn’t mind having it as his replacement for the organic limb.
"Was all of the ancient elven technology just that durable?" Stig questioned as he messed around with one of the bows put up against the wall. Turning around, Theo could easily see the glowing veins around the silvery wood, and the hint at something deeper within enhancing its structure. "Everything here has to be over three hundred years old, yet I don’t think I can find many modern creations which look as unblemished as these."
"You’re looking at the tools of the past the wrong way, my dear customer," Simon countered swiftly as Theo stared again at his possible new limb. He’d thought nothing had changed until he looked at the artefact again and saw that the index finger had been relaxed. "It’s not that everything built so long ago was of a godlike status. It’s just that every artefact and armor piece that still remains was up to such standards, and everything else has been filtered away through the rotting quality of time. It’s a sad fact, but it does lead to some unfair assumptions about what kind of quality your forefathers had in them."
Yeah, no, the supposedly frozen arm was most definitely moving, Theo watching agape as the entire clenched fist of the mechanical construct relaxed, its palm shown. 
"Oh, I suppose that’s fair," Stig replied to the merchant’s words. "That does mean that there were just about as many low-quality wares around during those times as there are now, right?"
"With our constant advancements in the magical arts, I would actually argue that there are fewer low-quality works from our modern times circulating the world," Simon retorted. He was about to continue, but Theo’s yelping made all others turn their heads towards the [Rune-Crafter] and more specifically the mechanical arm doing its best to break his left hand. "This is why I ask my customers not to touch anything, Theo! While most of these artefacts are fine with being looked at, and even polished by Scrappy, there are some who are rather selective of who is meant to get close."
The moon elf had to stress his last words as he did his best to break the mechanical arm’s hold on Theo’s forearm. The [Rune-Crafter] had to admit that the construct was just what he was looking for, being strong, able to channel some form of magic, and durable enough that several hits with a rock didn’t even put a dent into it.
On the other hand, specifically the one with a soon-to-be broken bone inside it, Theo felt that the construct didn’t want to be fused onto him. While the mechanical arm had no mouth to say as much, it was well on its way to making him lose his remaining upper limb.
"Well, this isn’t going to be easy," Simon said in a drawl, fiddling with the side of the mechanical limb. For some reason, the merchant was looking at Theo with disappointed eyes. "I’m not sure what you did to upset it, but you’re going to have to make up for it before it’ll forgive you."
"You want me to apologize to the arm?" Theo questioned, disbelief running through his body as he used [Partial Shield-Assimilation] to temporarily avoid losing his last arm. The pressure from the construct was making his [Mana] deplete fast, however, and he didn’t have too much time left before more desperate attempts would need to be made. "I’m not sure it wants to listen to reason right now."
"Trust me, Theo. These artefacts are quite reasonable when you get them in the talking mood," the moon elf assured him. "Just connect to it, explain your situation, and all of this will be over in a jiffy."
Though Theo stared at the merchant with narrowed eyes, there was no joking to be spotted. Given the options of either trying to destroy the artefact which had survived several hundred years without a scratch, or trying to talk to it and explain his reasoning for touching it without permission, the [Rune-Crafter] chose the least crazy option.
Extending a string of [Mana] from the spot where he was being crushed, the instant connection to the infinitesimally sized [Soul] within was like a breath of fresh air.
‘Hello,’ Theo tried, feeling a green eye turn towards him in response. While the [Soul Fragment] that inhabited the arm was a miniature of what the creator’s [Soul] had been, the presence it gave off was unlike anything he’d felt before. Whoever created his piece would have needed to be more than just powerful. ‘Is there a chance that you could stop crushing the bones in my arm?’
‘I am not crushing your arm. I am holding it,’ came the reply, the green eyeball having a different understanding of what "holding it" meant. Deciding to let it understand a bit better, Theo split up the nerve feedback he was getting from his arm, sending part of it along to the eye. ‘Oh. One moment.’
After another second of pain, the grip of the arm relaxed, the artefact fell, and Theo was able to feel his blood flowing again. Making sure that there wasn’t any permanent damage to see, the [Rune-Crafter] picked up the mechanical arm from the floor and sent a mental thanks.
Even when he held it again, the construct didn’t try to latch onto him. No attacks, no holds, and nothing that seemed aggressive.
"Not bad," Simon commented from the side, taking the arm from Theo as he began to walk over to the metal surgery table. "That usually doesn’t work with these. Too stubborn in their ways, you know, always wanting their new users to be identical to their former ones."
Oh. Looking over to the row of [Enchanted] armour with ultra-specific requirements, Theo felt one part of his former confusion rectified.
"I am feeling a little unsure if you actually know what you’re doing," he commented as he settled on the table. The cuffs that were put onto his stomach, legs, and remaining arm didn’t seem too fun anymore, and the cold surface made him shiver. "When was the last time you cleaned this, by the way?"
"That would be after my last successful surgery to implant a mechanical eye, which would have to be… I can’t actually remember," Simon said, hesitating a second before shrugging it off. "And don’t you worry. While I am not the biggest expert when it comes to hostage situations with artefacts, I am most certainly skilled at implanting them into biological forms. Back when I used to do this for a living, during the old wars, I was even known as the Assimilator."
"The Assimilator of the Red Moon?" Miel asked as she looked up from inspecting some of the jewellery. "The one that turned the tide of the Seventh Skirmish?"
"I wouldn’t say that I was the one who made the biggest difference, but that is the time that most people remember me from, yes," Simon admitted, rosy cheeks appearing on the moon elf as he pulled out what seemed to be a miniature welding torch. Theo was glad he had already removed his robe, as even the heat from a meter away felt searing. "I would offer you a sedative, Theo, but this process does require you to be awake throughout it. When the artefact tries to connect to your mind, don’t push it away or we’ll have a big problem on our hands."
A final muttering from the thief about how the skirmish was several hundred years ago came around, but the [Rune-Crafter] was swiftly distracted by the heat that was sent into his shoulder, burning skin and flesh alike. It was swift, barely taking more than five seconds, but the man almost blacked out from that sensation alone.
Then the feeling of a thousand needles hitting the seared flesh came around and he was wide awake again. He wanted to scream but felt his body freeze in place as foreign tendrils dug through his body to connect to his spine. Metal forced itself into small pockets, making complex weavings and a structure that he couldn’t begin to understand at the moment. Maybe that was due to the pain, though. Theo couldn’t tell anymore.
Another minute passed like that before it all quieted down, Theo somehow allowed to relax as the tearing of his flesh stopped. While the place around his shoulder was still burnt, and with the open air and cold table below making him wince every few seconds, the construct had been fused onto him.
Turning his head to look down at his right side, the sight of his fingers moving on the new arm brought him joy like never before. Theo said as much until a hail of blue screens appeared in front of him.
Foreign [Soul-Bond Request] detected!
Searching for malignant attachments…no attachments found.
Searching user’s short-term memory to find proof of mutual consent to request creation…memories detected.
Accepting [Soul-Bond] request though [System-Protocols. Please don’t attempt to halt this process.
[Self-Regulating Isriod Brachium] has fully assimilated with your [Soul Matrix]!
[Shield-Manifestation] has been modified to account for the new entry.
The user is warned that some attempts to modify the new [Soul Matrix] could cause long-term malfunctions.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Novice 8] to [Novice 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 2].
+1 to [Willpower]

That the pain he’d been put through was enough for the world to upgrade his pain resilience while granting him another point to his [Willpower] made Theo feel a little better about his sweaty state, happily sitting up from the table as Simon removed the cuffs on his biological hand as well as his stomach.
"Does it move like it’s meant to?" Simon asked as he went over to the cuffs on Theo’s feet. After he snapped them off, the [Rune-Crafter] was able to sit on the table with his feet hanging off, his back making a few weird popping sounds when he stretched it. "Any sudden flares of pain, any voices asking you to fight for eternal glory or anything that makes you want to fight under a flag that you don't recognize?"
"No feelings of sudden patriotism, no," Theo replied as he studied his new arm. It was surprising just how responsive it was, the idle twitches perfectly replicating the minor movements of his old arm. There was no delay in him trying to move it before it actually happened either, the same mental actions as usual accomplishing this feat. If he weren’t looking down and seeing the metallic surface along with the glowing lights, he could’ve easily assumed it was his real arm back in place. "This is better than anything I imagined. Biased views of old technology aside, the old elven soldiers had it good with these."
A laugh escaped the moon elf at his words.
"You think a regular foot soldier would ever even be granted the privilege of looking at such a mechanical wonder?" Simon questioned, chuckling more as he walked around putting away the tools used for the fusion. "No…there’s little chance they would get anything other than a cheap wooden construct for their prosthetics. That which you now own has to have been sitting on the shoulder of one of the old elven commanders. With how much power I can feel radiating from it, it wouldn’t surprise me if some olden warlord had it custom-made."
Power.
Studying the construct fused onto his bones, Theo had to admit he wasn’t feeling as powerful as he was expecting. While there was still ease of movement, the slight resistance as he pushed off the table and back down on his feet was obvious. The arm had been able to nearly crush his bones before, and yet it now felt so limited in its output. Where was that ungodly strength? Had it been removed in the process?
"The strength hasn’t been removed. Just adjusted to allow you to live," the moon elf explained. "That beauty could properly punch through an entire building with ease while sitting at its highest configurations. You, however, could not handle the physical stress that would come from such an attack."
"Oh," Theo said. "I guess that's what it meant when it called itself [Self-Regulating]."
"You have something to see its true name now? How quaint," Simon commented, though the merchant let it go. "It’s a good thing that the function is built in, honestly. I’ve seen what happens when weaker men try to use more powerful tools. Everything that could snap in those bodies of theirs certainly did, spines turned into elongated pretzels. Not a pretty sight, and one you should be happy that it’s helping you avoid."
The imagery was by itself enough of a deterrent to any complaints Theo would have. It was nice to know that his own growth would be mirrored by the tool, however. The idea of not having to replace it as he changed in power himself was a nice one, the [Rune-Crafter] happy to know he wouldn’t need to go through the fusion process again. His shoulder was still aching from those burns.
"Hey, Simon, is this for sale?" Miel said, drawing the merchant’s attention to a rather exquisite sapphire ring she was holding. The moon elf was quick to reply in the positive, the small man hurrying over to start the haggling process while Theo was left to his own matters.
How much can it be changed around?
From what the [System Notification] had said, his shield-manipulating abilities had been somewhat transferred over to the arm. While that warning about it perhaps not being able to take such extensive modifications and still remain operational was received, Theo was still curious about what could be done.
"Just a simple alteration at first," the [Rune-Crafter] muttered, honing in on the new pathways formed by [Shield-Manifestation]. Focusing on the forearm of the construct, he tried to make a small protrusion. Nothing major, just enough to be seen by the naked eye. "The smallest of additions."
While the magical pathways through the foreign metal were a minor issue, resistance swiftly gave way and the protruding metal was spotted instantly. The [Mana-Cost] to do it had been high, but Theo knew that was mostly his fault. Focusing again, he increased the size and complexity, creating a beautiful waving structure atop the already-present metal. A mandala was what everybody needed to stay fashionable, after all.
Oh, there’s more stuff underneath.
At the core of the arm, formed into long pulsating threads, was the heart of the creation. The green-eyed mind briefly looked his way as he observed the movements, though it went back to its own thoughts when he didn’t do anything to tamper with the threads.
Was this the limit of what he could modify? The [Rune-Crafter] supposed it would make sense for only the innermost core of the arm to be important, the exterior modifiable to his heart’s content.
Asking for permission did sound like a fine idea, however.
‘Is there anything in this structure you don’t want me to mess with?’ Theo asked, the green eye glancing his way again, the centre pupil widening as it focused on his words.
‘The finger-strings,’ the eye said, pointing out the longest of the thin energy lines. Theo followed them out to the very end of his constructed arm, seeing each of the five stop at the tips of their respective fingers. ‘Hard to correct flaws. Would prefer if left untouched.’
‘But you would be able to remake them if something was broken by accident, right?’ Theo asked, feeling the giant eye narrow its form at him.
‘Yes. Everything can be remade if any piece of me is still attached to the main body,’ the construct replied. ‘Just takes too long to do. Is not fun.’
Promises were swiftly made that he would do no such thing, though Theo was inwardly overjoyed at the knowledge that the destruction of his new limb would still allow for its regrowth. Now he could get as many arms cut off as he wanted without it being an issue.
… 
That did sound a little messed up, now that he was thinking about it.
Ignoring the implications of how ready he’d been to allow for the destruction of his own body parts while in combat, the [Rune-Crafter] began to wonder about the possibility of putting [Runes] onto the new arm. The concept of putting it onto naked skin had been prominent in his mind for a long while now, though he’d been forced to throw it away once it became clear that skin wasn’t sustainable as a [Material]. It was too easy to damage and it also automatically healed itself of the engravings made. While Jakob was proof that both issues could be circumvented through being a [Druid] who somehow didn’t age and having the [Runes] be made in a way where they weren’t removed or scarred through time, Theo didn’t have the same perks, making it impossible to duplicate onto his own skin.
Until now. Possibly.
With [Air-Engraving], he swiftly made a small thread of energy form into the shape of an [Ignis Rune]. It was the [Tier 1] version for the sake of simplicity, likewise being inserted with the [Intent] of shooting out the flame as slowly as possible.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 89%
Tier: 1
Material: Orichalcum
Capacity: 0/13
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 65/65

The [Purity] was about what he expected to see, but the [Material] was not anything close to the mental prediction. [Orichalcum]? Just where did that come from? Theo had bet on the metal of the arm being a form of redder steel, but it seemed that wasn’t the case in the slightest.
And with such a high [Durability] coming with it…he needed to figure out just which [Runes] reacted positively to the [Material]. If he was lucky, this was the sign that he could move away from regular [Steel] for his shield.
"Not bad," Theo muttered as he sent out the small beam of fire from the front of his arm. It took a full ten seconds for the [Rune] to empty, allowing him an easily pointed beam of fire. "Maybe an [Impact Rune] wouldn’t hurt to have."
Since it was force created through a magical aftereffect, it would be fine, right? Theo certainly wouldn’t complain about being able to break a stone wall with his fist alone, the idea of an ultra-powerful robot arm not sounding too bad. The fact that it fulfilled a childhood dream of his was entirely unrelated.
"Please don’t use offensive magical runes while inside my shop," Simon requested, Theo quickly muttering an apology as he used [Shield-Manifestation] to wipe away his handiwork. Without issue, the created [Rune] was gone, and the engravings made filling simple. "That you feel comfortable enough with the prosthetic makes me think that the operation was a success, at least. Could you try writing a few letters on this paper? Just need to be sure that the muscle memory is carried over somewhat."
Theo wasn’t sure how that was meant to have been transferred from his old limb, but he accepted the pen and paper regardless, putting the sheet on the table as he wrote about a quick fox jumping over lazy dogs. While the words weren’t the finest pieces of calligraphy, Theo could see it was about the same level of skill he’d possessed in his younger days.
"Complete nonsense, I see," Simon said, sounding a little sad about what he saw as a failure. Clapping Theo on the side as a form of assurance, the merchant gave him a strong look. "You’ll just need some time to acclimate to the new limb. Your old training should slowly drip over."
"Thanks?" Theo replied, moving away from the table as he saw Miel testing out the newly bought ring. "What’s that?"
The former criminal didn’t answer instantly, prompting the dwarf standing beside her to do it instead.
"You remember the ring from a legendary thief that Simon tried to sell me last time we were here?" Stig asked, Theo nodding in recognition. It turned out the ring hadn’t been what was promised back then, the legendary traits not there when it was put to use. "She seems to have found the real deal. Even got herself a better price on hers than I did."
"You sound jealous, little man," Miel commented as she twisted the sapphire on top, instantly disappearing from view. Even Nero commented that she’d disappeared to the senses, every trace of smell and sound gone in the wind.
Stig slapped at the spot where the thief had been standing a moment before, but there was nothing there. Unlike what the [Space Mage]’s ring could accomplish, all sound was truly nullified with this one.
"You look jealous as well, even," Miel added when she appeared beside Theo again, close enough to make the [Rune-Crafter] step away in shock. His newly gained hand had been too quick to clench into a fist, ready to seek a target. That was…weird. "Simon, it works perfectly. I must ask, though, just how do you have so many of these?"
"I’ve accepted them every time I could, and I’ve lived through enough events to have had many opportunities for as much," the moon elf replied with a shrug, Theo feeling the mention of his centuries-long life span coming up. The merchant had apparently made a name for himself in a war from a long time ago. And if he had become well-known during that time…it did make sense why he had such a collection of armour and weapons. Maybe the arm the [Rune-Crafter] had gotten himself was from one of the elf’s old enemies? "Not the best circumstances with all of the acquisitions, but the stories around them are grand regardless. Is there anything else you seek for the day, or are you all as hungry as the winged rabbit?"
Theo thought he was the only one being pained by Nero’s unstoppable complaints about her growling stomach, but it seemed the moon elf had picked up on them as well. Since it was getting later into the day as well, now was perhaps the time to pick up some food and head toward a place to stay for the night.
"I can’t say there’s much else we need, though I suppose you’d need the payment for this arm here," Theo said, taking the coin-filled purse from the bag Stig had happily thrown his way. "How much do you—"
"Oh, there’s no need to pay for that one," Simon said, stopping the [Rune-Crafter] from emptying his monetary reserves entirely. "Knowing I still had the gift in me was enough, and it does make me happy to see that artefact find use with another. That arm has been with me for the longest time. I was getting worried it would never find itself used again."
While thankful for the help he’d gotten, Theo didn’t try to press payment into the moon elf’s hands. With his new arm at the ready, along with Miel’s new jewellery piece to work with, they left the shop behind.
The sun was starting to move downwards in the sky, just a few hours away from sundown, but that didn’t stop the group from moving over to the next shop on the list. While Theo and the others did want to instantly move to an inn and settle down in peace, both of the two oldest members of the group were not too happy about the idea of actually eating the food from such an establishment.
"And your solution is prepackaged long-lasting rations?" Miel questioned as Theo slid the rest of his coins to the merchant before stuffing the eternal meat into his bag. When it didn’t fit, Stig proceeded to start filling up his own as well. "Don’t you think you’ll be tired of the same kind of ration after eating it for a few months?"
"You can always sprinkle some salt or other spice on if you’re feeling adventurous," Theo said, perfectly in line with the idea. Though the dried meat was meant to be eaten as it was, some oil and a pan over a fire could make it another meal entirely. There was no end to what they could do with this. "And it’s not like we won’t hunt for some better food when we’re out of the city. This is just to assure us we won’t be falling asleep and waking up in chains."
The thief, seemingly used to eating from food stalls her entire life, was not enthused by the concept of dried meat for the next few weeks, but there weren't any major complaints. It was apparently better than the lack of food, and she did refuse the invitation to eat like normal outside of the rationing. For some reason, it was bad manners to enjoy luxury others nearby couldn’t have.
But if there was one luxury all three would be spending their time on, it was an inn, and not one of the cheaper ones they had met with on the lowest floor of the city. No…Theo didn’t trust them anymore, and especially not the one they’d slept at previously. Since most of the others allowed neither a human nor a giant rabbit to enter, they would be looking above for a place to stay.
That did come with one issue, however.
"No tourists allowed," the guard repeated for the third time, trying to wave away Theo. The stairs behind the armoured elf were what they needed to take, and yet there was an idiot in the way. "I’m going to issue a fine if you don’t evacuate the premises."
"I’m sorry, but can you not see this?" Theo asked for the third time, the guard’s face darkening as the [Rune-Crafter] showed him the glittering card. It was rather colourful in design, instantly recognisable from even a distance, and it was meant to be all they needed to get through security. And yet the guard, an elf that seemed more than ready to declare that they were being dumb, was not allowing them through. "We were given these cards by Reginald Pole, to insure that we could move through Rootdale without any issues. If you don’t believe me, you can send in an inquiry and we can get this sorted out properly."
"Let me see that," the guard said, Theo happily handing it over so the elf could glance at the inscription more carefully. There was a vain hope that three minutes of arguing would actually be fruitful, but the [Rune-Crafter] was dismayed to see the guard throw it away a few seconds later. It never landed on the floor, though, Stig [Teleporting] it into Theo’s grasp within a heartbeat. "I don’t know who forged these for you, but tell them that it’s a strike against the royal family to do such a thing. Now go before I report this and have you all thrown into a cell."
Heeding the guard’s words, the group did exactly that, turning the corner before hatching together a little plan. Though it was a fair distance up to the next floor, there were distinct openings that allowed a person to look through, openings both perfectly sized for a rabbit and with the required line of sight for a [Space Mage] to [Teleport] to. With Theo being granted the forest dwarf’s ring of invisibility, and with Miel already having her own, the next step was to just walk past the oblivious guard.
If this is what’s stopping people from getting onto the upper floors, I fear for the overall security of this city.
Moving up the many steps, the spiral staircase going on for quite a while, they were able to step off around the same place where Stig and Nero were waiting for them. Handing off the invisibility ring, Theo happily gave up the experience of watching everything in a fog-like state.
Theo could safely say that the upper floor was richer than the one below. While the common folk of the city were immaculately dressed in their white robes with golden threading, the people here elevated it. With complex weaved patterns, actual precious metals and gems inserted into their style, and faces and hairstyles that had to have required months of preparation to pull off, Theo could easily tell just how much appearances mattered here.
The inns were of the same class, with no shouting or loud drinkers being spotted inside the large social areas. With tourists and the working class already filtered out, quietly chattering people earning the equivalent of six figures were seen lounging around, though that chatter did stop when they passed.
Not letting it get to them, Theo was able to enter one and get them a room by flashing the card from the head of the royal guard at the desk, the owner seemingly seeing its authenticity better than the hired guards of the city. Getting a room that could house four people without feeling cramped was a little expensive, but they survived. With the key in hand, and making sure Nero didn’t try to steal food from the other customers, they went upstairs and found their room.
It was spacious, split into several sections to allow for some degree of privacy, while also having a minibar of snacks and drinks. None of it could actually be eaten, but Theo was happy for the gesture regardless.
Rations were pulled out, and a good handful of slices had, but the darkness outside their window was all the warning needed before Theo could feel the call of dreams. Flopping into the bed, the [Rune-Crafter] supposed rest was fair to have after recent times.
Not that they would be resting for long. Tomorrow was a new day, and they had ley lines to fix.




Chapter 15







Roots of Evil


Morning came and went before anybody could really comment on that fact, the moment where eyes began to open being the moment when the shot was fired into the air and the race began. Rations were consumed, Nero was given her daily morning scratches, and Theo was made to prepare himself for the day ahead. While the [Space Mage] might’ve been able to use his magical abilities from the start, Theo didn’t have it as easy. No, he had to make all the gear on short notice, including backup [Holy Runes] for emergency situations, at least twenty bullets for his pistol since it had been previously emptied, and redos of all of his work on his shield. It was a wonder the latter even had any engravings left on its surface, since it had been several weeks since the last touch-up. 
It was a wonder until he looked at the [Durability] of the [Runes], at least. After that, Theo was just happy that the single-digit remains had been enough since they’d left the arena behind. As it turned out, using the [Runes] and their magical abilities was only one of the methods to lower their [Durability]. Using the shield to beat the shit out of beasts was another, though it did take slightly longer to make the [Runes] degrade that way.
Not like a sane person would ever notice, since they’d be using the engravings, but here we are.
A last addition to the schedule was found in experimentation with the mechanical arm on his body, though. While Theo was slightly hesitant to mess around with the construct, he was likewise too curious not to. Honestly, when did people get the chance to pick around with ancient technology that fused with one’s own body? Not too often, so Theo wanted to use it to its fullest.
An [Impact Rune] was put on the back of the hand, enhancing the power of his knuckles. While he couldn't test it out too well, since the slight hit against the floor was enough to get a complaint from the neighbours, the [Rune-Crafter] felt like it wouldn’t be too bad a deal. A few [Holy Runes] also found themselves engraved onto the arm, though those were at the forearm and bicep instead. Since Theo would be using the pistol while holding it in the robotic hand, it would be somewhat awkward if he accidentally activated [Ignis Runes]. Even with Avril, the original creator of the gun, being so far away, he knew he would feel her wrath for destroying it.
Shooting flames out of my palm would be kinda cool, though.
Thoughts about childhood fantasies aside, the rather intensive morning did bring along several upgrades to his abilities, in the amount of equipment on him but also in the form of [Skills] improving. As he should’ve expected, having an entirely new type of canvas to work on did bring in more room to grow.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Shield-Manifestation] has been increased from [Novice 7] to [Novice 9].

[Skill] increase detected!
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 8].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 6].

The upgraded [Partial Shield-Assimilation] did come from a noteworthy discovery with the [Orichalcum] he’d gained access to thanks to his new arm. Using it on his shield and then using the aforementioned ability had provided some quite marvellous results. Theo didn’t become as heavy as he did with [Steel], but the strength upgrade was the same. The results with his usual repertoire didn’t prove too bad either, though he had been forced to remove his [Petrification Rune] from the front of the shield to make way for other engravings.
It was a worthy sacrifice, however, the lighter shield allowing for rapid movement. With Theo having been forced into a more physical style during his time in the arena, he didn’t entirely hate it. However, it was still surprising that the [System] hadn’t given him any more attack [Skills] for his efforts down in that fighting ring. With all the insides he had ripped out of living monsters, one would think it thought him worthy of some berserker [Skill].
But there was nothing of the sort, even if Theo so dearly wanted it. Opening up the [Skill-Collection], he skimmed its contents.
[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
[Barehanded Mana-Channeling]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable costs.
[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]
[Novice 4]
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
[Shield-Manifestation]
[Novice 9]
Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. While the metal might resist at first, it will soon learn to assimilate with the user's desires without flaw.
Variable costs.
[Oppressive Aura]
[Novice 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.
Variable costs.
[Partial Shield-Assimilation]
[Beginner 8]
Sub-Skill of [Spirit of Aegis].
Allows the user to temporarily take on the physical traits of their shield, including but not limited to its strength, durability, and magical conductivity.
8MP/sec
Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Novice 4]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.
User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures].
[Map-Engraving]
[Beginner 8]
Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.
[Mana-Mastery]
[Novice 7]
Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse. Also grants mild resistance to magical attacks.
[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]
[Initiated 2]
The user embodies the traits of their shield, the flesh and mind striving to reach the perfection of the magical metals.
[Rune] Skills
[Rune-Engraving]
[Novice 6]
Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.
[Air-Engraving]
[Novice 4]
Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].
Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto a solid [Material].
[Rune-Empowering]
[Novice 9]
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].
[Rune-Manipulation]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.
Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of an [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].
[Rune-Mastery]
[Novice 5]
Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.

Just under [Partial Shield-Assimilation] was where he’d have loved to find it, but instead, it was just another row starting up to show his [Passive Skills]. Whoever had created this [System] was inherently biased towards long-range fighters, and Theo cursed the blue screens for it.
"Your energy so early in the morning is something I will never understand," Stig commented groggily as he walked into the common room, the forest dwarf staggering around as he grabbed some of the rations. Before long, he was sitting beside the [Rune-Crafter] on the ground, staring at the metal arm. "Did it change colour or is that just my eyes not being awake yet?"
"They’re more than awake enough if you can see the difference," Theo replied, glancing at the arm in question. The [Orichalcum] wasn't too far away from a coppery colour, barely a shade away when done right, but its reaction to the [Tier 2 Gale Rune] was very different. While the latter metal gave the engraving a minor increase in [Purity], the former nearly destroyed the [Rune] entirely, forcing Theo to switch around the metal on the arm’s surface. "What’s the time?"
"We have…thirty minutes until we need to be down at Felix’s shop," Stig said after looking at the weird clock at the top of the room. While it was circular, the actual timekeeping within took four different dials. With two turning clockwise and the other two counter-clockwise, Theo wasn’t actually sure how to read the blasted thing. "Oh, and it might rain today. That’s not fun if we have to go out of the city on foot."
There’s a barometer up in there somewhere?
It was crazy how magical instruments worked. Not in a good way, though, with how magic made everything seem so overly complicated.
"Are you ready to leave yet, Miel?" Theo half-shouted into the thief’s room, slowly packing up his own gear while he was at it. The newly created bullets were put into the prepared belt, the pistol put into its holster with the latch on, and the other emergency [Runes] found their way into his bag. Along with a few extra bottles, a bit of ration, and just the barest hint of coins at the bottom, he was ready for a day filled with walking and little else. Hopefully.
"Give me two minutes!" the elven woman shouted, some loud scrambling heard from within. Soon she emerged, still hiding the various daggers around her outfit. "Weren’t we meant to leave an hour after dawn?"
"I think it’s been an hour after dawn for a few hours now, honestly," Theo said, glancing through the window to the street. Just barely, the rising sun could be seen through the array of houses, having been over the horizon for a while. "I don’t know about you two, but I don’t think I want to run to get to the tailor in time. Shall we?"
With another minute to get everything in order, the group headed out of the inn. Paying to make sure they had the room for another couple of days, they moved through the street and over to the stairs to get onto the lower city floor. No guards were at the top to stop them, and, luckily, the one at the bottom had been changed out since the previous night.
Getting through the daytime crowd of travellers and merchants, slapping away hands that were greedy enough to try stealing their bags, they went down the customary side paths, getting to the shop with a needle-and-thread logo out front. Stepping inside, the customary bell atop warning people of their entrance, Theo could see Felix standing at the ready behind his desk.
"I was wondering whether you four would show up on time," the tailor commented. The handful of other shoppers in the place filtered out of the door a few seconds later. It seemed that a giant rabbit sniffing around wasn't the most comfortable situation to be near for most, for some reason. When Theo looked worried about the merchant getting angry, his fears were waved away. "Relax. Window shoppers don’t pay me anyway. Losing a handful won’t hurt me too much, especially not when I have somebody that actually pays me right in front of me. If you’d be so kind as to step over here. I have a few robes I need you to try out."
Without pause, the tailor brought out several finely adorned boxes, each holding a well-decorated set of robes. Picking one up, Theo had to admit that the tailor had spent time on making them last, the fabric soft but also thick enough to endure long wear. These things were made for several months of daily use without getting holes in them, a fact that the [Rune-Crafter] was deeply thankful for. This would be useful when they went a little further north.
"You might need an extra layer beneath if you’re hoping to use them in snowy areas, but it otherwise shouldn’t be an issue," Felix promised, checking Theo’s shoulder length to make sure everything was as it should be. While the mechanical arm was a few widths more than expected, it wasn’t too hard to adjust for on the spot. "How does it feel with them on? Do you have a limited range of movement? Any apparent chance of tripping while wearing the robes?"
There were zero complaints with his minor adjustments. Soon, personal preferences nudged their hoods away from the standard. A certain elf apparently wanted her facial features cloaked a little more, while others just wanted to make sure theirs wouldn’t fall off in heavy winds. Nero, in the meanwhile, was trying on her fancy formal wear, trying to see if she could ruin the bow tie and top hat.
"It’s not the most perfect combination for modern fashion trends, but making pets wear such outfits was popular during the Second Revolution fifty years ago," Felix explained, Theo just amazed the tailor was able to make the hat not fall off instantly. The elf was a genius in his own right. "There haven’t been obvious alterations to this style, mostly due to dressing up pets becoming irrelevant after pets themselves went out of style, but this is technically the most modern formal wear a rabbit can be dressed in when attending a royal banquet."
"You did your homework on this, Felix, that much I can give you," Theo said, clapping the tailor on his shoulder as he helped Nero adjust the bow tie a little. "I think we’re all set, though there is the issue of having to carry this along with us, since we’re doing a short trip outside of the city today. Is there any chance we could get this a little later, or—"
"If you have a room at an inn, I can have a courier deliver it," the merchant said with a smile, happy to help the high-paying customers. After he was given all the needed details, the promise to bring everything to their place was set in stone. "I should have the formal wear ready in five days or so. Come around then, though I might send a letter to inform you it’s done earlier if possible."
Farewells were made again, and the group moved out of the shop and into the street. Taking a new path, they hooked into the main street again and walked along for a good twenty minutes. The crowded area slowly became less so, though it was only at the final exit that they say for sure there was no danger of losing a purse every few minutes. Pickpockets really were getting weirdly common on the outskirts of the city. If not for the fact that Theo had everything secure in his bag, he would’ve been scared to walk around here.
"Halt!" a guard at the gate to the outside world ordered, the group forced to stand in place while caravans moved through without an issue. "What’s your reason for leaving Rootdale and why do you have no clear methods of long-distance travel?"
"We’re leaving to visit the ley lines a few hours’ travel away from the city and then we’re heading back," Theo replied in short order. "We don’t have any kind of long-distance transportation because we don’t need it, I suppose. Horses for something this close by don’t seem worth it."
Having to buy them just for a few trips alone did sound rather cruel, after all. Theo had already felt so much pain from letting the last pair go. Repeating it so soon wouldn’t go down easy.
The guard didn’t seem impressed by his words, and normal people were apparently not meant to visit such monuments without permission, so another flashing of the royal head guard’s cards needed to be made before they were pushed through, allowed to walk down a road with fields of green on both sides.
"It’s surprising that there’s just nothing out here," Theo commented as they began to travel along. Minutes had begun to pass like nothing. Nero was running along in the distance, apparently trying to catch some of her smaller cousins for an early-lunch snack. "No trees, no bushes, no nothing. It’s all just…grass and hills."
"It’s the side effect of having a world tree sitting nearby," Miel supplied, her words news to both Theo and Stig. If even the [Space Mage] hadn’t heard that fact, clearly they were listening to some more obscure trivia. "It’s too large to live next to a forest, since it’s sucking out all the nutrients that it can at every possible second. If you try to have anything that goes up further than your ankle, the roots of the giant will be doing their utmost to reduce its size for its own benefit. Slightly brutal but it’s needed for sustainment."
Turning around to stare at the massive biological mass behind them, Theo wasn’t sure what to think. He knew that the roots in the far distance were just the crust of what was truly going on beneath the surface, the endless web of the tree supposedly reaching all corners of the continent, but this fact was still crazier than most. This was…a real example of the influence it had on the world, and how its mere presence decided the landscape from even so far away.
Makes sense why there’s no farming being done around here, at least. This place looked so perfect for it.
Time passed and the group continued on with their trek. Following the map as it stood, they diverted off the main travelling path towards Varimir to go further north instead. There was supposedly a road towards Usleme if they headed that way long enough, but none of them cared for that, so they continued to go up and down the endless hills in search of the right spot.
"Slight issue with finding a specific part of a root in the middle of open plains," the [Rune-Crafter] began, feeling his patience being itched more and more away. "There are no actual landmarks to help us find where we’re meant to go, other than the roots themselves, and they move so straightly that each of them is nearly identical. A world without proper geonavigation is terrible. How did people like this before?"
"Might wanna keep your complaints about this ‘primitive world’ out of more vocal outbursts," Stig commented from the side, reminding Theo about Miel’s presence. "Don’t want to reveal too much too quickly."
Right. No mention of being an otherworlder just yet.
"You two are probably the strangest people I’ve ever met," the thief in question commented as she watched them start whispering to each other. A distraction did come from Theo’s [Familiar], as the rabbit in question took off and began to rise in altitude. "What’s she doing?"
"Gotten tired of us going in circles, I think," Theo supplied, focusing on the sight being transmitted through the [Familiar-Bond]. While it wasn’t perfect, the higher perspective allowed him to see the curves in the giant roots. Given a minute of slow inspection, the [Rune-Crafter] was able to locate their position. "Oh, damn, we’re actually not too far from one. If we go west a few kilometers, we should…"
What the hell is that?
"Everything alright, Theo?" Stig asked, waving his hand in front of [Rune-Crafter]’s face. "You’re looking a little spaced-out there."
"Yeah, no, it’s just…" he began to answer, but the sight that Nero had spotted from high above made his mind wander. While their method for finding the first defective split in the ley lines wasn’t perfect, this couldn’t be a coincidence. "There’s an encampment around our target, and they don’t look peaceful."




Chapter 16







Burn to Cinder


The encampment was filled with elves, as they soon discovered. Not the ordinary kind, with their gold-lined white robes, but instead those who wore proper fighting attire. Armour, swords, axes, and more than a few bows could be seen strewn about, everybody inside ready to fight beast and man alike. Theo would’ve thought nothing of such a thing previously, since he had lived in such a camp himself only a few months ago, yet there was something about this one which wasn’t entirely calming. 
They were all wearing the same kind of mask over their face. It stopped just below the chin and was entirely white except for a painted red smiley on its surface. None of them ever took it off, and none of them ever spoke, instead communicating through hand signals and simple nods. How anything complex was ever said within the encampment walls was a mystery, but not one Theo could get close enough to figure out for himself.
"They’re centred around the opening into the root, as you predicted," Miel reported, appearing out of thin air beside the others. They were perched on top of a hill not far away, able to look down at the camp from afar without being spotted by the masked elves through the help of the illusion artefact. While the group did have two invisibility rings to make do with, there was no desire to split up while going too deep inside. The thief was the exception to that rule, however. Miel was more than able to take care of herself and had done more intensive scouting for them just earlier. "There’s more than ten of them around the entrance, and they’ve blocked it with a steel gate to stop anybody from getting in easily. We can blow the door open using one of your explosion runes, but it’ll alert everybody else inside the camp."
Getting into the root itself, and into the manmade area below where the ley line could be found, was a priority above everything else. Being able to actually utilize their time inside without running from the masked elves was also important, though, and Theo wasn’t sure he wanted to fight in a constricted area.
"What’s the estimated headcount?" the [Rune-Crafter] asked, already seeing Stig’s look of displeasure. How did that dwarf always know his plans before he even mentioned them? "If there’s not too many, we could try to take them head-on. Only if they’re aggressive, though. I wouldn’t mind trying to talk with them first."
"There’s a lowball of around a hundred people strewn about the camp itself," Miel replied, her face passive. Whether she liked his idea or not, Theo couldn’t tell. "And before you try to go up to them with peace in mind, know that they’re more than prepared to kill on sight. The commander’s tent in the middle had those rules written down on a letter in his drawer. It’s not the greatest sign of peace you can come across."
"Just how much of that camp did you search?" Stig questioned, sounding rather baffled. "There are more than thirty tents down there as well, all of which look identical. How did you know which was the captain’s?"
"I checked out the ones with the most foot traffic," Miel answered bluntly. "Figuring out which was the food hall and which was the administration area was easy from that point. Fair warning on the captain of the area, though. He’s apparently a mage."
"What kind?" Theo asked, getting a shrug in response. It was apparently another fact mentioned in one of the letters. How fun. "Well, if they have magical abilities, and have at least ninety bodies on us, I don’t think we should be playing fairly. The only reason they’d be out here is if they were tampering with the ley line, meaning our objective is in direct opposition to theirs."
"Obvious stuff that you don’t need to say aloud, yes," Stig confirmed. "What’s our battle plan if we don’t want to take them out head-on? Try to threaten them into giving up?"
"Such a large group would never give up without an extreme show of force, one with proven lethality," the thief countered. "And even then, it would be impossible for us to take prisoners. Getting them from here to the city wouldn’t end well."
Forcing a surrender was impossible, facing them head-on was a headache too large, and Theo didn’t even bother thinking about sneaking inside with all of the people roaming around. He would have a knife in his back well before he could get through the place undetected. And even then, he would need to use [Explosion Runes] to get through the steel gate blocking their way into the constructed ley line split.
…
Hey, that’s actually not a bad idea.
"Was there any sign that they would try and go into the underground themselves?" Theo asked, Miel shaking her head. "Then did you figure out how often they would switch guards around the steel gate?"
"About a twelve-hour cycle," Miel replied. "From dusk ‘til dawn, and then they switch out to get rest. If you’re hoping to get rid of one of the groups without others noticing, I’m not sure it’s feasible."
"Oh, it’s more than feasible…maybe," Theo countered.
Then he started explaining his idea to the mildly horrified [Space Mage] and the still-passive thief. It was incredible what kind of plan he could spin without her offering too much emotional feedback. Was it because she was used to idiotic improvisation, or was he simply brilliant in her eyes? Probably the latter. "I can make the plates ready in a minute," he said, "but I need to be sure that it sounds good to both of you. It really requires that they’re stupid."
"It should be easy to pull off, then," Stig said, more than happy to do his part somehow. Theo wasn’t sure where that kind of enthusiasm was coming from, but he didn’t bet on it staying.
With a flourish and a bit of pulling from his [Mana] reserves, he began to manifest several [Iron] plates, a good two dozen of them sitting in his lap before long. With [Air-Engraving] in hand, he swiftly inscribed the surfaces with [Tier 2 Explosion Runes], each of them filled to the brim with the required energy.
"How far do you need them to be spread?" Stig said.
"Use a minimum distance of three hundred meters away from the camp, and then have the [Runes] in clusters of three or more to amplify their sound," Theo instructed, rising from his spot on the hill as the [Space Mage] began to gather all of the engraved plates into his bag. "They’re activated using a [Command Trigger], meaning you have to say the sentence ‘let the collapse of thine origin manifest’ while being connected to them for them to activate. When you’ve said the words and they start to glow, you have a five-second delay before they explode. Everything needs to be put into place by then, so please don’t blow yourself up."
"’Let the collapse of thine origin manifest?’ Is that some kind of divine chant that I’ve never heard of?" the [Space Mage] asked, starting out the preliminary stretching of his magical forces before he would begin the bunny hops.
"Not really," Theo replied. "I just put in a command word like that because it sounded like something you’d never say normally."
"Then you most definitely hit right, since there’s nobody else in this world who would say such a thing in a public area."
There was no chance to reply, the [Space Mage] [Teleporting] out of sight instantly. Theo just sighed, moving down the hill as he put on the invisibility ring. Nero was already rather close to the camp, hiding in the small sub-branches of tree roots, so it was just him and Miel who needed to get into position. With the agreed timing, they would have about five minutes before the explosions would start out.
With the invisibility allowing the [Rune-Crafter] to move around safely, he ran to the side of the camp without pause. None of the archers or guards ever glanced his way, most of them not even moving their heads for any other reason. Theo was half-sure they had to be somewhat asleep, or at least incapable of using their eyes.
How do they even see through those masks? There are no holes.
Maybe some form of magic? Theo’s senses were somewhat hampered as he ran in the ghostly world that everything transformed into while one wore the invisibility ring, but he couldn’t detect anything from the white masks. There had to be something else that helped the masked elves along.
Thoughts about their secrets were wiped away when Theo felt a hand on his shoulder, His metallic hand was already balled into a fist by the time Miel’s face came into view, the thief dragging him behind one of the tents on the outskirts of the camp.
There was a moment of wondering why she’d done that until he felt a small pulse from his ring, the only warning before his invisibility faded away without his consent. While the artefact was perhaps rather powerful most of the time, the time limit was both annoying and entirely forgotten about. Theo knew more than anybody how much he would’ve imitated a pincushion if he’d reverted to normal while standing outside.
"Thanks," Theo whispered, not getting a reply as Miel looked around the corner. There was meant to be one of the guards only ten meters away, though they hadn’t been looking in their direction at the start. A target for the thief to forcefully quiet down in a few minutes, perhaps? The [Rune-Crafter] wouldn’t be too surprised by the act.
There weren’t more than two minutes left before the distraction would start. Sitting back against the tent, filling up the invisibility ring with the energy that it so desired, Theo checked in with Nero. The rabbit was about fifty meters away, more than ready to run towards them once the guards turned away. For now, however, she was entirely undetected.
Just like we planned.
Right when Theo took a deep breath, a wave of sound rang through his body, the rapid-fire of explosions starting a moment later with a loud cracking noise. From their current position, it was out of sight a few hundred meters away, but if one looked north, the sight of black smoke rising along with fire would be easy to spot, and the following explosions would only intensify the effect. It was more than a possible threat.
And what did people do when there was even a possible threat to their encampment? Well, they left the guarded area and investigated, of course. Just about two-thirds of the camp’s population left their positions to check out the origin of the noise, one distinct figure among them passing Theo and Miel at the back of a crowd. With a white mask that had green paint instead of the red the others wore, Theo could only guess he was looking at the captain of the bunch.
And that would also explain that feeling of wrong coming off him.
"Why are you still hiding here?" Stig asked, appearing out of nowhere without warning. Theo flinched when he looked to find the dwarf barely more than a meter away from his face. "We don’t have more than a few minutes until they figure out the ruse. We need to move."
"Who’s stating the obvious now?" Theo muttered, donning the invisibility ring as he went into the camp. Nero was running from her position as well, not trailing too far behind them as they hurried through the area. Most of the guards were centred in the position where the explosions had been, letting them move through with nearly no eyes on them.
Within twenty seconds, they were just beside the ten guarding the steel gate. Looking at it up close, Theo could easily confirm that he would need to make the metal explode before they had any chance of getting in. That was for later, though, since he now needed to be sure he could remember the most important details of the guards before him.
I hope to god you always stand weirdly like that.
Bringing out his illusionary artefact, a certain vision was called up. While the glass egg warned that its ability to mimic elven guards was perhaps not its greatest skill, it would do its best.
And that was all he really asked for, the final connection made and the illusion created. Everybody from the outside looking at the entrance would find the group of guards standing exactly like before, while those closest to it would find a group of mostly unconscious elves.
That is, if they actually got to that part.
"Now!" Theo shouted, his ring uncloaking his figure as he slammed his fist into the guard closest to him. The white mask instantly shattered from the hit, the [Impact Rune] enhancing the force of his blow and making the man fall back into the others. "Damn, that’s powerful."
His words came out as more of a mutter, as he had to dodge the attempted beheading by one of the other guards. That was stopped by the uncloaked Miel, however, a dagger to the elf’s thigh making them fall to the ground. A kick in the head made them lie still quickly afterwards, and the thief briefly went invisible again before the attack continued.
Another second passed by before Nero and Stig joined in on the fun, the former running into the illusioned area while the [Space Mage] simply [Teleported] inside, a knife at the ready. Within a few breaths more, the ten guards were dealt with.
"Fighting fair really is overrated," Theo commented as he and the others dragged the bodies to the edge of the barrier, as far away from the steel gate as possible. Bringing out the miniaturized [Explosion Runes], they strapped them onto the hinges of the door. "We should do this more often."
Mumbling the [Command Trigger] for the [Runes], he stepped back as far as possible before the steel door crumpled from the pressure. The hinges were blown off without issue, and the entire entrapment collapsed onto the ground. Throwing the guards onto their previous position, though they were all still sleeping, the group began to venture downwards.
"We only have a few more minutes to look around, so prepare to run," Theo said. While they were inside, those guards would still be up and awake in ten minutes. If they had any hopes of not dealing with the others, they had to be outside soon once again. "There’s no telling what… What kind of place is this?"
That kind of cut stone that made the walls and ceiling was too familiar, and those stairs were too modern. This really was a [Rune-Crafter] creation to its fullest.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
The servers of [Outpost-042 "Split-04"] welcome you. We hope you enjoy your stay!

"Should’ve guessed that would pop up," Theo mumbled, increasing his pace down the stairs when he could see a door at the end. Opening it up, momentarily noting the modern handle and the still-working hinges, he walked into what could only be described as an underwater river with an artificial split in the middle. "When they said ley lines, I thought it would be more…not a liquid."
And a glowing river at that, the [Rune-Crafter] able to spot all the colours of the rainbow falling through their small section at a speed unmatched by everything else. Even being close to the river seemed to fill him with an incredible sense of energy. Opening up his [Status Screen] allowed Theo to see it wasn’t just his own senses playing tricks on him, his [Mana] rapidly falling itself.
"The ley lines of this world are the densest natural formations of mana you can visually observe," Miel supplied from the side, going down on one knee to study the river of energy. Theo thought her brave for being so close. Even if he felt refreshed by its aura, the sheer density of it was making him fear what would happen if he put his hands down into it. "In its regular form, the mana shows itself as a gas, invisible to mortal eyes. When the world forces it together in lines, with an incredible density, we get what we perceive as a liquid. If you have the glass for it, you can actually trap the liquid inside and use it to temporarily increase your own capacity by an enormous degree."
"Sounds dangerous," Stig commented, staying next to the wall as Theo and Miel looked into the ley line. "Can it become solid if it gets denser than this? Can it even become denser than this?"
"The world usually doesn’t like such a development, but…yes," Miel answered, looking at the dwarf while Theo became progressively more distracted by the small bridge above the ley line a little further down. It was just above where the lightning-fast torrent of [Mana] split apart, one going its natural path while the other was directed towards Rootdale. "For mana to become solid, it would require an immense force, one so powerful that it could almost warp the world passively. There might be some beings capable of unleashing such a density, but we’re not going to meet them in our lifetimes."
Yeah, there was something there, right on the massive split. Theo could easily spot it, now that he was on the bridge. [Runes], a plethora of them all lining the stone he walked on. They were endless, massive, and encapsulated an infinite number of them inside as well. It was a fractal within a fractal, a pattern so complex that his head was hurting even looking at it.
That must mean it’s the high-tier stuff.
"Sounds like the acts of greatness that the deities are known for," Stig mused, Miel making some kind of comment that Theo couldn’t hear properly. His ears were starting to clog, his vision becoming brighter as he leaned down to study the [Runes] further. The [System] wasn’t popping up with any instant recognition, meaning he was looking at something above [Tier 10]. If he could just figure out where it started and ended, he could perhaps copy it. If only his head didn’t hurt so— "Yeah, no, you’re getting off that right now."
Feeling Stig pull him from the bridge in mere seconds, Nero biting down on his metallic hand to assist the dwarf at the same time, Theo felt some kind of mental function return to his head.
"That was…weird," Theo commented, pushing away the snapping fingers in front of his face. "What?"
"Your arm is glowing," Miel pointed out, the [Rune-Crafter] looking down at his metallic arm and seeing the engravings upon it glowing with extreme ferocity. What was happening? Opening up the first of the [Runes], Theo’s eyes widened at the sight before him.
[Ignis Rune]
Mana-Purity: 89%
Tier: 1
Material: Orichalcum
Capacity: 23/13
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 60/65

Though its [Durability] had fallen, and was still falling for that matter, the [Capacity] of the [Ignis Rune] was 10 [MP] higher than its actual limit. Theo hadn’t thought it possible to accomplish such a thing, and the [Rune] was certainly thinking the same with how much passive heat it was giving off.
"Oh, that actually hurts," came the muttering soon after, Theo stepping away momentarily to activate the engraving. "Burn to cinder."
There was no regular flame from the [Rune]. The pillar that emerged was hotter than normal, twice as wide, and leaving enough heated air around it that Theo could feel his eyebrows being singed. It was incredible, and it was also a good example of the fact that heated metal did not feel good to be fused with.
"So liquid mana really can increase how much energy can be stored," Stig commented as he watched Theo waddle around with the semi-red hand. "The side effects don’t look pretty, to be honest."
"Drinking that concoction is meant to be a last resort once you’re already emptied, and the energy also has to be used within a few seconds," Miel supplied once again. "Theo had it in the engravings while they were both already full and he didn’t use them as quickly as he was supposed to. Improper care around the liquid led to…this."
"I didn’t touch the ley line at all, though," Theo fired back as he pressed a [Holy Rune] against his shoulder. The burn marks from yesterday had already been fixed through magical healing and rest, but this was just making it all get back to its scratchy state. There was only so much dry skin the [Rune-Crafter] could live with. "I was just up on the bridge."
"The bridge that’s transferring the liquid mana up into the air?" Stig said.
What?
Looking at the stone walkway again, letting [Mana-Sight] filter out all the annoying distractions close by, Theo was dismayed to find that the forest dwarf hadn’t been lying. With a density that explained his slightly delirious state, everything on the surface was coated in [Mana]. Most notably, though, there were a few specific spots where it was leaking, the other [Runes] merely stopping it from rapidly spewing high into the air.
Oh.
It hit him like a freight truck. Theo wasn’t looking at the secrets behind the split. He was just looking at the security feature to stop the ley line from killing everybody here.
"No reason to go onto that again, then," the [Rune-Crafter] murmured, looking around until he noticed that one of the walls had a stone slab put onto it. The lighter shade of grey was exactly what he wanted, a [Terminal] the perfect tool for the situation. "You better still work."
As he pressed his hand against the [System-Infrastructure], the familiar bolt of energy sent through his body gave him some kind of relief. A moment later, everything seemed to work as it should, the blue box appearing in front of him.
Interaction with the [Main Terminal] for [Outpost-042 "Split-04"] detected!
How can the [System] help the user?

"There’s something wrong with the [Runes] related to the ley line splitting," Theo stated, seeing the blue box buffer for a moment before it settled into place again. "Tell me what the issues are, so I can try to fix them. If there’s any [Runes] I don’t know included in that repair method, transplant them… Actually, if there are any [Runes] you’re allowed to give me that I don’t already know, transplant them as well."
Flickering showed up once again, and Theo patiently waited. In the distance, however, the others were staring around chatting. Nero was helpful enough to send in the words said.
"Is he talking to stone often?"
"Yeah. He can see blue boxes from it."
"...Should we visit a healer when we get back to the city?"
"Oh, no, he can see the boxes because some kind of magic tool messed around with his head."
"I feel like that’s another good reason why we should visit a healer."
Theo felt his consciousness jump back into his own body as the [System] finally responded.
Request accepted!
49x severed [T0 Connection Runes] detected.
13x severed [T0 One-Way Connection Runes] detected.
5x severed [T5 Gravity-Reduction Runes] detected.
574x minor breaches detected. For a full list, press [Here].
As per request, the user can have information regarding [T0 One-Way Connection Runes] and [T5 Gravity-Reduction Runes] transferred through [Mental Connection]. The [System] warns that this can cause short-term headaches, difficulty with association-based memory techniques, and general mood swings. These effects will be amplified by the higher [Tier] of one or more of the [Runes].
Does the user still wish to proceed with the operation?

There was a [Tier 5 Rune] up for grabs. Theo could get a free [Rune] within the [Gravity Domain]. This was…was he dreaming? No, this was very real. This was happening. He was in heaven. Ignoring the [Tier 6 Druidic Wildshape-Lock Rune] he’d seen on Jakob, this was the highest-tier [Rune] he’d seen. And this one was actually useful, just to top it off.
"Of course I want it, you stupid—" Theo said, almost ready to accept the pain until Nero tipped him off on the idea that now wasn’t the best of times. That wasn’t because the two others were against seeing him in pain, Miel quickly having grown to like his self-torturing adventures for the sake of knowledge. No, it was the steps heard from the stairs above forcing him to take his hand off the [Terminal]. "We’ve been discovered. One minute until they’re here."
Maybe less than one minute, but who really cared about that? Looking around, even asking the [Terminal], there weren’t any other exits from the [Outpost]. Neither were there any other rooms, since the [Outpost] was solely built to have the one collection of [Runes] next to them.
They had to fight.
"The door will limit how many can enter this room at once, so that’s where we should be taking our stand," Stig commented, instantly understanding the message as he removed the bow and arrows from his back. Miel didn’t reply, simply nodding before going invisible. "Take out somebody when the time seems right."
Oh, this was just great, wasn’t it? Nero continued to report the number of people going down the stairs, a number that kept increasing. Had to be nearly fifty of them.
Fifty…all contained in a single small area where they couldn’t flee.
…
God, Theo was a terrible person.
"Playing fair just isn’t fun," Theo mumbled as he ran over to the ley line. Being as careful as possible, he slowly inserted his right arm into the liquid, doing his best to only let the [Ignis Runes] be hit by the stream. "Please don’t explode, please don’t explode, please don't—"
The moment he felt the metal heating up, he withdrew the arm and sprinted to the door to the stairs. Nero was warning him they would soon be at the last step, but he paid it no mind. Stepping into their view, seeing the uncountable number of white masks with red smiles, he pointed his metal arm their way.
So sorry.
"Burn to cinder," came the incantation, an instant before the stream of fire burst out of his arm. Theo wasn’t sure how much [Mana] had been forced into that [Rune], but the sheer heat and magnitude of the flames had to have been so much higher than what he’d ever seen before. This wasn’t a mere 23 [MP]. This had to be above 40, 50 even, which also explained the worsening burn marks on his shoulder. The smell of roasted flesh wasn’t only from the elves in front of him, Theo contributing a fair share himself.
But by the end, he didn’t feel like he could complain, the toasted remains before him speaking for themselves. It seemed his idea for killing the first handful had turned into…full-on extermination.
"Brain damage or not, you are very powerful," Miel idly commented as she reappeared beside him. "Might want to separate your hand from your armour before the leather starts burning, though."
Cursing, Theo could see the black marks on the belt. This wasn’t good.
"Is anybody further up alive?" he asked. While it did sound like everybody had been forced into the stairway, the distance all the way up was quite something. There was a real chance that the flames hadn’t reached far enough. "It would be a crime to leave them alive with these kinds of injuries."
"I’ll take of it," Miel answered, becoming invisible once again.
"Wait!" Stig shouted, getting into the conversation again. "If there’s one who isn’t completely injured, leave them alive. We need to question them, and only taking one back with us should be more than feasible, right?"
"...It should be fine, yeah," Theo replied. He didn’t hear the thief give any kind of reply, though, only the odd grunt of pain from further above coming through. She was fulfilling the first request, at least. God, it was awful to consider. "It was us or them. Killing them was needed if we didn’t want to die."
It was like a mantra at this point, wasn’t it? Theo needed to rationalize this when they got back.
87x [Converted] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [18] to [19]. [2] points have been granted.

[Converted]? Something to worry about later, Theo putting the two points into [Wisdom]. He would’ve spent more time on the upgrade, but he had to direct his ears towards the top of the staircase. A call from Miel alerted them of the surprisingly successful capture. One was in a healthy state, or at least the healthiest state one could be in after that kind of attack.
Not giving them the chance to change that, they both hurried up to join the thief. While the found elf did have burns on their legs and arms, their mask was still intact and their rising chest showed that they were alive and breathing.
"If you don’t want a knife through your throat, raise your right hand," Miel ordered the masked elf, a weak flopping limb coming around in response. While it wasn’t stable off the ground, it was apparently enough for the thief. "He’s alive and not deaf. Ask what you want to know."
It was certainly a way to assure that they could be interrogated. Theo didn’t question her methods, just kneeling down to look at the masked elf.
"Could you tell me who it is you work for?" he requested, the injured man staying silent. "Could you tell me why you’re trying to damage the split ley lines? Is your goal to deprive Rootdale of its structure, or is there something else you hope to gain?"
A weak laugh came from behind the mask, along with some rather hoarse coughing. The drops of blood that began to drool down the covered face spoke of some serious internal damage, damage that Theo was more than ready to help with if he got his answers, but there came nothing but death.
With a sudden burst of strength, the elf ripped off their mask, revealing a scarred face before their head seemingly crumpled into chunks of sand. That laugh of theirs never stopped until the very end, those red pupils staring Theo down until they and the body were no more.
…
"Well, that’s not a good sign."




Chapter 17







Flight of the Bumblebee


Removing the masks of the other elves proved to be a similar experience to the first. After a brief glance at their face, the endless scars clear to their eyes, the bodies would crumble into dust. There was no flesh and blood left behind in the aftermath, only piles of grey sand on the ground. Theo had initially hoped that it meant they’d been facing mere creatures of the earth, but that didn’t seem to be it. When an arm was cut, it would still bleed, and the charred flesh on the corpses sent off a smell that made the truth undoubtable. 
While clearly under some curse by the white masks, they were still people. To Stig and Miel, it meant foremost that they would have to look through the camp to figure out any kind of secrets and documents. To Theo, it meant burying the remaining bodies to be respectful of the dead.
"I can do it myself if needed," the [Rune-Crafter] offered, but his idea was rejected along with the promise that the others would take care of it. "Are you sure?"
"We have six hours until the sun goes down, and it’d take a full hour of walking before we’d be back at Rootdale," Stig said, the three briefly glancing at the burning orb above. "If there are as many problems with the ley line below as you say, it’ll take more than just a few minutes to fix, and I’d rather be away from this place before sundown. You start out with the repair, and we’ll take care of everything else."
Miel was quick to offer similar words, leaving the [Rune-Crafter] to venture back into the [Outpost] on his own. The ley line was still in place, the bodies by the bottom of the stairs were already gone, and the smell of burnt flesh had already been mostly replaced by the smell of sheer magical power.
Honestly, it wasn’t the worst.
"Now comes the painful part, though," Theo muttered, walking over and putting his hand on the [Terminal] once again. The blue box asking if he wished to start out the procedure came, blinking a little from the prolonged time it had been forced to remain in place. "Yes, you can start it."
Request accepted!
Starting mental [Transfer] of selected [Runes].

The customary feeling of a dagger being shoved through his nerve endings came instantly, and Theo was forced to lean against the [Terminal] to keep himself from letting go of the stone tablet. A physical connection was required to finalize the unbearable transfer. The pain, the roaring flame forced through his mind, and the artificial taste of memories he’d never had before were endless. There was nothing that made sense, no cohesion in the chaos, and the [Rune-Crafter] could only hope to survive until the end.
And with that line of thought, he did. Whether it was through dumb luck or the smile of fate from above, Theo could see a new [System-Notification] appear in his vision.
Mental [Transfer] complete!
The [System] reports that the user now has knowledge of the following [Runes]: [T0 One-Way Connection Runes], [T5 Gravity-Reduction Runes]

"Yeah, yeah, it’s all in there," Theo replied, his mind feeling burnt as it slowly scanned through the imported memories. Everything was foreign, jumbled together, yet it had been sent over perfectly. He would just need a few minutes to process it all. "[Tier 5 Runes] don’t hold back in complexity, though. Just what kind of beasts are [Tier 10] and above meant to be?"
Somehow, the [System] thought it necessary to answer in its own special way.
Request denied!
The [Apprentice] is not allowed to access any information regarding [Master-Level] [Runes].
This is due to the large-scale damage it could cause, and the potential for the user to completely annihilate their body through improper use. Your attempt to inquire about this form of [Runic Knowledge] has been sent to your [Mentor].

"Was more of a rhetorical question, but whatever," Theo replied, taking his hand off the [Terminal] before it realized he had no [Mentor] that it could send the breach to. It would suck if he lost access because of something so utterly inane. "Now… Just where are those damaged parts of the split?"
That did require another round with the [Terminal], making it upload all the documented errors to his own [System] and allow the [Rune-Crafter] to have some form of sixth sense about where all the damaged [Runes] were sitting. It was weird, and Theo was not sure how to describe the feeling. The locations weren’t blatantly outlined in his vision, but everything else was just slightly out of focus. It was disorienting at first, but it certainly helped make him realize just how widespread the damage was.
On the other side of the bridge, he’d been able to find a small hatch that led to a narrow section sitting alongside the ley line instead of above. While the entire wall bordering the river of ultra-dense [Mana] was covered with engravings, it was the area around the actual splitting of the ley line that was the most complex. More importantly, it was where all of the damaged [Runes] were located.
"Just who was stupid enough to actually do this?" Theo muttered, tracing his fingers alongside the primitive cuts in the structure. Alongside the infinitely complex engravings from the ancient crafters was an incredible amount of recent strikes against the wall. Barbarian cuts had been made seemingly randomly, cutting through a plethora of vital [Runes]. It was a miracle the entire [Circuit] hadn’t collapsed in on itself at this point. "Have to thank the old ones for the sheer amount of fail-safe on this."
Right. With nearly everything highlighted as being faulty, the only option was to fix one point and expand from there. As he put his hand on one of the functioning large-scale [Runes], the [System] was happy to spring forward with its information.
[Gravity-Reduction Rune]
Mana-Purity: 98%
Tier: 5
Material: Electrum
Capacity: 210/210
Activation: Passive
Durability: 575/575

Both its [Capacity] and [Durability] kept flickering between full and semi-full states, and some part of the [Circuit] was seemingly able to repair the engravings that weren’t completely destroyed. Theo tried to locate the origin of such an incredible invention, but nothing was found. A shame.
Not one he could be too sad about, though, since the pure potential of the newly learned [Gravity-Reduction Rune] was clear. While he didn’t entirely understand why gravity needed to be reduced to split apart ley lines, he wasn’t going to complain.
"Is [Electrum] perfect for the [Gravity Domain], or is this new [Rune] just that good?" Theo muttered, noting the extremely high [Capacity] again before starting out the process of copying its design. "Hopefully the latter, I suppose."
While Theo did need to focus on repairs as the hours passed, the idle minutes of waiting for his own energy to return allowed him to envision the potential applications of reduced gravity.
The reach of the [Rune] was dynamic, able to cover a given radius around it, the [Material] it was engraved on, or a person or large construct that the [Material] was affixed to. While Theo originally considered the idea of using it to imitate the moon’s lowered gravity, a more extreme idea reached him.
Just how far can gravity be reduced?
Was the ultimate reduction half of what the earth beneath them generated, or was it able to negate the leash of mass entirely? Theo wasn’t sure what was within the boundary of possibility when it came to this, what forms of walls there were with [Tier 5 Runes]. The lower tiers had been able to provide actual [Teleporting], warping of space to where a person could be moved from one point to another through the power of thought alone. It could heal, it could create devastating fire, and it could push people with a force that liquefied organs. That a [Rune] several [Tiers] above could nullify gravity, and make it possible for a person to float around in the air unassisted, shouldn’t have been too much to ask for.
And when he came to the five hundredth [Rune] repaired, put it back into place, and confirmed it to be working as it should, Theo felt that he was allowed some form of a break. Pulling out his shield, and pressing it against the wall of countless [Runes], he copied over the [Electrum] as a [Material].
"Quite the expensive one," came the muttering, the [Rune-Crafter] watching his [Mana] drop like a brick towards the bottom, nearly all his reservoirs spent on a simple [Transformation]. This was like [Cold Iron] all over again, the magical realms seemingly in love with draining him of every ounce of energy to create the [Material]. "That must mean you’re worth it, though."
Even if the [Material] refused to confirm or deny his theory, Theo pressed on with the experiment. Using his [Engraver], since [Air-Engraving] a [Tier 5 Rune] was still outside of his comfort zone, he began to replace his earlier work with the new idea. All offensive engravings were wiped, an entire plate of metal left open for his new creation.
While his [Mana] did reach near-zero in the process of the creation, the many layers of complexity for the [Rune] and the hard task of [Engraving] on such a relatively small surface, Theo could feel some form of joy that it was a success. Through sweat and a few tears, he could look back at the deep purple glow coming from the engraving.
[Gravity-Reduction Rune]
Mana-Purity: 39%
Tier: 5
Material: Electrum
Capacity: 95/95
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 198/198

"Not the greatest in comparison to the others, but you’ll do just fine," Theo told his masterpiece. While the [Mana-Purity] was perhaps below 40, he had to confront himself with the truth that he was working with something so much more complex than everything he’d touched before. To even be able to create something so intricate in such a small size with only a single [Engraver] was a wonder in itself. "More importantly, do you work as you should? Levitate."
While the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] for the ley line were entirely passive, constantly draining their energy while using it to reduce the hold of gravity on the river of [Mana], Theo was much more comfortable having a clear sense of control over the usage of the engraving on his shield. He didn’t appreciate the idea of it simply activating and running until it ran out, either, the [Rune-Crafter] instead using [Intent] to create a sort of on-and-off switch. One command word activated the creation, while another command word deactivated it. A simple contraption, one that he was somewhat sure he could expand on through the removal of mere binary concepts, but for now this would work.
It would work more than fine, actually. When Theo had said the activation word that the [Rune] needed to start pouring out its energy and remove the clutches of [Gravity] on his body, he briefly thought it entirely useless. While the hair on his head did perhaps move around a bit strangely, there was not much else to comment on.
Then he tried to lean back on the heels of his feet, meaning he pushed down on his heels, revealing to the [Rune-Crafter] that there was nothing holding him down to the ground anymore. That simple push, a slight force pushing upwards and nothing more, was everything needed for Theo to start floating. First a meter off the ground, and then two and three before his head was just about to hit the ceiling. Reflex made him raise one hand and stop the momentum, though that only meant he pushed off from the surface with his arm, another force to push him towards a new target.
"Very fun to do," Theo commented, feeling some amount of dizziness from his increased spinning. With nothing holding him down, nothing constantly pushing him towards any direction, any forces put upon him remained in place seemingly forever. When that force was a rotational one, it created quite a stir. "Never was one for carousels. This is going to hurt, but…descend."
Much like an anvil thrown off a skyscraper, Theo felt something break when he landed on the hard ground. While he had been perhaps only two meters above the stone surface, his side was, from the start, not the best falling position. His bruised ribs could attest to that, the ache increasing as he rose from the ground.
"Maybe some sort of slowly reduced [Gravity Reduction]," the [Rune-Crafter] suggested, the stone walls great listeners to his ideas. "It won’t create a sudden crash downwards, it won’t hurt as much, and I might land gracefully. If I use two [Gravity-Reduction Runes] instead of one, the first operating on my upper body and the second on the lower, I could even make sure that I land feetfirst each time. Wouldn’t that be nice?"
Once again, the silence was deafening. Guessing that something in his head had been rattled too much, Theo threw off ideas about the flight for now as he finished the rest of the minor breaches in the [Circuit].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 7] to [Novice 9].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Novice 3] to [Novice 5].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 6].

The upgrades were a small prize for his work, though not one that made Theo feel too much joy. His body ached, his mind was getting tired from the repetitive work, and the narrow corridor he’d been forced to work within was grating on his mind. While he hadn’t developed a phobia of such confinement, some darker thoughts about the previous times in such a place were still able to creep into his unconscious mind.
"None of that matters, though," Theo muttered as he worked his way up the stairs, the shield on his back and the [Engraver] in his bag. "Engravings are completed, everything’s glowing just fine, and…bridge isn’t deadly anymore."
Just as predicted, the stone walkway above the ley line wasn’t riddled with dense [Mana] in cloud form. While there were still some minor remnants lingering about, there was no more constant transfer from the [Runes] beneath. Everything was in place, the [Mana] river was splitting just perfectly, and the shift in power was clearly felt in the large room.
While Theo was more than happy to leave it at that, a new discovery had been located. A door, a large one at that, was sitting not too far away from the hatch. While the [Rune-Crafter] was perhaps not the most observant person in history, even he could attest that it hadn’t been there before.
And the others thought the same, coming down into the [Outpost] from their time up in the camp. While Stig and Miel had been busy trying to sort through encrypted papers, Theo felt like making them see the larger door was just as important.
"Wasn’t this place only meant to have this one room, though?" Stig questioned, walking over to the door. It was twice as tall as the forest dwarf, three times as wide, and completely riddled with engravings that Theo had no clue how to understand. The [System] gave him nothing, meaning they were above [Tier 10], but that didn’t say much other than making it clear how out of his league he was. "There’s no obvious way of getting it open, either. No door handle, no keyhole, and pushing it does nothing."
"Maybe Theo could try to talk to it?" Miel suggested, glances sent her way. "What? He talks with the slab of stone and everything is fine. Why not try and talk to the stone door? With the hinges, it could perhaps even react."
Though it wasn’t the most well-formulated idea, Theo had to admit it held some merit. Other doors in [Facilities] had operated under the same method, so why shouldn’t a clearly visible one? As he stepped closer to it, Stig giving him space to work, the [Rune-Crafter] put his hand onto the hard surface.
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"Thank the gods above for checking old logs," Theo commented as a brief glow went through the door before it opened. With flickering lights above, a massive room filled with containers was revealed, the containers close in form to the ones found on cargo ships. There were several stacked on top of each other, with a good dozen rows seen. "I think we just hit the jackpot."
"Is…is that a good thing?" the thief behind him asked, hesitation over muted excitement.
"It’s the greatest of all," Theo confirmed, hurrying into the wide cavern. There were doors on the ends of the containers, and he had a suspicion that they could be opened in the same way. "Let’s see just what is inside these."
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…Ah.
"Slight issue," Theo noted. "We might be able to get into the room with all of the containers, but actually opening them is impossible for me."
"Any chance we could just…break them open?" Stig suggested. "The creators have been dead for centuries. While I’m not proposing we steal, I’m just curious about what’s inside."
Theo kept quiet about the fact that Bjorn would’ve had the young dwarf’s head for making that proposal. Mostly because he was curious about whether they could as well, which ended up with the group hammering the side of one of the containers with every kind of weapon found.
Full-force [Shield-Bash], coupled with [Impact Runes] and some rather extreme adrenaline, was used repeatedly. Theo felt his arm go numb after the first few minutes of hitting the same spot, and the fruits of their labour were…nothing.
"Not a dent," Theo commented, swiping his hand over the attacked area. While the container looked to have been made of that grey [Steel] they all knew and loved, it was anything but. "Not a single scratch, even. Just what are these made of?"
"Something stronger than you could ever conceptualize, most likely," Miel replied from the side. "But others seem to have amassed enough strength to damage one of the other containers. Come on."
With the thief leading the way, the group was able to find one of the containers standing alone on the floor. It had seemingly been removed from its position at the top of the stack, thrown onto the floor hard enough that the stone below had cracked, and then itself attacked by the thrower. While the container wasn’t entirely destroyed, one of the corners had been ripped off, allowing a few eyes to look within.
"More boxes," Stig said, clearly disappointed in the sight as he [Teleported] into the container. Holding one of the boxes, the object heavy but still possible to carry in two hands, the dwarf waved it around. "Oh, this one doesn’t have a fancy magical lock. Just an…yeah, I can actually open this. Give me a second."
Taking out a lockpick set from his bag, the [Space Mage] went to town on the small box. Giving him a few minutes to work with, the others heard a final click before the container was opened.
A scroll. A single one, folded neatly to fit within the box. On it was a schematic none of them could understand, writing below in a language that neither Stig nor Miel had ever seen before.
"The strokes are too sharp to fit the elven style, and the thin lines don't match the dwarven preferences for technical forms. It could be lizardfolk in origin, but I wouldn’t be able to say for sure," Miel confessed, leaving them with nothing but questions. Opening up a few more of the smaller boxes revealed near-identical sheets. Only the numbering on the bottom left of the page was different. "This might just be a place to store old versions of projects."
Another ten minutes were spent just checking through, copies of the document appearing again and again. Small changes could be spotted through the process, sure, but there was nothing notable found other than that. The thief’s assumption seemed to be as correct as they could get.
"That’s boring to the highest degree," Stig said, though a good handful of the papers were brought along. While Theo couldn’t make the [System] recognize they were looking at something akin to a [Rune-Schematic], he was most certainly going to fiddle around with it later. For now, though, there was one more point of interest within the storage room.
A hint of its top had been spotted minutes earlier when Nero began to climb around on the containers. The far-right side of the room was taken up by a massive arch made of metal. It was easily twenty meters long and fifteen high, taking up so much room it was a miracle that the stacks of storage containers around it could compete with its sheer size.
"Looks like a huge entrance of some sort," Theo said, walking around the structure. If there’d been a door in the middle of the arch, instead of just empty air, he might’ve even believed it to be the door to a large temple or something. "No clue why they’d leave something like this sitting around in a storage room, though."
How did they even get it in here? The door was not even close to letting it fit through. The contraption would have to have been built inside the room itself.
"Maybe it’s a magical door?" Stig guessed, his ideas as good as any others. "Those levers on its side might do something?"
Over where the dwarf was pointing, there was indeed a panel of various switches, buttons, and levers, one of them much bigger than all the others. Touching it didn’t prompt anything from the [System], leaving the group to instead consider the ramifications of messing around with foreign technology.
…
The possible dangers of trying to activate a possibly magical door were noted, but before long, Theo was using all his weight to pull down the meter-long lever. An entire row of gears could be heard moving within the massive metal contraption for a few minutes afterwards, but…nothing really happened after that. No sparks, no sense of power, and no clear activation of a portal. Walking through it did nothing, none of them transported anywhere fancy.
"Might it just be faulty after two centuries of being left to itself?" Miel suggested. While the [Rune-Crafters] were brilliant beyond their years, Theo supposed that the chance of temporal decay was certainly there. And when he couldn’t actually pull the lever again, some gears jamming inside the construct, it was seen as confirmation that the elf was right about something.
Another half an hour was spent searching around the room, trying to find anything else left damaged and prone to deeper inspection, but nothing of the sort could be located. All other containers were sealed shut, the weird metallic half-circle arch was a one-of-a-kind, and the group was forced to leave empty-handed.
"Did you find anything in the camp?" Theo asked as they went up the stairs. The sun was still up in the sky, but just barely. If they hurried, they could probably make it back to the city before darkness came along.
"We found a rather large stack of half-burnt paper, crumbled white masks, and enough encrypted texts to keep a cryptographer busy for a few decades," Miel answered, handing a few of the papers to him. They looked about as much like gibberish as anything else Theo had read in the past months. "There’s nothing too identifiable, no real cohesion between tools and armour, and everything points to the group being haphazardly gathered together from criminals."
"Any chance they’re strays from the former Atos family?"
"They’ve been out here for a few weeks at the minimum. There’s little chance the arena would have had defectors so long before the breakout."
That was that theory. Theo wasn’t sure what to make of it, though he likewise supposed that wasn’t his job, either. He’d been asked by the king and queen to make sure the ley lines were repaired, and he was well on his way to doing just that. The first place had been taken care of. Now he just needed…
Looking at the map and counting out the remaining red dots, Theo felt curses brewing in his throat. Another good dozen of these to go before he was done. With how many hours a single one had taken, there was a good chance it could spiral into a week of work to finish them all.
It wasn’t something he was looking forward to, thoughts about the mental torture he would endure in the endless hour of repairing [Runes] surfacing as they headed back into the city. By the time they arrived at the entrance, the sun was just beginning to hit the horizon, the start of the glowing sphere’s disappearance into the distance.
"Halt!" one of the guards at the gate shouted, making Theo wince as he left his idle thoughts behind. "Why are you entering Rootdale? How did you arrive at this city without long-range transportation?"
We’re doing this now, are we? Fine.
"We’re entering Rootdale so we can get back to our room at an inn, though we are hoping to speak with the captain of the guard before that," Theo replied, the elven guard straightening his back at the words. "Don’t worry, you don’t have to call him. We have that covered. As for the lack of proper transportation, it’s because we only went a few miles away from here before returning. Is that enough information regarding our doings?"
…
"You can go."
Sighing in relief, the group headed inside the glowing city once again. The feeling of life was seemingly a constant within the elven border. When they passed the first few sections of old and decrepit housing, the crowded streets appeared in full. The market was still full of sales and trades, people still haggling about the prices of fruits and drinks alike. Pickpockets were still running around as well, Theo noting as much when one tried to grab his bag from his side, weak hands clutching the strap before trying to sprint away.
While his grip on the strap might’ve held true, Theo could sadly say that neither he nor the bag moved an inch, causing a very embarrassed pickpocket to fall onto the ground from momentum alone.
"Could you please not do that again?" Theo requested, the younger elf not replying as he got back up on his feet and ran as if his life depended on it. "What a strange fellow."
"He knows that the usual human punishment for greedy hands is the removal of those hands," Miel supplied. "Pickpockets caught are usually punished according to the wishes of those who they attempted to steal from. Since your people’s culture is quite brutal about private ownership, he didn’t seem like he wanted to take his chances with you."
Losing one’s hands for stealing a purse? Theo didn’t condone stealing, sure, but such a punishment was…it was worse than barbaric. "Ruthless" didn’t fit either. "Savage," maybe?
Works.
Moving along from the scene, they pushed through the market and reached the guards’ barracks. While there was some initial resistance to their presence, showing off their issued cards was enough for an envoy to be sent to retrieve the head guard. And while the hour was late, and most well-organized people had already gone to sleep, it took only ten minutes before they stood face-to-face with the old elf.
"I was told you had something to report?" Reginald said dryly, looking like he’d stepped out of bed five minutes ago, his armour not sitting properly on his body. "Please tell me it was important enough that it couldn’t wait until morning."
Rather touchy, wasn’t he?
"We went to the first of the points where the ley line splits had been damaged. While it took some time, we were able to fix the breached [Circuit] and restore it to full power," Theo said, the head guard nodding along unsurprised. "The reason it took some time is that the damaged point was being guarded by an organized group of masked criminals. I thought you’d want to know that."
And there it was. The bulging eyes, the look of general shock, the worried sweats appearing just above the eyebrows, and the hands balled up into fists. Theo just knew that it was a good idea to report this as soon as possible.
"Come with me," Reginald ordered, the group following the head guardsman into a more private room. Sitting down at a table, the old elf looked at them with narrowed eyes. "Tell me everything, and don’t you dare leave out any details."
Ten minutes later, the elf seemed to have aged another two decades. Theo’s recounting was rather precise, mentioning the masks, how they looked, the difference in colour the captain had possessed, the distinct desire to kill on sight, and how the corpses crumbled into grey sand once the masks were removed.
"This isn’t good," Reginald muttered, leaning back in his chair. The wrinkles on the elf’s face seemed more pronounced than ever. "I can’t say where I’ve heard that description of the masks before, but I’ll have the others look into the archives. Do you have one of the masks with you or—oh, thank you. This will be helpful."
As expected, Miel had grabbed a few of the white masks for herself, handing one to the head guard before he could even finish his request. It was like she could see the future sometimes, honestly.
"If they’re out at every ley line split, it could prove an extreme danger to you finishing your task," the guard commented, grabbing some paper and scribbling along hastily. "I’ll issue you a squadron of seventy-five guards to follow you to the next split tomorrow. Be at the gate at ten. Is that understood?"
They apparently had no say in the matter. Before Theo knew it, they were out of the barracks and back onto the streets, with an agreement to leave for the ley line again in the morning.
There went that idea of sleeping in late.
Buying a few rations from some of the traders, their return to the inn was without any problems. Miel, Stig, and Nero were all quick to turn in for the night once they reached their room, but Theo was still focused on another subject.
Reducing gravity. Remaking the [Rune] on his shield to allow him to make the descent slow rather than an instant throw towards the ground, Theo found himself actually enjoying the process.
"Aimless levitation is still an issue, though," he muttered. It wasn’t a problem for long, however, as the [Rune-Crafter] [Engraved] a [Force Rune] on a [Steel] plate and held one in each hand. While it was extremely low-powered, barely able to get him moving at all, it made it possible for Theo to float around in his room without any problems. "See that, Nero? You’re not the only one who can fly now."
The rabbit just slept through this taunt. It wasn’t too bad that she did, honestly, since Theo found himself flopping to the ground regardless seven minutes later once the [Gravity-Reduction Rune] ran out of power.
"Baby steps," Theo muttered. If he could affix [Force Runes] to his boots, core body, and palms, his ability to micromanage his movements in the air would be much more refined. "And by using [Capacity Runes] to increase how much airtime I can get… Oh, this is going to be fun."
The night was young, and the [Rune-Crafter] had many hours of sleep to skip. This was more important.




Chapter 18







Down with the Old


Reginald didn’t seem too pleased when the group walked into the barracks. Theo couldn’t really say why that was the case, seeing as the guard was the one who’d ordered them to arrive.  They had gone to the city gate at ten, had stood ready to leave for the next round of ley lines and what it entailed, and instead of the team of backup the head guard had mentioned, the group found a single guard standing there to order them to return to the barracks and speak again to Reginald. It was a waste of time, one that was grating on his nerves.
Theo’s more extreme reaction might’ve been due to his lack of sleep, but nobody could really say for sure.
"Should I ask why you’re wearing that getup of yours?" Reginald asked, eyeing the many plates latching onto Theo’s armour. Together with the massive [Gravity-Reduction Rune] on the back of his shield, it might not have looked too pretty. "It doesn’t seem the most useful thing to wear in a fight."
"I’d probably remove it before we ever encountered anybody," Theo assured the head guard, who didn’t look impressed. And, honestly, there was no reason he would’ve. He hadn’t even seen the [Rune-Crafter] spin around in the air yet. "And it’s just a personal project. Not related to the reason you called us here, at least, which is what I’m wondering about. Weren’t you so focused on us fixing more of the splits?"
"I was indeed, but something more important came along. One of my men was able to locate a book in the archives, one that provided more context for the mask you showed yesterday," Reginald replied, pulling out the white mask with a red smile and a rather hefty tome that made the table tremble as it hit its surface. Ignoring that, however, the old elf began to skim through the pages. "It took many hours for them to recognize the mask. Not because it was a minor group, though, but because this kind of signature hasn’t been used in well over two hundred years. Now…does this look familiar to you?"
Stopping at a page about midway through, he turned the book around so the group could see. While the countless lines of text on each page were indecipherable to Theo, the drawing on the left was instantly recognized. That mask with the green smile on it was rather obvious, the leather armour identical to the one seen earlier. While the common criminals had all been wearing mismatched armour, the commander had been wearing a proper outfit, one exactly the same as this.
"It’s the leader of the group," Stig supplied when the others kept silent. "But…was that it, then? We killed the head of the gang, and there shouldn’t be more of them?"
"On the contrary, you took care of a simple sergeant," Reginald remarked, skipping a few pages in the book before another illustration came along, this one showing an elf with a white mask with yellow paint on it instead. The illustrious robes on the criminal were quite something as well, Theo unsure that even he could afford such designs. "This is the one you would’ve needed to kill to ensure the organization would crumble. One…Alen Ralosalor, a powerful earth mage who was meant to have been dead for a long time. As it looks, though, they seem to be alive and well."
"Alen Ralosalor?" Miel muttered, her eyes growing distant. "I’ve heard that name before."
"If you’ve delved into the history of our city for a while, it would not be surprising," the head guard replied. "Alen is the leader of Casurus, a group focused on the destruction of the world tree. They had very little success with it, in the decades they were active, which mainly meant they became aggressive towards Rootdale instead. We weathered many attacks by the group, which ended with the royal family issuing an order for their extermination. My grandfather was a part of the execution, as I’ve come to learn, and he was meant to have personally overseen the leader’s death. Yet…it seems that Alen somehow survived, though he must’ve been wounded with how long he has been away."
Two centuries of hiding and recuperating? Theo wasn’t so accepting of that theory alone.
"Are you sure that it isn’t a case of another simply copying the format of the previous leader?" the [Rune-Crafter] questioned. "You’re basing all of this on the presence of these masks."
"These masks have the same magical signature as the ones made two centuries ago. We had a few left in our store from the last encounter, and there was no difference," the old elf retorted. "The creator has to be the same to get such a similar effect, but the state of the masks requires them to have been made in the past few months. Since we know that it was Alen himself who made the masks in the past, it can only mean one thing."
"Either somebody has done the impossible and replicated a unique [Mana-Signature] or we have a dead man walking," Theo said, Reginald nodding. The [Rune-Crafter] supposed the latter was more possible, honestly. The last foe he’d been forced to face had been an actual skeleton, and the [Druid] that Theo had worked together with had to be about as old as this elven terrorist as well. "We’ll have to make precautions, I suppose, and getting some more men to follow us out to the ley lines would be best for safety reasons."
"I already have a company slotted to follow you for the next week of your work, though you hopefully won’t need to see battle," Reginald answered, scribbling down some numbers on a note before handing it to Theo. The [Rune-Crafter] barely glanced at it, sending it over to Stig, who read it aloud. Three hundred soldiers were going to follow them. Quite the entourage. "Word will be sent your way if we figure out anything more about this group. Until then, the company will escort you to the ley lines and protect you from any form of attack. The original deal is still being upheld as well. The moment you are done, the king and queen will announce their support of your cause."
That sounded more than agreeable, though Theo wasn’t entirely happy with the wording. It made it sound like the royal couple had the right to step away from their agreement at any point they wished, which the [Rune-Crafter] had no intention of letting them do. While he wouldn’t outright damage the ley lines again if they refused to stay true to their word, there was a chance he could lessen their effectiveness a little.
A few more minutes were spent talking about the plans to finish their work. With another dozen to fix before they were done, it would be a week of being escorted around. It wasn’t fun for either side, especially not the head of the royal guard, who had to deal with a certain friend of theirs.
"The one you call Jakob Dolf, the druid with a sharp tongue, has been a thorn in my side for too long already," Reginald complained, the old elf seeming to age at the mere thought of the man. "He has refused any offers to leave behind the queen’s personal guard, opting to sleep in her flower beds and ruin the carefully cultivated petals. Is there any chance you would be of assistance in making him sleep in a proper location? Even making the man wear clothes would be sufficient at this point. The queen doesn’t dare to step into her garden anymore because of it."
"Through the last few months of travelling around this continent, I’ve learned to pick my battles carefully," Theo answered in a calm tone. "Trying to convince a naturist [Druid] who can turn into a dragon to not sleep in flower beds is a fight that I am going to avoid."
While the head guard seemed disappointed, Reginald didn’t try to press the topic. That he had to ask for assistance on the matter was just proof that he’d decided to pass on pressing it with the royals as well, seeing the danger. Theo honestly thought the man deserved to sleep wherever he wished to. For a [Druid] who hadn’t seen much plant life at all in the past centuries, sleeping amongst it all must’ve been a euphoric experience beyond much else.
With a polite goodbye, the group left the guards’ barracks once again, wading down the street until they came upon the gate out of the city. Standing outside in neat rows was the company of soldiers assigned to them, each elf well-armoured and well-equipped, with tough leather armour paired together with spears, swords, or bows, depending on their placement within the group. The green-and-white colouring theme meshed well with the city, but Theo had to admit that the commander’s outfit wasn’t as aesthetically pleasing.
"I’ve heard that I’ll be leading you out into the wild this next week or two," Harald said as they arrived, the commander looking at the group with a grin. "I have to thank you for that. Saved me from having the usual patrolling duties."
With a red-and-green theme on his leather, the elf stood out like a sore thumb. Not that the armour choices did much to increase the already-present abnormal attributes. While Theo thought himself tall, the elf before him was in another league. Even if the muscle wasn’t too far from his own, the commander was easily a head and a half higher than the [Rune-Crafter], able to look down at him with grey-blue eyes that showed too much cheeriness.
For somebody meant to be leading two hundred men with an iron fist, there was little about the man that didn’t scream casual. Was it the tales that were lies, or was the current face merely a facade?
"Is it not the role of guards to patrol the streets?" Stig asked as they walked through the gate. The company of soldiers rose from their relaxed stances, doing a salute in perfect sync, before falling in around the group. That the commander barely took his eyes off the [Space Mage] made it almost seem like they’d done it on their own.
"The elven terms for ‘guard’ and ‘soldier’ are interchangeable these days," Harald replied with a shrug. "While the royals do have their own division serving under them, the soldiers and guards of Rootdale work on the same duties. It’s merely a difference of equipment, one that gets changed around as need calls for it. In fact, many of the men around you could attest to helping out with the regular patrols when your group released the scourge upon this city."
When they looked confused, the elf was quick to explain.
"You do realize that every soldier in the city had to work through day and night after all of the trouble you caused, right?" Harald questioned, a smile working its way on his face as two in the four-man group winced. "It’s nothing you should be worrying about. You did this city a favour, even if I can promise that every person here has cursed your name. Twenty-four-hour shifts are never fun, no matter how important the cause."
"That’s fair, though I need to clarify that we never expected the aftermath to be so…chaotic," Theo said, his words being waved away by the commander, who was more than understanding.
As Harald recounted, having half the lower class run out from secret tunnels had been a safety hazard in itself. When a crowd wanted to move, one could only try and survive.
What followed was a swirling world of bruised bodies, opportunistic thievery, and general chaos as an organized crime gang had its leader killed along with a good dozen upstarts. That the city had been able to shut down all the offshoots was something Theo would be forever grateful for, and especially when the realization of the required work hours came into his mind.
"What are those metal plates of yours, by the way?" Harald asked the [Rune-Crafter], pointing at the various engravings that had been slapped onto metal and then shaped to fit on top of his body. While Theo had strongly considered just [Engraving] it onto the armour itself, he wasn’t ready to purposefully scratch those dydra scales just yet.
"It’s his attempt at taking the skies for himself," Stig answered for Theo, the dwarf recounting the [Rune-Crafter]’s showing off during the morning hours. Apparently, the others hadn’t been amused by Theo’s genius, seemingly not understanding the greatness of floating around in a room. "It’s not the prettiest sight, but he can most certainly do it."
"Thank you for the brutally honest commentary on my interests, Stig."
"Always happy to help."
"Flying, huh?" the commander said, sounding much more interested than the others. Theo could only look at the armoured elf with hope. Maybe he’d finally met another who wasn’t blinded by the traditions of the ancients. "Those plates make you sprout wings or something?"
"The one on my shield here actually just makes me weightless, allowing me to float around without gravity pulling me down," Theo explained, showing the [Tier 5 Rune] to the curious commander. "All of these engraved plates hooked on my body are for [Force Runes], which can allow me to make micro-adjustments while in the air."
"And by having two on the stomach and two on the back, you can rotate without any issues. And with the ones on your arms and legs… That’s a rather fancy idea you have going," Harald complimented. "Can anybody use those runes of yours, or can they only be manipulated by you?"
"Anybody with the ability to control their [Mana] at least somewhat can use these without any issue," the [Rune-Crafter] explained. "It’s technically possible for non-magical people to use it as well, but then it becomes a matter of verbal activations, which is nearly impossible to do on a good enough scale with the [Force Runes]."
Only an issue on a personal level, however. If this is put onto a vehicle, having a physical control system is going to be preferable.
Theo refused to get that idea out of his head. Maybe it was just his childhood dreams of owning a flying car talking, but it sounded more than doable. If he coated an entire section of the vehicle with [Capacity Runes], and he built the structure relatively lightweight, it was entirely possible to stay in the air for hours at a time. And since the lack of weight allowed the [Force Runes] to push one around with ease… Theo was desperate to try it out when he got the chance.
"Shame. I was somewhat hoping to fly like a wingless bird myself," Harald commented, chuckling at his own words. "That’s something somebody else can try, though. Are you able to control your flying yet, or is that still in the beginning phases? Those affixed objects do look rather new."
"Can I fly yet? Observe," Theo said, adjusting his grip on his shield before uttering the magic word. "Levitate."
With a small boost to the [Force Runes] under his soles, the [Rune-Crafter] swiftly rose three meters above the group, the engravings on his shoulders helping limit the rise in altitude. With a bit of manoeuvring, he had his stomach facing down, and Theo was able to look at the people below without the slightest issue. While Stig and Miel looked entirely unimpressed, having been forced to observe a similar sight for three hours previously that day, the soldiers and commanders briefly broke rank to stare at the flying human.
"By the gods, you can actually fly," Harald shouted, holding a hand over his belly as a roar of laughter escaped him. "Oh, this is just too good. Do you know how to do flips up there?"
"Yes, but I’d rather not," Theo replied, raising his voice to make sure it carried the entire way. He could feel a wind pushing from the left, forcing him to use the [Force Runes] on his right to match the pressure. Outdoor flying had too many factors. "High-speed rotations aren’t something I can recommend. Going in straight lines is all I can do before my stomach starts making weird noises."
"Humans weren’t meant to reach towards the skies indeed," Stig mumbled, Nero happily transmitting the whispered words to the only human in the group. Requesting for the rabbit to slap the dwarf with her wing, which she happily did without question, Theo prepared to land once again.
"Descend."
With a gradual descent starting just a meter above the ground, the [Rune-Crafter] floated down to the green grass, his feet hitting the earth softly. The previous issues with harsh landings were entirely gone with the implementation of the slow deactivation, as he’d hoped. While there was still a slight feeling of nausea, it wasn’t anything serious.
"How long can you stay up there?" Harald asked as the [Rune-Crafter] began to refill the [Gravity-Reduction Rune]. The deep-purple glow that came from it as the energy ran through the veins, and the [Capacity Runes] connected to it, was captivating to any and all who looked at it. "Just a few minutes or entire hours?"
"With just this getup, I’ve been able to stay up there for about fifteen minutes," Theo replied. He would be able to extend it to forty if he covered the front of the shield with [Capacity Runes] as well, but that wasn’t something he was willing to do just yet. While his dreams of flight were unmoving, he still needed some kind of offensive capability, and his pistol wouldn’t do well against more than six enemies at once.
The chat with the commander didn’t stop as one would’ve expected. Even if the others were more than happy to travel in silence, to listen to the distant calls from nature, Theo and Harald found common ground on the possible implementations that came from the [Gravity-Reduction Rune]. Their ideas might’ve been slightly different, though.
While Theo dreamed of aeroplanes that could fly vast distances with heavy loads, Harald had a much more personal perspective on its usage. He sought to use it for travelling as well, yes, but with a much deeper focus on exploration. Mountains might’ve been seen as steep to the ones constrained by gravity, but a change in altitude was no different from moving forward to those who could fly.
"If there comes a time where every man and woman can fly freely, I imagine many would take the trek up the world tree as well," Harald commented, pointing at the upper branches of the massive organism so far away. Theo could only dream of soaring so high, the dense gathering of clouds around the middle obscuring the true top of the tree. "I certainly know I would. Maybe then I could meet the world tree myself."
"I’m not sure you’ll meet it more than you already have," Theo replied. "You’ve seen it. There’s not much more that can be done with trees."
"With ordinary trees, you would be correct," the commander said. "But the world tree is no ordinary tree, else it wouldn’t have grown as big as mighty as it is now. While you won’t find anybody in living memory who can attest to it, some say that the tree takes a humanoid form when it feels the need for it. I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t mind meeting a being so ancient. They must be a treasure trove of tales and treasure."
The anthropomorphization of powerful non-human organisms was apparently a popular hobby around these parts. Theo personally didn’t understand the need, but he wasn’t one to critique it.
Another hour of travel passed swiftly, and the group was mere kilometers away from the appointed ley line split when the atmosphere seemed to shift. While the face of Harald was still one of smiles and mirth, the raised hand made every soldier around them stand completely still.
"Scouts, check out the area, find any sentries hiding and take care of them, and make sure no alarms about our presence are raised. Defenders, make sure nobody fires an arrow towards us without our notice. Archers, make sure you can counterattack at a moment’s notice. And…begin!"
As if a starting shot had been fired, the company of soldiers spread out. A small group charged for the hills around them, going beyond where Theo could see in less than a minute. Somehow, they could hide within nothing but grass hills. Seeing as none of them possessed invisibility rings, it was an accomplishment of the highest order.
"Apologies for the high tensions. It’s been too long since we’ve been able to do something like this," Harald told the group, understanding remarks made in quick order.
Three minutes later, though, the mood once again shifted as multiple scouts returned, each with a grim face.
"Soldiers, report."
"As predicted, there’s a camp at the designated ley line split, sir," the first scout reported. "We estimate that the camp would be able to handle a hundred without issue, and two hundred on high alert for a shorter period of time."
"Just like the last one, I see, but I hear a lack of real estimates," Harald commented. "How many members of Casurus were spotted?"
"None, sir."
"None?"
"Yes, sir," the scout replied. "While we were able to locate the camp, it is empty of life. There are signs of a large group having lived there until very recently, but the area has been wiped clean of any living outlaw."
The commander seemed troubled and for good reason. The group they were facing had reacted to their first outpost being destroyed. This couldn’t be good.
Moving in, they were able to confirm the claims. The tents seen before, the cramped sleeping quarters and the officer tent were completely identical to the ones they’d seen before. Even the steel gate in front of the entrance to the ley line was familiar.
Fresh footprints.
Some kind of liquid had been spilt onto the ground around the entrance. At least that was the only reason Theo could imagine as to why obvious footprints could be seen in the nearby dirt, the outline of boots spotted just a meter away from the gate. With steady steps, the [Rune-Crafter] was almost able to crouch in front of it before Miel pulled him back with a harsh tug.
"It’s a trap," the thief said in response to his confused state. When Theo didn’t look impressed, he was pulled back a few more meters before Miel threw a rock at the footprint. With a resounding bang, the hidden explosion charge activated and blew dirt everywhere. "Underhanded trick. There’s likely more of them."
Many more of them, as they would find out not long after an unfortunate scout was nearly blown up. All drawers in the commander’s office had been rigged, the small carpet had gotten the same treatment, and even pushing the tent door too hard made it possible for a trap to activate. Whoever had set it all up was without mercy.
"Without mercy and without presence," Theo muttered as he forced a few [Explosion Runes] into the hinge of the steel gate. Stepping back before it could activate, he watched as the iron door was blown off its placement to allow them entry into the darkness below. "No traps on the stairway, from what I can see. Miel, do you want a second look at this?"
There was a pressure plate on the second step, apparently. Would’ve blown Theo’s feet off easily, with how distracting the [System-Notification] was.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
The servers of [Outpost-044 "Split-06"] welcome you. We hope you enjoy your stay!

"They really do want us to die," Theo commented, watching the thief disassemble the explosive charges with brutal efficiency. She was honestly a natural at it.
"They know that somebody killed an entire outpost and buried them outside it," Miel replied, ripping off a few wires from the machinery. A brief moment was spent studying the jumble before it was thrown aside to take care of the next one. "It’s only logical for them to try and stop you through other methods, since we’ve shown that merely guarding the locations is inefficient."
"Those other methods aren’t meant to be painstakingly booby-trapping their camp and leaving, though," Theo retorted, but the thief didn’t reply to his annoyance.
Instead, another hour was spent going through the area, ridding it of every type of trap and possible danger before they could venture down into the [Outpost] safely. Harald and his soldiers had put up a position around the camp, so there was only one thing left to do. "Let’s see what you have for me, little [Terminal]," Theo said.
With the single room in the [Outpost] having the exact same form as the last one, it took only a second to find the smooth stone slab. He put his hand on the [Terminal], and a blue screen swiftly followed.
Interaction with the [Main Terminal] for [Outpost-044 "Split-06"] detected!
How can the [System] help the user?

"From the fact that your security system is leaking deadly levels of [Mana] into the air at a constant rate, I’m assuming the split for the ley line is broken. Give me a list of breaches, where they are, and how they need to be fixed," Theo ordered, unsurprised by the swift response.
Request accepted!
71x severed [T0 Connection Runes] detected.
21x severed [T0 One-Way Connection Runes] detected.
2x severed [T5 Gravity-Reduction Runes] detected.
624x minor breaches detected. For a full list, press [Here].

Sighing, the [Rune-Crafter] accepted the information transplant that followed before starting out the operation. There was nothing surprising found within the narrow corridor below the main room, the [Runes] cut up in the same way that the previous ones had been. Primitive slashes at seemingly random, coming together into a picture of somebody who just destroyed what they could see in the hopes it would do something.
Which they had succeeded at, seeing as Theo was forced to deal with it. A full three hours had to be spent on the task. Even with what he had learned from his previous round, the sheer amount of [Runes] to repair was on a scale that couldn’t be pulled through swiftly. The area around Theo might’ve fueled his [Mana] reserves with a virtually endless torrent, but there were limits on what his mind could handle. Even if his [Mana-Veins] were ready, his mind felt like a wet sponge by the end.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 9] to [Novice 10].

[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
User can now temporarily [Overfill] their [MP] without instant negative feedback. The [System] warns that the adverse effects are only temporarily removed upon [Overfilling] and that containing more [Mana] than the standard cap for more than [6 seconds] can cause long-term damage.

"Go fuck yourself," Theo rasped at the blue screen, waving it away before his dry throat could try and utter more nonsense. "Why would I want more [Mana] in me if I know it’ll hurt like hell a few seconds later anyway?"
…
Oh, shit, that’s actually useful.
With the [Overfilling] trait under his banner, experiments were swiftly begun. The concept worked much like what had occurred when his [Runes] directly interacted with the ley line. They’d fill up to about twice their regular [Capacity], rarely having thrice the regular amount, before displaying destructure effects seconds afterwards. During those vital seconds before complete annihilation, however, they were able to unleash an amount of power, unlike anything before it.
Basically, it was a "use the power in seconds or blow up like a balloon" moment.
Theo was going to fill himself up while knowing that. If that was a sign of being courageous or stupid, he wasn’t sure. He just knew that the potential upgrades that could come from the idea were unlike anything else before it.
With a [Tier 2 Impact Rune] by his side, Theo reached into the ley line below. Even with only his hand touching the stream of [Liquid Mana], he had to brace himself to avoid being dragged into its clutches.
"That wouldn’t end well," the [Rune-Crafter] muttered. Paying attention to the internal bubble expanding, he felt it reach the apex as he opened up his [Status Screen]. "Oh, this doesn’t feel good."
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 19
Class: Mage
Profession: Runeshield
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 179/200
Stamina(SP): 167/190
Mana(MP): 564/280
Stats
Strength: 24
Wisdom: 26
Agility: 15
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 19
Perception: 16
Vitality: 20
Willpower: 15
Toughness: 22
Available Points: -

His [Health] and [Stamina] were steadily falling while [Mana] just didn’t stop rising. Theo wasted a second watching the occurrence, the aftereffects of having his hand in the [Liquid Mana] still there after he’d removed it. It was frightening.
"Please work," Theo requested of the [Tier 2 Impact Rune] as he picked it up. Focusing on the present moment, ignoring the pain bubbling up within as his [Mana-Veins] threatened to burst from the sheer internal pressure, he activated [Reempowerment]. "Holy—"
400 [Mana] left his body in an instant, removing any feeling of pressure and instead replacing it with the sensation of a building void. A pressurized chamber becoming closer to a vacuum was strange, but Theo didn’t let it distract him as he forced the concept of improving the [Rune] on the engraved metal in his hand.
And the best thing of it all was when he felt it work. With the cuts on the [Steel] realigning themselves, a new [Tier 3 Rune] was revealed.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 38%
Tier: 3
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/69
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 65/98

"Can’t help but love it," the [Rune-Crafter] said, laughing to himself as he fell onto the floor. Exhaustion ran down his body, but he didn’t care. Through the power of using himself as an expandable [Mana] capacitor, he was able to ignore the requirement of having 400 [Mana] at once by just cramming himself full of it for a few seconds. "Since I don’t need to fill it up to 560 [Mana] in total, I could probably do this quickly as well, couldn’t I?"
…
Just like that, the next few days of working had a more positive look to them. Even when Theo was fully aware that every day meant more going to empty camps, disabling their traps, and fixing up the destroyed [Runes], he could feel happiness at being able to upgrade his former engravings to [Tier 3] at a steady pace. The bottleneck he’d been trapped by for so long was gone, and the upgrade in power that came with it was glorious.
Days of work and advancement passed, and by the end of the last [Outpost], when every split ley line had been fixed with a final twist, Theo almost didn’t want to leave.
"We need to get some of that glass which can hold the [Liquid Mana]," Theo told the dwarf and elf who hadn’t yet developed the ability to ignore his words. Harald and his group had left them alone after the last three camps had contained nothing but traps, since Miel was the only one taking care of the explosive charges anyway. "The potential of those free upgrades is unlike anything else. I need to know we aren’t missing out once we leave this place behind."
"Buying a few flasks shouldn’t be impossible, but be warned that they’re meant to be very expensive," Miel replied, though Theo could hardly consider the monetary costs when the potential benefits were so extreme. He could take any [Tier 1 Rune] and instantly get the [Tier 3] version. It could turn a cantrip into a vortex of death or something even better. "Theo, are you even listening? You might need to…"
Miel’s voice quieted down, her train of thought seemingly running dry. Theo had to look at the thief in confusion from that alone. While he and Stig normally trailed off mid-sentence, this was the first time it’d happened for the elven woman.
He wanted to ask why, but Nero’s shaking form made him realize it wasn’t just the elf. When the blast of light came along and lit up the late afternoon in a way that the falling sun could never hope to do, Theo understood perfectly what was happening. Looking towards the [World-Tree], an impossible sight met his eyes.
The middle of it was almost gone, a stretch that was easily a kilometer high from top to bottom, blown into large shrapnel pieces flying through the air all around. Theo thought it a mere illusion until the sound wave finally reached them, the moving grass showing its passage. The sheer sound was enough to make him clutch his ears, reality settling in.
The [World-Tree], the ancient of ancients, had fallen.




Chapter 19







The Fall


With the [World-Tree] being as large as it was, it almost looked like slow motion as it began to tilt to the side. Slowly but surely, the highest branches began to point towards the east instead of upwards, and the layers once hidden behind the clouds were fully visible. 
It was gigantic, larger than life, and the wave created as the million-ton tree hit the water was unlike anything Theo had ever seen before. Tsunamis had nothing on this. It was easily two hundred meters tall, four hundred in the worst-case, and it was steadily approaching the sides of the lake. Only the sheer radius of the water kept the annihilation from happening instantly.
"Is there…any chance that we did that?" Theo asked, as the group steadily paced away from the massive lake. While they were several kilometers inland, there was some instinct in all living beings that made it an impossibility to not run away from the gigantic approaching wave. "Just, like, any chance at all."
"I mean, the job was to change around the ley lines," Stig said, keeping pace with the two others easily. Even with shorter legs to work with, fear was too good a motivator. "And since the ley lines are connected to the tree, it could be possible?"
"You were splitting up the energy coming to the tree. You weren’t adding to it," Miel countered. "That explosion would’ve required untold levels of mana. Reducing its supply shouldn’t have done this."
She said "shouldn’t have." It could’ve. Theo had no real clue. None of them did. The [World-Tree] was ancient, one of the most powerful single living organisms in the world. If it suddenly started talking in rhymes through its leaves, nobody would take a moment to question it due to the sheer weight of its existence. They didn’t set the standards. The tree did.
But then…what could make the being at the apex explode? Theo had trouble believing that some kind of instinct in the tree made it happen. An outside influence had to be the root cause, whether that was a planned magical nuke or a black hole that suddenly decided to shoot out all its mass. There had to be something, though what that was nobody knew. The only thing they could be sure of was the end result, that being a gigantic wave of water that only grew taller once it reached the shores.
The group could only look on from the top of a tall hill as the spraying water, even several kilometers away, continued to increase in height. It had to have been more than a mile tall at its peak. Finally it fell downwards again to cover the grass hills with no sense of hesitation. Large chunks of earth were merely ripped out of place and brought along, an endless wave of solid matter sweeping over the natural environment. Anybody caught in it would’ve been dead instantly, several tons of matter crushing them.
"Just how is Rootdale still standing?" Stig questioned as they looked from their vantage point. This extra-tall hill provided enough height to let them see the city. Rootdale had been right next to the coast, and therefore was meant to have been hit the hardest. And yet… What was that, even? Theo had to squint his eyes, but there was something just around the amalgamation of roots. "Is that a barrier?"
The [Space Mage] was right. With a golden sheen, one that only grew more pronounced with time as the strong waters crashed against it, the barrier covered the entirety of the city. It was a magical spell that Theo refused to believe possible for a single mind, instead likely made by one of the ancient protections built into its foundations. Maybe the [Rune-Crafters] were behind it, another favor like the one that had been done with the ley lines?
Whatever the cause, it had certainly saved Rootdale from being immediately swept away. The area around the city was decimated, the road connecting the city to the other parts of the world entirely destroyed. A few caravans that had been traveling away at the time could be seen just barely, crushed wagons slightly sticking out of the slowly forming crust. While the strong waters were destructive to no end, the strength did seem to fall after another thirty minutes. The landscape in the distance was still ravaged by its effects, still a muddy pool of death, but the area around the city hardened at an unnatural pace. Within an hour, the group was standing on the surface of the ruined earth just around the hill without fear of falling through.
It was almost perfect, except for one fatal flaw. Smoke could be seen as they got closer to Rootdale. For a town built around roots and wood, it was not a good sign.
"I thought the golden barrier kept out all the water," Theo commented, trying his best to spot details from afar. They were still a good mile away from the gate, wading through the last bits of wet earth before it became fully solid, but the smoke rising from the top layers was quite pronounced. And with the descending sun, the light of natural fire was obvious as well. The city was starting to burn. "An attack?"
"Most likely," Miel said, bringing out her dagger as they got closer to the gate. When Nero was able to catch the scent of blood in the air, the group hurried along. There were no guards at the entrance, nobody around at all, and yet screams in the distance were heard loud and clear. "It’s not mere criminals taking the opportunity here. This is… No petty thief could damage the tower like that."
Theo had been distracted by the screams, the horrid sounds the [Familiar] was picking up making his eyes glaze over. He had entirely skipped over the sight of the royal’s tower above them until they got closer. Where the beautifully crafted spire had once stood was now a burning wreckage. While the top hadn’t fallen like that of the [World-Tree], several large fractures ran down its length, smoke escaping at several points. With the explosions heard in the distance, accompanying flashes of light coming along soon after, they were forced to accept one truth above all.
"The [World-Tree] is destroyed through abnormally powerful means and Rootdale is attacked during the same day," Theo muttered before looking at the others. "It has to be Casurus. Reginald was right. They really are back."
An ancient group of elven terrorists. This really was their lucky day.
"There have to be several hundreds if not a few thousands from the group running around, if they’re able to create this much destruction," Miel commented. "Going in there could be very fatal, and there’s little to gain from it. Fleeing is an option here."
"Are you serious?" Stig questioned, sounding angry at the mere suggestion of retreat. "We know people here. To flee when they’re still in danger would be more than cowardice. It would be betrayal."
"If their deaths are guaranteed, why grant ourselves the same status?"
"Stig has a point," Theo cut in before the two others could evolve their arguing into full-on shouting. "We came to this city because we needed the help of the royal family. Without them, our plan to get the help of the elves could fall apart. Even if it’s dangerous, we need to try."
The thief looked at him like he was mad. Maybe he was. Risking death was becoming too commonplace nowadays, and Theo saw it as a worthy risk for the potential reward.
"If we find the royal’s corpses, we flee," Miel demanded, Theo having nothing against that. While Stig clearly wanted to fight for the city, the [Rune-Crafter] knew when not to push it. "We can use the elevator in the guards’ building to get up there."
"Elevator it is, then," Theo said, the group running with a somewhat-working plan in mind. Get to the king and queen, make sure they’re alive, and keep them alive for long enough to fulfill their promise.
Going down streets without end, skipping through alleys whenever they offered a shorter path, the sight of death began to seep into their eyes. While the outer edges of the city had been void of people, the main streets offered them the death by the dozen. Bodies were strewn across the stone ground at random, the people cut down where they’d been standing. Some might’ve been running, some just stomping down on others to get a chance to flee themselves. Theo was forced to wonder how many had been killed by the enemy and how many had been killed by the hysteria the enemy had created.
Is there really a difference anymore?
"Get them, Scrappy!"
The group slowed down when they heard the shouting from the next street, the following minor explosions and sounds of crushed bodies making Theo stop entirely. While the name shouted, and the voice it came from, were familiar, there was—
Theo didn’t get to finish his line of thoughts as a brick wall was utterly decimated, an elven body punched through it. The [Rune-Crafter] noted the half-broken white mask that sat on the man’s face before he looked through the broken wall. A robotic construct stood on the other side, those artificial eyes staring them down without blinking.
"Red mithril."
"Really?" the high-pitched voice asked, quick footsteps heard before the sight of Simon came through. The robot might’ve dwarfed the moon elf, and the rubble still raining on the group did help hide his figure, but Theo was just barely able to still see the old merchant. Those glistening eyes could never be missed. "You four are back in town, I see. Where have you been?"
"Outside trying to fix ley lines," Theo answered, not seeing any point in hiding that anymore. The city was on fire, the screams had still not stopped, and they had yet another confirmation that the enemy were the very same who guarded the ley lines. "What’s been happening here?"
"Oh, you know, the usual," Simon replied in a casual manner, leaning against Scrappy like he was a wall. "I made some tea, fixed a few artefacts that were worn down, and a group of evildoers who I helped eradicate are back from the dead. While a few points are different from the usual, I wouldn’t call this too special of a day."
"You were there when their headquarters was destroyed?" Miel questioned.
"That I was, yes. Gruesome job, too much blood, but it was meant to have gotten the job done," the moon elf explained, shaking his head as memories of the past seemed to reach the surface momentarily. "Seeing as the world tree, the beauty that she is, got slapped around a little, it seems that they might be back on their feet."
"‘Slapped around a little?’" Theo repeated. "Simon, didn’t you see? The entire midsection of the tree was blown to bits. It’s only the lower half still standing. It’s as good as dead."
The moon elf just laughed at his words.
"My friend, if that tiny explosion could even dream of hurting our dear ancestor, she would’ve been long gone," Simon countered, taking a few seconds afterward to get his chuckling under control. "She’ll jump back from this. Always has before. Always will. This city, however…it might be reaching its end. Alen Ralosalor truly has a grudge, if he’s spent so long preparing this assault. I fear he might just be able to burn the city down."
"Won’t you help us save it, then?" Stig pleaded, Simon gaining a darker expression in response. "You clearly have the power needed, and that construct of yours is mighty powerful as well."
"I’ve served my time under the royals already, young man," the moon elf replied, declining the offer without hesitation. "These gentlemen here were only stopped because they tried to burn down my shop before I could lock it down. Since they’ve been dealt with, I’ll return to my home. Farewell."
"Is there truly nothing we can offer for you to help us?" Theo asked, Simon shaking his head. The old elf was set on his path, and their words seemed to have zero effect on his decision.
"If you wish to save this city, it must be done by your hand," Simon said. The moon elf seemed to want to say more, but an earthshaking roar from above brought him pause. "And you already have more help than you could ever wish for. That druidic friend of yours seems to have been disturbed."
Looking up, they spotted the hints of a massive body. Though much was obscured from their sight due to the rising smoke and destroyed buildings, the glinting scales of the draconic form could be seen just barely. Jakob truly had been awoken. And he was angry.
He’ll burn down the city himself at this rate.
"We need to hurry," Theo said. When he looked over to where Simon had stood a moment ago, the moon elf and his construct were gone. "If the dragon’s on our side, we might have a chance."
"Might not even need our intervention," Miel muttered as they started out their running once again, sprinting through the streets.
Minutes passed before they reached the guards’ barracks. The door was blown open, one of the walls was falling apart, and there were countless bodies inside.
Wading through, they reached the elevator doors. Miel fiddled around with the console on the side…but nothing happened. There was no whirring from within the chamber, no hint that anything was moving around.
"Might just be the controls," Theo guessed, getting his fingers into the small space in the door. With a sharp pull on both sides, the door was ripped open. The elevator shaft looked bare for a moment until the [Rune-Crafter] looked down. Three floors below, the elevator sat in pieces. "There goes that plan."
Looking up through the elevator shaft, he noted that a part of it seemed to have been caved in about fifty meters above them. While they could maybe get one floor up, it wouldn’t be close to enough to get to the tower. They would need to take the stairs, which meant another ten minutes wasted.
Or there’s another option.
"Maybe we could—shit, they’re here," Theo began to suggest before cutting himself off. Nero’s ears perked up at the sound of concentrated footsteps rapidly approaching them. There was no sense of fear, the steps were perfectly in rhythm. "We have about nine or ten of them outside."
And ten walls to push through before they could get to the royal couple. That wouldn’t be too hard, Theo grabbing his pistol from his side as he went towards the broken wall. Going straight out of the door would be too obvious, and he technically only needed line of sight.
"Take care of the remaining ones after I deal with the first six," Theo said. Miel nodded wordlessly, going invisible while Stig stayed by the [Rune-Crafter]’s side. As he glanced through the cracks in the wall, the ten elves outside were clear. Those white masks continued to haunt his mind, even more so when one of them had a purple smile instead of the usual red. And the aura around them was different as well. "Purple one might be a [Mage]."
"I’ll take care of that one," Stig replied as he nocked an arrow on the bowstring. Drawing it tight, he and Theo fired at the same time. Theo’s first bullet of the day travelled through the front of one of the elves’ masks, instantly destroying the white surface along with the skull behind it. The reaction was instant, the group spreading out while charging the barracks. It was a worthwhile effort, but Theo simply adjusted his aim as the next five bullets [Teleported] in front of the next five victims.
Not a single one survived. Giving a glance to the purple-masked elf, the body of the criminal lying still on the ground with several arrows sticking out of their head, it seemed like the magic tricks weren’t for today. Hearing the remaining three criminals enter the barracks, however, he was forced to dodge a knife thrown towards his head.
Nero lunged from the back of the three-man group, getting her teeth into the knife-thrower by the time Miel returned to the visible spectrum with her dagger planted in the throat of another. The final one almost had an axe in the thief’s stomach, but a [Teleported] arrow was implanted into their left eye socket before they could complete the swing.
"Thanks," Miel said as she removed her weapon of choice from the elf’s throat. With a kick, they dropped to the ground, growing still within a few seconds. Nero finished with her own target as well soon after, taking a few congratulatory bites before rejoining the group. "There weren’t any others out there, but they came from the direction of the stairs. They might be forming a larger group at that point, to stop anybody above from fleeing downwards. Could be hard to get through."
"Could be, which is why we’re skipping that entirely," Theo replied as he reloaded his pistol. He had another twelve shots to work with before he’d run empty. Then it was just using his shield and the regular [Runes] on it. "How do you all feel about flying up there?"
Digging through his bag, the [Rune-Crafter] pulled out a sizable [Orichalcum] plate with a [Gravity-Reduction Rune] sitting on it. This was the first attempt at making something that could be fitted on a wagon and used to make it weightless, but Theo was guessing it could work at just making a group weightless instead.
Maybe.
"I’ll be teleporting, thank you very much," Stig said, raising his hands as he took a step back. The forest dwarf was just too squeamish about the idea of flying around. "Good luck with controlling your floating, though. Isn’t that suit of yours only meant to handle one person?"
"Indeed it is," Theo replied. He didn’t have all the parts on him for it, either, the plates for his hands left behind at the inn. "But… Do we still have some rope?"
Nero bared her teeth as the [Rune-Crafter] looked at her with a wide smile.




Chapter 20







Hail to the King


"I hate this!" Miel shouted as they flew through the air at breakneck speeds. It was hard to know what else she said, the air pushing against Theo too much for it to be audible, but he didn’t guess that it would be anything good to hear anyway. 
Holding the rope that had been strapped around Nero, the three continued to increase in altitude. The floors were climbed as quickly as possible, the rabbit pushing their speeds to extremes as they flew towards the entrance to the spire. Stig was not far behind them, [Teleporting] every second or so to keep up with the three. By the time they landed in front of the still-burning royal tower, exhaustion was clear on the forest dwarf’s face.
"Do you regret not taking the rabbit shipping?" Theo asked the red-faced [Space Mage] while Miel sat on the ground seemingly trying to get her stomach under control. Not everybody was made for high-speed manoeuvres in zero gravity, it seemed.
"I prefer being able to stand and keeping my lunch inside," Stig replied as they gathered themselves. While both were tired and nauseous, they needed to continue. "They’ve already gotten inside, it seems."
Theo muttered in agreement as they looked at the entry to the spire, the golden oval door having been blasted open with pieces lying on the ground inside. Guards were lying around still, nobody alive. The attackers had been ruthless. They needed to hurry.
Following the trail of destruction that followed, more and more dead were found as they reached the stairs, and the first sign of life was spotted. It was the wrong kind, though, a group of five masked elves.
"Of course you’re here," Theo muttered as he spent another five bullets to take care of them, the group unable to do much more than look their way before their skulls were forced open by engraved [Steel]. "Stig, you might have to take care of the next ones. I don't have too many bullets to use."
"How many do you have left?" Stig said as they began to climb the stairs, taking out an arrow and placing it on the bowstring.
"Seven."
"We’ll have to make do, then."
On the next floor, another group of masked elves stood guard. Twelve of them, with two having those purple-painted masks, and they knew of their arrival to top it off.
Ducking under an arrow sent his way, Theo glanced at the other two for just enough time to see Miel go invisible while Stig just [Teleported] away, leaving the [Rune-Crafter] and [Familiar] alone on the stairs. It wasn’t the worst situation, since it meant he could finally use the [Runes] on his shield without too much fear.
"Burn," Theo muttered, activating the row of [Tier 3 Ignis Runes] on the surface of the shield. He had to brace his footing as the engravings activated, a flicker of green light seen before the massive pillars of flame shot out. The upgraded [Runes] were just too powerful for their own good, and it was a massive risk to actually use them indoors due to their sheer scale. In their increased heat and quantity, Theo had lost too much fine control.
At least he could still simply point it in a general direction, the first layer of enemy bodies roasted finely. The second layer, however, wasn't granted the same lethality, and a split in the air appeared before it could reach them. The white-masked elves with purple paint glowed while it all happened, leading to the first proper discovery of the day.
[Air Mages].
The fire was never a good attack method against those types, though Theo didn’t let it get to him as he huddled behind his shield. Another attempt was made to use the [Ignis Runes], but they were prepared for it this time. While the magical flames licked at the air barrier, there was no actual damage made to the white-masked elves.
"Might wanna hurry up," Theo muttered, letting the seconds pass steadily as arrows were shot at his shield. Each bounced right off, hardly making a scratch in the metal, but hiding behind the shield didn’t feel right while combat was still ongoing. "But…there we go."
With a gurgling noise as the warning, Theo glanced over the shield to see one of the [Air Mages] clutch at the upper part of their throat, an arrow embedded inside. While it didn’t pierce all the way through, it was enough for something vital to have been cut, blood flowing out of the elf’s mouth from behind the white mask.
In the confusion, nobody noticed the knife that found its way into the throat of the [Air Mage], the body dropping to the floor by the time Miel was already gone.
"Fire away," the thief said from beside Theo just a second later, appearing a meter away on the stairs. Not questioning the sheer speed required for such an act, the [Rune-Crafter] activated the [Ignis Runes] once again, the pillars of fire able to pass through the group without issue. The flesh was burnt black, clothes were set aflame, and any who lived through the first few seconds were swiftly dispatched afterwards.
Nero happily went over and took a bite, complaining to the [Rune-Crafter] of the ashy taste as the group regathered themselves.
"Another three floors up and we should be at the royals’ quarters," Theo noted, a roar making him look over and out through one of the many windows. Glancing downwards, he could see Jakob’s draconic form fighting hundreds of the masked elves. It was like stepping on ants, but the numbers were making it seem endless. "We have to hurry."
No complaints were offered, though the dangers of having a dragon fight beside the spire were commented on before they sprinted up the stairs once again. Other than a few masked elves that were taken care of instantly, they met no resistance, and the cries in the distance became more clear as they reached their floor.
Passing by the open room where they had met the king and queen before, and finding nothing in it, they followed the continued cries down an expensively decorated hallway. Gold frames around detailed paintings of all kinds depicting elves in positions of power, and enough jewellery to make a poor man the richest in the world. With more bodies of guards found the further they went, Theo came to the realization that the criminals had outright ignored all of it. They had shown no care for their material value in the slightest.
"Please!"
Theo threw away his thoughts as pleading was heard from one of the nearby doors. Instinct made him reach for the handle, but Miel grabbed his hand before he could.
"That’s the queen," Theo hissed, now recognizing the desperate voice on the other side. "She’s our reason for being here."
"And somebody in there currently has control over her life," Miel countered. "Stig, give Theo your invisibility ring. We need him to line up a shot on the most important person inside when we enter, and we need the best chance to do it before a counterattack."
Sounded like a plan. While the crying inside only intensified, screams of pain mixed in every few seconds, Theo was given Stig’s invisibility ring. It fit on his finger just perfectly, the magical resizing working wonders as the artefact’s abilities hid Theo from the visible spectrum. Once again, he was part of the spectral word.
"Ready," he said. While his voice was meant to be hidden by the artefact’s powers, the slight muffle that still escaped its clutches was enough for Stig to [Teleport] away to fulfill his own task. While they were somewhat sure of their ability to finish their objective, having a backup plan never hurt. Nero retreated as well, not wanting to ruin their sneak attack.
Miel donned her own invisibility ring, disappearing from Theo’s sight, and the door into the room was steadily pushed open. The hinges were oiled perfectly, with no creaking sound revealing the action. Without sound, and most importantly without detection, Theo walked into the massive room that he only now realized was the throne room.
The blood-covered golden chair at the end certainly made it seem like as much, though the bodies around smeared the image just slightly. Guards were dead, Reginald and others in the corner of the room only barely breathing, and…
Theo had to take a deep breath as he looked into the middle of the room, seeing three figures at the centre. On the ground was the king, He wasn’t dead, though. At least not yet, the man twitching as he continued to bleed from his side. There was no chance of survival if it went untreated for a few more minutes.
By the king’s side was the queen, tears running down her face as she pressed against the wound. It didn’t seem to help, with how much blood ran past her hands and onto the floor, pooling. Theo wanted to help, to try to use a [Holy Rune] to at least lessen the severity of the wound, but he knew that he had another task to complete. He had to take care of the third person standing at the room’s centre.
"You brought this on yourself, you know," a masked elf said, the first of the masked criminals to ever speak. That fact alone stopped Theo from firing off a bullet, as he had to fully comprehend this. Alen Ralosalor, the leader of Casurus, stood before him, holding a bloodied knife with a casual grip. "So many years of slacking off, so much time wasted while ignoring the final objective of your existence. Your ancestors agreed to help me end our slavery, and then they threw it all away at the first sign of power. It's despicable."
"What my ancestors might’ve done to you in the past doesn’t make your own actions right," the queen spat at the masked elf between her tears. She clutched her husband's wounds but nothing seemed to help. Theo needed to attack, hoping that Miel was ready to take care of the masked elves on the sidelines. "You have slaughtered the people in the streets, broken the sacred vows, and you—"
"I broke the vain rules forced upon us by our oppressor?" Alen questioned, stopping the queen as he pointed the knife her way. He stood still, seeming to enjoy it as the queen flinched at the red blade so close to her throat. It was the perfect time for the [Rune-Crafter] to work his magic. "The rules agreed upon were all upheld. Only those we had no say in, those that the tyrants made to help themselves, were ignored as they should’ve been. Why do you continue to smile while wearing those chains?"
With a final deep breath, Theo fired. The bullet sped out of the barrel faster than ever, the [Tier 3 Force Rune] sending a booming sound through the air for just a moment. The windows shook, but the bullet did not care, the engraving on its surface simply making it [Teleport] right next to Alen’s skull. The point of impact was beside the ear, where the structure was the weakest. It would be an instant death.
And yet the sound of a gong went through the room instead. While the leader did take a step to the side, the bullet meant to have killed him fell onto the floor with a thud instead. There was no harm to the masked elf, not a hair broken, nor was there a hole in his head. There was only calm air as the translucent purple barrier disappeared into nothing again.
"That wasn’t too polite of you," Alen commented, turning his head to stare directly at Theo. The invisibility ring’s ethereal protections had broken once he fired the bullet, not able to contain the sound created. "Just who do you think—oh, a human. I should’ve figured."
So…one bullet didn’t work. Gathering his thoughts, Theo supposed that another five had a chance to do the job. Magical barriers all had a limit, after all.
"I take offence to that," the [Rune-Crafter] said, pressing the trigger of his pistol as another three bullets flew through the air. One went for the back of the leader’s head, one right at the heart, and the last just below the chin. None even got close, the sounds of impact against the barrier clear each time. "That’s cheating."
"And your tricks aren’t?" Alen questioned. The masked elf raised his knife towards Theo, muttering a few words. The [Rune-Crafter] grew confused for a moment until he felt a force push him away from the side. Glancing at the source, he saw Miel with wide eyes, now that the point where he’d last stood was filled with blades from below. "This is just levelling the playing field, one could say."
Right. He was an [Earth Mage]. Theo wasn’t sure how to handle that, having hoped that the fight would’ve been over already.
"Survive while I deal with the others," Miel ordered, the thief going invisible once again as Theo got up from the floor and narrowly sidestepped a row of ultra-thin blades that tried to slice up through his feet.
"Why is a human here, anyway?" Alen asked as Theo ran across the room, dodging all the attempts to impale him. Some got too close, forcing him to use his shield to survive the attacks. "You aren’t an elf. You have no reason to try and save these excuses for royalty."
"I need their help with a few things," Theo replied dryly, firing off another two shots from his pistol. He’d need to reload the magazine if he wanted to shoot more, forcing him to resort to using the [Ignis Runes] or [Explosion Runes], neither of which could work with how close the [Earth Mage] was to the king and queen. "Mutual benefits, you know."
"Using them for their power? I can respect that," Alen said, raising a hand just slightly as a pillar of stone shot out from below Theo. It was undodgeable, the [Rune-Crafter] thrown upwards with a force powerful enough to make him hit the roof. It was a miracle something didn’t break, though the seven-meter fall down nearly managed that. "It’s better than supporting them for their ideals alone."
The invisibility ring made a small chime as Theo filled it with energy, the artefact finally activating as it dropped him into the ethereal world once again. Leaping away from his landing spot before it could be filled by stalagmites, he allowed his body some small rest. He had a handful of seconds to think before he needed to survive the next attack.
What could he attack with? The [Gale Rune] could maybe work if he got in between the royal couple and the [Earth Mage], but Theo really didn’t want to be so close to the enemy. That made close-range attacks impossible as well, though… What were the limits on the [Mage]’s barrier?
Seeing an opening in the masked elf’s armour, Theo pulled out a plate with an [Explosion Rune] and an [Item-Teleportation Rune] on it, activating the former just before it got [Teleported] to the the elf’s leather armour on his back, facing the skin.
"Oh, you, little—" Alen cursed, seeming to finally grow spiteful as the [Rune] took effect. While the lower body of the elf didn’t explode, the armour was utterly destroyed. The leader took a step back. "I wanted to enjoy this, but finishing quickly is how it’s done nowadays. Just…die."
"No thank you," Theo said, [Teleporting] another three plates around the [Earth Mage]’s armour before running for his life. The walls of the room tried to close in on him, the ground became closer to sand as it tried to swallow him, and stalactites shot out from the ceiling in an attempt to impale him, and yet none of it worked for a good ten seconds. Explosions were too effective at distracting [Mages].
At least for a while, before one of the stone spears finally hit its mark. Theo was too slow with one step, not able to spot the projectile before it was too late, and the spear pierced through his right arm without any kind of resistance. The metallic arm might’ve been made of [Orichalcum], but it was nothing in comparison to the power of a pissed-off cult leader.
"You seemed so interesting, human," Alen commented, as Theo tried to rip off the lower part of his metal arm to continue dodging attacks invisibly. It didn’t work, the stone spear growing to encompass his entire arm, stopping  him from trying any longer. "What’s your name? I’ll promise to remember it with hatred."
"My name?" Theo asked, lengthening the conversation while trying to figure something out. Nero was in the hallway more than ready to jump in to try and rescue him, but he didn’t want the rabbit to die a meaningless death. He couldn’t even use his shield anymore, the metallic weapon having sunken halfway through the floor.
…
Bluffing it was.
"My name is Theo Locheim, [Herald of Fate], the one meant to save the world, and one of two people who know what’s really going on in this room," the [Rune-Crafter] said, doing his best attempt at a bow while stone continued to cover his entire body. It was well on its way to surrounding his chest, breathing becoming more and more difficult with the passing seconds. At least it seemed to lessen in speed once he’d introduced himself.
"‘Herald of Fate?’ You’re linking yourself to the goddess the dwarves love so dearly?" Alen questioned, Theo shrugging with the one shoulder still free enough to do so. "You’re likely the strangest human I will ever meet. Your name will be written down in history, as the one who failed. Goodbye."
As the stone began to travel upwards, covering his throat before the lower end of his face, Miel appeared behind the [Earth Mage] with her own dagger at the ready. The other masked elves had already been taken care of, leaving only the leader.
But her efforts were for naught. The barriers that had protected Alen from Theo’s bullets took care of her dagger with ease. The only thing she managed to do was distract the masked man. A wall of stone shoved her through the air before she landed in the corner of the massive room. The sound of bone breaking was clear, and her lack of movement couldn’t be good.
"I will never understand how desperate people can be," Alen muttered as he tightened his fist, and Theo started to choke as the stone pressed against his throat. His vision became darker and darker, and there was little that could be done to increase it now that his entire head was wrapped with stone. Just like that, he’d become trapped inside a statue of himself.
Is this really how I’m dying?
Theo supposed that the expectation that he’d be able to wade in and kill the leader of a cult was quite arrogant. Dirty tricks and [Teleporting] bullets didn’t always work, and here he was with proof of it.
Ordering Nero to flee, the [Rune-Crafter] closed his eyes.
…
No.
Death wouldn’t take him so easily.
Even with a mind deprived of oxygen, [Spirit of Aegis] held true. Activating [Partial Shield-Assimilation], Theo felt his body transform into [Orichalcum], an extra burst of strength and mental clarity gained. While he could feel Alen’s reaction to it, the stone around him tightening in an attempt to crush him, he wouldn’t let it be.
[Air-Engraving] came next, an [Explosion Rune] planted right onto the stone in front of his stomach. Theo did his best to use [Intent] to make the blast go towards the stone and away from his body, but there was only so much he could do in the split second spent making the engraving, fueling it the next instant and suffering the consequences.
When the stone was matched up against the magical metal, the weaker of the two gave way to the pressure of the explosion. Theo felt something in his stomach churn, something pushed around, yet he felt relief as his stone prison was obliterated. Taking a deep breath of air, he flopped down onto the ground.
"Full of surprises," Alen said dryly. The [Earth Mage] didn’t bother giving Theo any time to adjust to a life of freedom, using his prone position to start making him sink into the ground, sand wrapping around his limbs. "A coffin of stone might suit you better."
Even with some amount of struggling, Theo’s entire lower body was dragged under, more promised to come if not for an outside disturbance.
With the sound of a loud gong, an arrow hit the cult leader’s head. The purple barrier stopped actual damage, but the distraction was clear.
"Hello there," Stig greeted from a broken window. "What’s your opinion about lycans?"
"What?" Alen asked, before the masked elf was hit from above, a massive fur-covered beast grabbing the man and throwing him into the wall. While the purple barrier once again appeared, the sound of fractures was clear. "Disgusting beast."
The stone below Jakob started to turn to sand and lash at him, but it somehow had no effect on the [Druid]’s massive body.
"It’s a miracle you got this far," Jakob said, his voice deepened by his form. The [Earth Mage] replied with a guttural shout, putting his hands together as every piece of the room shot out towards the [Druid]. The walls, the ceiling, and the floor turned into lethal spikes and razors, yet everything either broke against the fur or was dodged. "Your followers are dead, your plan has failed, and you will fall. Don’t resist or I’ll do this painfully."
The barrage of stone spears briefly stopped, the green-masked elf staring at the furry beast. There seemed to be some form of acceptance before the attacks increased tenfold, a massive hand of stone shooting out from the wall beside Jakob in an attempt to crush the [Druid]. It never got the chance, the lycan form shifting into the draconic form from earlier. A smaller version, though, this one able to be contained in a single room.
It was still massive, overshadowing the masked elf as it charged towards them. With fangs longer than daggers, Alen was unable to do much more than look at the approaching beast. Even with a hailstorm of rocks and stones thrown, the dragon couldn’t be stopped.
"I’ll return," the [Earth Mage] said as a final push allowed him another second’s mercy. He ripped off a necklace, crushing the crystal attached to it. With a wave of power, the world shifted and the enemy was gone. While the jaws of the dragon closed in on the spot Alen had been an instant before, there was now only empty air.
While not killed, the enemy was gone. While both bruised and bleeding, Theo felt some form of relief. Checking on Miel, though, finding the twitching form of the thief made his heart sink.
"I take a few weeks to relax after two centuries of entrapment, and somebody just has to ruin it," Jakob complained as he shifted back into humanoid form. Looking at Theo, he walked over and helped get him out of the floor. "If you couldn’t take care of somebody like that, Theo, we need to get you some better tools."
"Something to do later," Theo replied, rushing over to Miel to check on her. Stig was already there, pressing a [Tier 3 Holy Rune] against the thief. Deep breaths were coming from her, a sign of life only enhanced by her opening eyes.
"My left shoulder hurts," Miel complained. Inspecting it, Theo realized it might’ve been the first body part to hit the wall, the shoulder out of its socket. "Will either of you do the honours or do I need to do it myself?"
"I’ll take care of it," Stig replied, throwing the [Holy Rune] to Theo as the forest dwarf went to it. After ten seconds of preparation, a swift push made it go into place. While Miel sharply inhaled, there was no clear shout of pain. "How’s it feeling?"
"Still hurts," the thief replied as Theo pressed the healing engraving against the red skin. It would bruise no matter what, but it wouldn’t be permanent. Maybe. "Better than before, though."
"I’ll take that as a success," Theo surmised. Secure in the fact that his friend was safe, he could look towards the royal couple. Or…maybe just one of them, only the queen remaining. The king had long since stopped his twitching, lying still on the floor. "Shit."
The queen sobbed, her hands covered in blood. While not wounded herself, the pool of blood from the king covered her. Bathed in the blood of her husband, she was still on the ground.
"I’m sorry we couldn’t get here in time," Theo apologized, checking on the king. There was a very faint pulse of energy still circling within the body, but the heart had already stopped minutes ago.
Theo wasn’t sure what kind of response to expect from the queen. The original guess had been that he would be ignored, that she wouldn’t give him a second’s thought and would focus on grieving, but what he didn’t expect to see was the hand that flew towards his face.
Angling his head just a little, Theo deactivated [Partial Shield-Assimilation] to save the queen with a broken hand. The slap didn’t hurt too much compared to everything else that had happened, at least.
"You," the queen spat, eyes locked onto his as her face contorted into pure fury. "You useless bag of flesh. You couldn’t do anything right, you disgusting—"
"Please, my queen, don’t berate those who did their best," Reginald said through shallow breathing. The old elf was put onto the ground beside them by Jakob, Theo noticing the look of disdain that the [Druid] was sending the queen. "They’ve already done more than they were ever required to do."
Wasn’t the head of the royal guard meant to have been gravely injured? Theo didn’t understand, though the many fresh scars on the elf’s face spoke of healing that had been accelerated to incredible levels. This wasn’t something [Holy Runes] could accomplish. This was…had Jakob done this?
The other guards who’d been alive through the end looked on from the distance as well. Theo mentally berated himself for forgetting them, yet it seemed that the [Druid] had taken care of that for him.
"If you don’t want our help, and if you want to continue acting like you’ve got a broom shoved up your ass, just say as much and we’ll take our leave," Jakob commented, going down on one knee to the same level as the queen. Taking a bite out of an apple that hadn’t been there a second before, he nodded towards the king’s still form. "If you do want our help, if you want to be the type of leader your ancestors were, you can also say as much. What will it be?"
"Jakob, if you can heal him—" Theo began, but the [Druid] sent him a glance that made him quiet down. This wasn’t his place.
It was the queen’s, the tear-filled elf looking at Jakob with a mix of sorrow and anger. Her blood-covered fists looked ready to do more than slap him, and yet they fell to her sides as she let go of her pride. With her head down, words not meant to be used by the arrogant royalty were uttered.
"Please help us," the queen pleaded, tears falling from her face and into the pool of blood on the floor. "Please."
"That’s all I needed to hear," Jakob said, grabbing the king’s head before forcing open his mouth. The queen was ready to tear the [Druid] away for that alone, but by the time she could react, the deed was already done, a green liquid forced into the king. "That’s a hundred years' worth of cultivated sap by itself. I really wonder if kindness is worth it sometimes."
"Sap?" Theo asked, unsure what to think until the king loudly coughed. The elf without a pulse, without blood and with sunken skin, now looked as fresh as when the [Rune-Crafter] had first seen him. His face was flushed and red, and he was coughing a lot, but the man had risen from the dead. "How?"
"Sap," Jakob replied with a dry tone as the queen embraced the king, tears falling quicker than before. "Sap from a world-tree sapling, that is. It’s one of the most valuable materials in the world, guarded closely by the druids due to its minimal supply. Not many outside of the enclaves even know about it."
"The green gold was thought to be a myth," Reginald muttered, the head guard shaking his head as his eyes widened.
"But…it seems that information about the sap has travelled wider in recent times," Jakob finished, looking disgruntled for a moment before just shrugging. Rising from the ground, the [Druid] walked over to the broken wall that showed the entirety of Rootdale. Theo followed, leaving the royal couple to their own devices. "Is the broken arm going to be a permanent thing with you now? I’m not sure there’s too many of those prosthetics left in this world."
Looking at his mechanical arm, or what was left of it at least, Theo supposed he would have to fix that at some point. It was going to take a good amount of hours.
"It’ll be alright with time," Theo replied, the [Druid]’s temporary attention drifting away as they looked out into the city. The smoke from burning buildings had died down, fires extinguished, and the people were starting to enter the streets again to tend to those wounded. "The city is going back to normal, I suppose."
"Life must go on, yes," the [Druid] said. "Give it a month, and everything will be back in place. This will fall into a faint memory, just like every other tragedy before it."
"I’m not sure it’ll be forgotten so easily, seeing as this is the day the [World-Tree] fell," Theo retorted, catching the rare grin from Jakob in response. "What? The middle of it was blown to bits. Its upper half is lying in the lake, separated from its lower half entirely."
"Just when did you humans forget to respect the power of the ancients?" the [Druid] muttered, shaking his head as he sat down and looked further than the city barriers. Theo did the same, sitting on the broken wall for the next many hours.
When dawn came around, the horizon glowing as the sun rose to remove the world of night, the [Rune-Crafter] was forced to learn his lesson.
The rays of the burning sphere seemed to invoke some form of rite, a magical presence bigger than any Theo had ever felt before filling the area. The upper half of the [World-Tree], meant to rot in the lake, began to float upwards. The endless fragments of the middle of the organism began to appear as well, digging themselves out from the earth they’d been flung into.
Like pieces of a planet with its own gravity, the shrapnel floated around the area where it had previously stood, and the upper half of the [World-Tree] simply settled into its former placement without giving a care about the lack of support below.
"The middle will gather itself before the month is over," Jakob explained, rising from his position before clapping Theo on the shoulder. "As if such a primitive attack could take down the world’s anchor."
The [Druid] said it so confidently that Theo could only wonder why he’d ever thought otherwise.




Chapter 21







End of an Era


The next few weeks went by without too much drama. Jakob’s promise about the [World-Tree] regathering itself turned out to be true, the orbiting splinters slowly coming back into the original form. Before long, it seemed like the explosion had never occurred at all. 
Rootdale was still hit hard by the attack. That would be forever true. Thousands had died under the assault and tens of thousands had been injured. Theo and the others did help when they could, of course, and the hundreds of [Holy Runes] sent out most certainly accelerated the process of returning to stability.
It was a miracle that the healing was so quick, honestly, though that was partly thanks to the ancient [Enchantments] already put upon the roots that made up its foundations. Without the protections from the old [Rune-Crafters], Rootdale would’ve probably been swept away as most of the area outside the city had. Instead, they had a mildly damp air, a few boats that had been rattled around slightly, and nothing else to worry about. It was glorious what could be done with magic.
"And one day, I’ll be doing it all myself," Theo muttered, scratching Nero’s ears as the rabbit slept beside him. The sun was rising once more, and today was the day they’d leave the city behind. It had been a long time coming, a long time spent lounging around.
After the ley lines had been taken care of, and after the people had been helped, there wasn’t much to truly do. It was for the best, since it allowed them plenty of time to heal. Theo’s mechanical arm had been repaired to its fullest, Miel had gotten her shoulder fixed properly, along with the quite serious bruising on her back, and Stig had finally learned to somewhat overcome his fears of zero gravity.
Even Theo had learned something. The grass was surprisingly good for a mattress.
"I am honestly shocked that the queen didn’t stop you from sleeping here," Theo commented as he sat up from the garden bed. Planted bushes sprang up as well, entirely unharmed from his manipulations. "This is meant to be a holy section of the spire, you know? There’s actually a law that only elves from the royal family bloodline can be here."
"The plants would instigate a rebellion if I was stopped from coming here," Jakob fired back from his own place under one of the cherry trees, one of the pink blossoms falling every few seconds. "The mere presence of a druid is enough for these beauties to have a few years of growth in mere weeks. There’s little the royals could do to stop flowers from realizing that."
…Right. Shaking off the last few leaves that clung to his armour, Theo made the [Druid] promise to meet them at the dock in an hour before activating the [Gravity-Reduction Rune] on his shield and jumping off the ledge. He’d gotten rather good at using the [Force Runes] nowadays, and the upgrade to [Tier 3] had actually increased the amount of power and sensitivity possible. The switch had caused a few accidental meetings with walls, but Theo had learned from his mistakes. The [System] certainly thought so as well, as it had granted him a new notification just a week ago.
New [Skill] learned!
[Flying-Mastery] has been added to your [Skill-Collection].

It was already [Beginner 6] from constant use, though Theo was slowly hitting a bottleneck. While he might’ve been able to do casual flight rather easily, more rotationally based manoeuvres were still outside of his domain.
"Give me another week, though, and I’ll have it down without issue," Theo promised, noting that Nero was following behind him closely. Even with the rabbit having gained another dozen inches in recent times, Nero was still faster than him in the air if she wanted to be. It was scary. "I’ll be better than you before you know it."
The rabbit replied she had a hard time believing that.
Another two minutes of flight allowed the two to land on the city dock. While the elves had pointed and stared the first dozen times Theo had done as much, they barely spared him a glance nowadays. His flying entry was about as interesting as a person sneezing more loudly than normal.
"Descend," Theo muttered, letting his feet hit the ground without issue. Looking around, he was drawn in by the waving hand of Stig, Miel sitting beside the dwarf wordlessly while sipping on some colourful drink. "What are you drinking?"
"Starberry juice," Miel replied dryly, sipping on the swirling liquid again. "One of the ships had traders selling it cheaply. I got myself a few bottles before it sold out."
Theo was a little jealous but didn’t comment, settling beside the two as the masses gathered around one of the other ships coming in at the dock. They had another hour before their own would be coming along. Until then, their only goal would be to sit and enjoy the rays of the morning sun.
"I think we didn’t do too badly here, you know," Stig commented after a while, getting two pairs of eyes on him in response. "We might’ve gotten sidetracked a little, but we did end up accomplishing our one goal."
"‘Talk with the king and queen and get them to help us,’" Theo repeated, thinking back to their initial entry into Rootdale. "That’s everything we needed to do. Where did we end up instead? In the middle of a feud between an ancient [Druid] and a just-as-old criminal organization and, just if that didn’t seem bad enough, we angered a two-century-old terrorist organization who blew up the [World-Tree]."
"Did they really blow it up, if it’s back to normal now?" Miel questioned.
"It looked blown up at the time," Theo retorted. "Though another thing that came from our misadventures was meeting you. I can’t say we would’ve had any chance of meeting, if not for being thrown down into the arena."
"I feel like I should take offence to that wording," the thief commented.
"You probably should," Stig agreed. "That does lead me to wonder about something, however. With how much gold the king threw our way, I think you have more than enough to settle down permanently, Miel. Even if you live in mild luxury, you could easily go your entire life without a job again."
Theo looked at the thief, the elven woman seeming to consider the idea for a few seconds before simply shaking her head.
"I know I’d go out and stab somebody within a week for the thrill alone," Miel said, rejecting the idea. "No…staying out on the run with you two seems like the best way to spend my time. And anyway, you’ve certainly shown that you can make money rain. I wouldn’t mind sticking around to see just how much you can bring."
Greed and an adrenaline addiction were the reasons Theo expected for sticking with them. No sane person would have made that same choice, making it clear that Miel fit right into the group.
"What are you idiots sitting around for?" Jakob asked as he walked up to them. Theo hadn’t seen him walk along, though that was expected with the [Druid], honestly. They could just appear wherever they wanted to at this point.
At least he was wearing clothes this time, even if that lousy robe didn’t look like it’d been cleaned for the past few years.
"We were just waiting for our ride to turn up," Theo said, looking at the clock sitting on one of the city walls. They were meant to have gotten on board five minutes ago. "And our lacking sense of time has fucked us. Come on!"
It was fitting that the group’s last view of Rootdale was had while running as quickly as they could, just barely able to get onto the old captain’s ship before it set off for the northern parts of the continent. While it had been fun, the time had come for another month on the waters.
An entire month when he could work on a certain project… Theo could barely keep the smile off his face as he settled down at his seat. Few things could hope to ruin this moment.
[image: image-placeholder]Alen clutched at his chest as he appeared within the cave system he’d lived out of for the past many decades. His heart felt like it would collapse in on itself, and his brain was slowly regressing to a point where it seemed like the better option. Emergency [Teleportation] keys never felt good to travel through, no matter how large the value it was they brought.
"Two hundred years in hiding," Alen muttered, shakily standing while leaning against the cave wall. Taking off his mask, he felt relief. The magic hadn’t overtaken him just yet. "Two hundred years of gathering strength, and it all failed before the grand finale."
That human…the shapeshifting one. He hadn’t lied about the losses Alen had incurred during the assault on Rootdale. None of his commanders was appearing, even when they’d all been equipped with emergency [Teleportation] keys. He’d even granted them enough free will to use it if the situation required it.
Nothing good came from that, though. While he still had a few hundred living soldiers under his wing, it wouldn’t be close to enough for a second assault. Alen had to think of something else, something that could work. His initial attack on the world tree was meant to have been followed up by the permanent strike, but he’d been pushed away before he had the chance.
"I need something grand, something bigger than anything before it," Alen croaked, his voice shaking as his mind went through the countless ideas that had been brewing in the past centuries. The long years inside the caves might’ve scrambled his sanity a little, but he could still function enough to know what had the potential of working. "The last one failed because I couldn’t control the situation. I need…control. I need to control it all."
"That sounds like something I could help you with," a voice said from his side. On instinct, the earth mage instantly made that section of the cave collapse, and a million blades formed to cut through the area around him. Nothing larger than a finger-width was left alone, cut through hundreds of times before he could feel at peace. "That’s an awful way to greet a potential business partner, but I’ll see past it this time."
It was impossible. Nobody could’ve moved fast enough to have dodged his attacks, and especially not here where Alen had such a deep connection with the earth. He was meant to be at his peak, his most powerful, and yet he felt like an ant when standing next to the blonde elf before him. It was a woman, a kind smile on her face, and a hand reaching towards his own.
"Who are you?" Alen questioned, not able to hide his stammering. There was power here that wasn’t his own. He could feel it penetrating his mind, digging through him like his mental walls were mere paper. "What are you?"
"I’m just your regular elf who happened upon the business deal of a lifetime," the elven woman greeted, her smile widening to show a toothy grin. "My name is Rina, and I’m going to give you the push towards the goal that you’ve always wanted. How about we start out by getting you some better equipment? Since you wanted control, I think I have a staff that would be just to your liking."
Maybe it was the promise of control, or maybe it was something else, but Alen couldn’t even consider rejecting the offer, following the elf down the tunnel without a second thought.




Chapter 22







Flying Car


Theo had to confess just how much he loved the traveller’s life. Back during his earlier years, when he was rooted to one place and one place only, he had always dreamed of going out and seeing the world. He wanted to visit every continent, see every climate, climb the biggest mountains, and figure out just what was at the bottom of the sea. If it existed, he wanted to see it with his very own eyes. 
But life had restricted him in those days. First, it was his youth that came with limited autonomy, and then it was adulthood that brought a hill of debt upon his shoulders. While his mind was eager to explore, the world of economics had chained him to his desk forevermore.
During those years, he’d actually convinced himself that it was where he wanted to be. Theo had successfully gaslighted himself into some form of acceptance, a resigned mental state that made him settle into an eternal routine of steadily removing his debts by working a job that nobody should’ve been in for more than a few years.
And then…this came along. Being forced into another world, getting trapped while going insane, and then being shoved into a forest where nothing had been seen before. It had taken some time, and some choice words from what could only be described as a younger version of himself, but he had regained the joys that came from exploration. Theo had once again felt that spark of invigoration that came at the thought of seeing something new. The cycle of repetition was cast away, thrown into the back of thought as the new and unknown filled the spectrum of his conscious mind. The past and its pains were forgotten in favour of enjoying what was soon to come.
Was that a bad way to live life? Was Theo meant to feel some kind of regret from his idea of constantly moving, of never staying in one place for more than he needed to? While some might think as much, and he didn’t doubt that his past self would easily berate such a lifestyle, Theo felt like this was the way he wanted to go forward. To cherish the world, to see it all, to live like he’d dreamed of doing as a child. Was there truly anything as great as staying true to one’s own values?
"The wind might be a strong contender," Theo mused, feeling the morning winds brush against his hair. It’d been a full day since their journey had started, and Rootdale was a long way behind them. They were still out on the open lake, however, able to look up and see the branches of the [World-Tree] above them. It just kept getting bigger the further they travelled north. "The giant of giants, unmoving and able to sit through all."
"You should be happy she doesn’t have ears, kid, or she might create a few waves to teach you a lesson," Cirdan commented, leaning against the railing beside Theo before the [Rune-Crafter] could even notice the captain’s presence. The passive wind and waves of the lake were steadfast in obscuring the minor noises, making sneaking up on people all too easy. "A single rustle of her body is enough for us all to drown."
"I think she’ll forgive me for my words before it comes to that," Theo replied with a quick tongue, laughing with the captain as they looked at the lacklustre effect that the winds had on the tree branches. "If she can break in two and return to her previous state without destroying the world, I fully believe she wouldn’t give me a second of her time."
"All too true," Cirdan agreed with a hearty chuckle. "But… Your group’s quick action did help with bringing us all back into good health. While I’m sure others have thanked you for what you’ve done, I really need to give mine as well."
"Oh, there’s no need anymore," Theo said, waving away the gratitude quicker than it could fester. "With how much of the cargo space you opened up for me, I don’t think there are any of those thanks to spare anymore."
"Well…I suppose that’s true," the captain mused, the old elf’s moustache moving up and down in waves for a few seconds. "On that topic, however, I must ask just what you’d need all of that rare metal for. I can’t imagine it would’ve been cheap to buy."
"You’ll see soon," the [Rune-Crafter] promised with a smirk. It didn’t dissuade the captain from wanting to know more, but Theo deflected the question time and time again. Until his little side-project was finished, he didn’t want too many eyes on it.
Or…calling it little wasn’t entirely true. It was small, when relative to something giant, but most would normally call it quite large. From the schematics Theo had drawn up for the design, something he’d spent too many hours on, it would be a little over three meters long and two wide, weighing half a ton in simple materials. Not the smallest idea he’d had over the past months.
And with the price tag on the metal he was hoping to use, it was something else entirely. Theo couldn’t do anything about that, though. [Orichalcum] was the best conduit for anything related to [Gravity-Reduction Runes] that he had found, meaning that his little idea needed to be made of it.
A flying car wouldn’t manifest if he didn’t grant it the best possible starting point, after all. The concept was already crazy as it was. He didn’t need to trip himself being cheap.
"At least the royal couple felt grateful back when I was buying this stuff," Theo commented as he went into the ship’s storage area. He had an entire section for himself below, stringed-up cloth hiding everything that happened within. Some of the others had complained about the amount of space he was taking for himself, but Cirdan had been more than happy to push back against the scathing words. Nobody was better than that old elf at discouraging idle threats.
Theo could work inside here for as long as he wanted without a single disturbance. Save for Nero wandering about, of course, but nobody was going to try and boss that rabbit around.
"Please don’t walk on the—alright, fine, yeah, you can sleep on the thrusters," Theo begged of the [Familiar], but she was a feisty one while sleepy. Here he was, trying to put together plates of magical metals through highly dangerous fusing techniques, and the rabbit just had to sleep on top of the plates, since they were "comfortably warm." "You just don’t have any kind of danger sense, do you?"
Nero replied back that she understood her situation perfectly well, along with what she’d do if a single spark hit her precious fur. The mental imagery was enough for Theo to begin on another thruster while she was having her five-hour power nap.
At least he could work on the different parts of the flying car without any real issues. For complex structures like this, all the smaller parts needed to be constructed before everything could be assimilated into one function. There were [Circuits], [Sub-Circuits], and single [Runes] which needed to be made and then connected in various ways. Hell, the control panel alone was five sub-components that all needed to be made in full before they could be put together.
Since Theo was hoping to move in three-dimensional space rather than being constricted to roads, that meant he needed to control more than just going left, right, forward, and backward. He needed to control going up and down, and then there was the headache of controlling and rotating the actual car. Since he was working with [Gravity-Reduction Runes], the man would be in zero gravity while driving it, meaning he could go upside down without any real consequences.
And if there weren’t any consequences, that meant Theo would be dead if he didn’t take that into consideration. Did it mean he needed a cyclic stick which would interpret his manual inputs in a way that made it understand when to rotate forward and to the sides as well as understand when to simply turn two-dimensionally? Yes.
Copying the controls of a helicopter in that fashion was surprisingly easy. It took a mix of [Intent] and mechanical mechanisms that allowed his input to weigh in on how to activate the different thrusters, but the end result was a semi-accurate control system. It was all based on the idea of least resistance through distances between materials. There was a constant cycle of [Mana] going through the control stick, one which had an optimal path for every different type of movement. When Theo moved or twisted the control stick around, the materials used as potential paths were moved aground as well, creating a longer or shorter distance for any energy potentially moving through. The thrusters were then simply activated with power relative to how much energy was flowing through a select path, though that was another whole possible sequence to wonder about. It wasn’t a single thruster needed to make one movement but a group of them. To rotate to the left, Theo needed to make the front-right thrusters activate at the same power as the back-left ones, and since they were connected to a slew of other sequences for other movements, he had an extreme overuse of [One-Way Connection Runes].
"It’s honestly a miracle people could do this by hand back in the day," Theo explained to the still-sleeping rabbit. It didn’t really matter if she was sleeping or not. If she’d been awake during his ranting, she’d have been snoring within the first minute. "Technicians had to manually insert countless kilometers’ worth of wires into their machines. They had to weld thousands of circuit boards just to get the most basic responses. They were the ones who brought society forward. The first man to walk on the moon might’ve been written down as a legend, but the true heroes were the ones able to put him there."
And now Theo was going to place mankind into the sky. It wasn’t the same as going into outer space, at least not yet, but it was a start.
Other than the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] and the control system, there were two other main systems running through the flying car. The first had already been mentioned before, of course, as few could forget the thrusters. They were what pushed the flying car forward when he commanded it, rotated the vehicle without complaint, and helped him spin in place if he so desired. The name itself was slightly wrong, though.
Regular thrusters worked through the power of expelling some kind of matter, whether that was from chemical reactions or from having some random dude throw blocks of cheese. It didn’t matter, since Newton’s third law of motion allowed for the expeller to be pushed along as well. Enough thrown blocks of cheese could let somebody reach the speed of jets. While that idea did sound fun, Theo was slightly circumventing it. Instead of having physical material expelled to generate force in the opposite direction, he had [Engraved] [Force Runes] onto the flying car to get the kinetic energy in a more direct fashion.
Hundreds of [Force Runes], all connected in one way or another.
It was beautiful, seeing the countless lines light up their red. So beautiful, in fact, that Theo disregarded the extreme malfunction that caused a good chunk of the car to cave in on itself.
"Shit, shit, shit," Theo half-shouted as he quickly disconnected the last major part of the vehicle. While he was more than happy to see the steering, gravity reduction and thrusters working beautifully, there was one facet of his design that brought issues. "It’s too powerful. You’re too powerful, you [Mana]-guzzler."
Slapping the front of the half-bent car didn’t fix its mildly broken state but it did feel good. Bending the metal back into shape, making sure no [Runes] were damaged in the process, Theo bent down to inspect the final part of the car’s structure.
The battery.
It wasn’t a singular battery, of course. The [Capacity Runes] didn’t scale optimally after a width of twenty centimeters, forcing Theo to remake the engraving again and again on the car bottom’s surface. There were easily a few hundred of them on the vehicle, each of them connected to the rest of the [Circuits] through a master switch, one that Theo was rather happy he’d installed. Without it, the car would be a wreck.
"Just how the fuck did you consume 16000 [Mana] in the span of seven seconds?" Theo asked the vehicle upon inspecting the blinking blue notifications in front of him. He’d made the [System] give him warnings when its fuel was running low, since it would be dangerous to be without it once he got it properly flying. Suddenly falling from an altitude of half a kilometer didn’t sound too fun, after all. "Wait…don’t tell me you’re leaking."
While the car in front of him stayed silent, a few minutes of inspection allowed him to find the issue. About seven [Connections] away from the master switch was the problem, a few [Connection Runes] having been tangled together. From there, [Mana] coming from [Capacity Runes] to fuel the thrusters was getting clustered into the steering path’s pulses, creating a positive feedback loop that was seemingly more than happy to overwhelm the sensitivity of the controls and make it order everything to activate at its peak strength.
*Honestly, it’s for the best that everything was activated," Theo said, cycling through the different stages of loss fast. "If it was only the back of it that activated, we’d have a car-sized hole in the side of the ship."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 6] to [Novice 7].

Theo took that as the [System] agreeing with his brilliant deduction as he unwound the engravings at the failure point. Doing a few triple-inspections to make sure he wouldn’t fudge it again, he set everything in its proper place.
Standing back and reaching over to the master switch, he allowed everything to connect once again. There was only a thousand or so [Mana] left in the battery, but it was enough to see if the car would try to implode again.
…
Nothing. No twitching movements, no creaking from bent metal. Just silently sitting in place, just the way Theo liked it. Perfection.
"Or at least passing stage one," Theo said, jumping into the self-made convertible and settling into the front seat. It was barely able to be called as much at the moment, honestly, since it was just a slightly elevated metal box until he could get something more comfortable bolted onto it, but this would work for now. Pressing a few buttons on the middle panel, swallowing the spit that had gathered in his throat, Theo waited eagerly for the results. "Please don’t implode while I'm sitting in you."
As luck would have it, Theo didn’t feel his bones being crushed. Neither was his blood boiling, though he could feel his pulse in his ears as his body became weightless. While the thrusters didn’t have enough power to do much, the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] were able to activate just fine.
He almost floated away from his seat before he put on his belt. It was very dangerous, but Theo didn’t care. His smile went from one end of his face to the other, the [Rune-Crafter]’s mood reaching new heights.
"Yes!"
Some would perhaps think him mad, screaming obscenities while sitting inside a floating metal box, but Theo didn’t give a flying damn at the moment. Even if he hadn’t tested out actual controlled flight, the half-ton box could float and that was all that mattered at the moment.
[Warning]!
[Battery Circuit] retains less than 3% of total capacity. Expected total depletion in: 00:00:07

"Oh shit, right," Theo said, letting the vehicle slowly float down onto the floorboards again. That familiar creaking of wood made him sigh in relief. While the boat was more than able to handle the weight of the metal, letting it fall a meter before hitting the wood was guaranteed not to end well for anybody. And since the [Rune-Crafter] was currently in the metal box of death, he felt like being less experimental with durability tests. "I really need to figure out how long you can survive in the air when you’re fully energized. You might be a [Mana]-guzzler, but there should be limits."
Then again, he would need to simulate different conditions. Just floating in the air would consume much less energy than constantly using the [Tier 3 Force Runes] he’d put onto the back to give it an extra boost, and the steady movement system would likewise take much less in the long term than the initial activation.
Too many factors. So many variables to consider. Theo sighed at its complexity but he began without hesitation. He had a month to work with, and that month wouldn’t be allowed to end before he was done with this.
How long has it even been since we set off?
"Food’s here," Stig exclaimed as he pulled the curtain hiding Theo from the other sections of the ship’s lower floors. "Do you just want it on the floor or—holy shit, you actually made it work?"
With Stig holding a bowl of what looked like stew alongside a glass of some strangely coloured juice, Theo’s empty stomach almost stopped him from hearing the question at hand.
"How do you know it worked?" Theo asked. Looking over the side, he was certainly still on the floor. "It’s not floating anymore."
"It’s a few meters away from where it was this morning," Stig said, [Teleporting] to the front of the car before crouching down and feeling at the floor. "You really dented the wood, you know. Might need to pay for that before we leave the ship."
Getting out of the car and looking at the damage, Theo had to cringe. It was like somebody had tried to force a pole through the floor, countless dents plastered around where the car had been positioned before. It was making more of those already, wasn’t it?
"Still, though, you were able to have it move!" Stig repeated while the [Rune-Crafter] wondered how expensive it was to replace the floor on a ship. Couldn’t be that expensive, right? "Is it just floating for now, or can it move around properly?"
"Just floating for now," Theo said in a low tone, calculating how much his pitiful reserves would be hurt if once he was done getting the car out of the boat. There was a massive trapdoor he could float it through once he was sure the movement was fixed, but that would also require that he was accurate enough to not hit the sides. Since he only had about a meter’s width to work with on both sides once the time came, there were no promises. "I still need to test that the movement system is working properly before I do anything more serious. And maybe also figure out how long it can stay in the air without falling."
"Didn’t you calculate that to be an hour last week?"
"That was for optimal conditions, and—wait, a week?" Theo asked, cutting himself off once he heard the mention of time. It couldn’t have been a week already. He still had four weeks to work on this, right?
"Might be two weeks, actually," Stig said, scratching his head. "All your ranting kinda blends together after a while. It was definitely during the initial assembly of the metal frame that you mentioned it, though, so…two weeks should be somewhat accurate."
Theo’s sense of time was slipping away. Granted, he’d entirely ignored the day-night schedule of the outside, being holed up inside his little area. Who needed regular sleep when there was work to be done? With all of the upgrades to his body, he could survive being awake a few extra hours every day.
…
Oh god, I’ve slept like three times in total.
Maybe a lack of sleep was also causing his lack of temporal sensitivity. Nobody could say for sure.
"What time is it?" Theo asked, barely able to hear Stig’s answer as he walked past the curtain and over to one of the closed windows in the hall.
"About midday," Stig answered just in time for the [Rune-Crafter]’s mistake. Theo was forced to shield his eyes as the rays of the sun hit him with full force. His eyes, adjusted to the mild darkness below, felt like they were on fire with so much light. Just who could live out in the wild? "Oh, don’t be so dramatic."
"I personally don't think I'm being dramatic enough," Theo replied, scratching his eyes as he took a proper look outside. The large lake was most certainly gone, with how close they were to the coast. They looked to be going down a river once again, at a good pace, with the speed the distant trees were flying by. "The type of tree is new."
"That’s the type of tree we’ve been seeing for the past four days, but I’m happy you finally noticed," the [Space Mage] corrected, earning himself a halfhearted glare. "It’s the consequence of us going further north. The weather is becoming too cold for the regular variants."
Taking a moment to breathe in the outside air, Theo did have to admit that he felt the cold winds. The sun was at its peak, there weren’t too many clouds around, and yet he still felt like he needed a jacket. There wasn’t snow piling around just yet, but the Celsius didn’t need to fall much more before that point. With the fact that they still had another two weeks of travel before they would reach their target, Theo supposed he would have to prepare himself mentally.
They warned us, and we didn’t listen.
At least Miel bought some fur jackets before they’d left Rootdale. With any luck, he could borrow one for himself.
"How long until you can test the car out again?" Stig asked as they headed back into Theo’s section of the boat, the [Rune-Crafter] gathering the various tools strewn about. His [Engraver] was too close to the side of the vehicle, nearly pressed up against its side. It wouldn’t take too much idle floating before he lost that precious tool. "And…is there any chance I could be in it while we’re testing it?"
"I thought you didn’t like the idea of flying around?" Theo questioned, getting a shrug from the dwarf. It seemed somebody just couldn’t say no to the offer once it was in front of their eyes. "And…maybe tomorrow. I need some rest before I fill the battery up again. The night would be upon us before it was full if I started now."
"Might want to have Jakob help next time."
"Maybe," the [Rune-Crafter] said. Setting the design aside for now, he considered the world outside. And the food handed to him wasn’t too bad either.
"Anything interesting happen while I was down here?"
Leaving his home of two weeks behind, they left for the stairs. Passing by too many wagons filled to the brim with wares and trinkets, Theo understood why he hadn’t made the journey before. It was too crowded.
"Nothing that we didn't expect to happen," Stig replied slowly, wording it in a way that made Theo tense up. What had happened? "Jakob met some lizardfolk traders, a pair who apparently knew the ones we met on the last boat trip, and he chatted with them for all of five minutes until they tried to challenge him to a duel to the death."
"Why did they want to go so far?"
"He told them that their existence was the byproduct of a drunk druid who couldn’t keep it in his pants and that their entire species was one big pool of bestiality," the [Space Mage] explained, the gears fitting into place. "It was apparently meant as a fun fact."
"Fun for some, maybe," Theo muttered, an agreement made by the dwarf.
Explaining further, Stig added that it seemed no blood had been shed. Though both parties had been more than willing to try and rip each other apart, Cirdan had stepped in and insisted they be off his boat before they would try and kill somebody. While they had been more than happy to wait so long at the start, another week of stewing had apparently made tensions lessen in intensity.
It had seemingly grown to a point where…Theo could see the [Druid] eating with a pair of lizards? "Are those the ones who wanted to rip Jakob apart?"
The [Druid] whispered some choice words into the lizardfolk’s ears, words that Theo couldn’t hear from such a distance, but the guttural laughter that rang out in response meant it must’ve been something good. Just…what?
"The very same," Stig confirmed with an understanding smile. "I personally thought they were faking it to make the final kill sweeter or something, but they’ve apparently just found common ground on hating elven customs. Did you know that lizardfolk traders primarily wear clothes to appease people from other races?"
"...I did not know that," Theo replied, not sure what to think anymore. The [Druid] who supported nudism had seemingly found the crack to get into the social circles of lizard people. If anything, Theo was disappointed that he hadn’t predicted this outcome. "Has…has Miel been doing fine, then? Any violent threats of death thrown her way?"
"Oh, no, she’s been staying out of the limelight nearly as much as you have," Stig said, shaking his head while sighing. "Being surrounded by people constantly apparently didn’t work well on her nerves, so she’s up at the front of the ship. Might be using her invisibility ring so you have to call for her before she appears."
"That’s a bit strange."
"I don’t think you should be judging people’s isolationary habits."
"That’s fair."
Walking through the crowd of traders chatting about various gems and jewels, the duo finally caught the attention of Jakob. The [Druid] had looked more than ready to fall over with laughter until he saw their faces. Distracted from his earlier mood, the wild man rose from his chair.
"The monster in the depths returns to the world of day," Jakob recited, the two lizardfolk by his side rising from their seats as well. Damn, they were taller. Just what had they been eating as kids? "How’s your flying death trap coming along?"
"Got it floating before I needed to breathe something that wasn’t my own breath," Theo said, nodding to the two lizards. One had blueish-green scales while the other was a nuance more red. Curious, though the internal composition of solid strings of [Mana] was more interesting to him. They were [Mages] of some form, likely the same branch of a domain as well. "It’s a pleasure to meet the two of you. My name is Theo Locheim, and you are…?"
"Rezz," the red-scaled one said, shaking Theo’s hand with a firmness that would’ve broken his bones a few months ago. "That’s Lezz."
"Nice to meet the both of you, even if I hear the initial introduction with my group member wasn’t ideal," Theo said apologetically, shaking Lezz’s hand as well. It wasn’t as determined to break his hand, but that casual strength couldn’t be ignored. Even his robotic arm had some internal creaking when the lizard’s hand let go.
Hopefully, that wouldn’t be a common thing. There was already enough creaking in his body.
"Agh, that meeting wasn’t the best," Lezz agreed, a higher-pitched voice escaping through the lizard’s fangs. A woman? Theo truly couldn’t tell. "But we did learn a lot from each other. Even if you are a druid, human, you certainly know how to fight dirty."
"You call ripping out teeth ‘fighting dirty?’ You should see me when I’m really trying," Jakob said, holding out his left arm. It gained a layer of black-and-silver scales for a few seconds before returning to its pink colour once more.
Please don’t reignite that fight.
Theo’s fears on that topic seemed ludicrous a second later when strange sounds left the lizardfolk. The magic swirling inside them made the hairs on the [Rune-Crafter]’s neck rise. The danger of a fight was just the tip of the iceberg here.
"I…think we’ll leave you to it," Stig said, pushing Theo along until he seemingly remembered something. "Oh, and, Jakob, we need your help with the death box soon."
"What for?"
The [Druid] wasn’t even looking at them.
"We need somebody to refuel when the mana battery runs out," the [Space Mage] explained. "Theo doesn’t have enough juice to do it himself, and I don’t offer much either."
"Fine, we’ll do it tomorrow."
Theo wasn’t sure whether he and Stig or Jakob and the two lizardfolk left the area quicker. He just knew that he wasn’t going to look back, for the sake of his mental sanity as well as trying to figure out just where the group thief was hiding.
Moving towards the front of the ship, away from the mass of traders chatting their ears away, the area seemed to be vacant of life. While there were some cutlery and a glass sitting on a table, the origin of it was nowhere to be seen.
"She really is invisible," Theo muttered. It was either that or she wasn’t here at all. "Are you around here, Miel?"
A few seconds passed by in silence, Theo letting the mild winds of nature wash over him as he listened for any sign of life. There was nothing, no breath, no flicker, that would hint at an elven thief hiding around them. He honestly thought it a lost cause until he turned around and came face-to-face with her, the bored eyes staring directly into his.
"You’re out of the storage room, I see," Miel commented in a deadpan tone, looking Theo up and down. Was that a hint of annoyance on her face, or was Theo imagining that? "Do you need help with killing somebody on the ship?"
"Not yet, no," Theo said, thinking it best to sidestep that question entirely. "I’m just doing a bit of catch-up after being down there for so long. Everything alright up here? I heard you weren’t around the traders too much."
"Can’t steal their goods, so what good are they?" the thief answered bluntly, seeming entirely happy with looking at the honest traders like walking money pouches. "And should you be sounding so judgmental, since you've been holed up in the depths, muttering to your car about guzzling mana?"
"That’s what I said," Stig cut in, the dwarf and the elf gaining a connection that couldn’t be explained in a million years.
"This isn’t—wait, how do you know I’ve been talking to her?" Theo said, not sure what emotion he should feel about calling the car "her." Maybe regret, with that smirk on the elf’s face. "Have you been down there without my notice?"
"Several times, yes," Miel replied without an inkling of shame. "You talk to yourself a lot. You have no filter."
"That’s because I don’t have reason to think people are listening to me at those points in time," Theo retorted, feeling a shade of red work up his neck and onto his face. While distant memories already, he could somewhat remember his recent list of conversational topics with himself. None of them were meant to have reached the ears of others. "Just what did you hear?"
"Subjects I don’t believe anybody should say in polite company," the elf stated. "It’s likewise the reason I stopped going down to check on your work. How far along have you come with it?"
His world was in shambles and it was getting worse every second.
"I…" the [Rune-Crafter] began before giving up inside. "The car isn’t too far from being properly tested. Jakob promised to help me by fueling it while I’m doing limit tests. After that, and after we find somebody who can make seats that are even slightly comfortable, we should be well on our way to sustained flight."
"Good. I’ll be there."
And with that, the thief was gone once again, and Theo barely saw her start to turn around before she disappeared into thin air. It was scary how good she was getting at using that invisibility ring.
"Really should’ve gotten one of those when I had the chance," Theo complained, feeling the thief’s eyes on him for a moment more before they left the area. The people had been checked up on, there was little desire to go below the surface just yet, and the [Rune-Crafter] needed some time out in the sun if he knew what was good for him. "Just how did I survive a month on this boat last time?"
"By working on a project with an unhealthy focus?" Stig suggested, getting a spoon thrown his way. "Hey, don’t kill the bringer of the facts. Doesn’t make it any less true."
"Not if I have something to say about it," Theo retorted, using [Air-Engraving] to make a [Force Rune] on the back of the next piece of cutlery. It flew through the air like a rocket, almost hitting the forest dwarf on the cheek before it [Teleported] over to the [Rune-Crafter]’s face instead. "That’s cheating!"
"And your tricks aren’t?"
"Touché."
Another few hours of distractions allowed the sun to fall and the moon to rise, the countless stars covering the sky in due time. With no city lights to increase the ambient light, there was truly no end to what could be seen.
Too many unknowns.
Rest came not long after, letting the new day seep into his sight before Theo could truly comprehend it, the sun rising from the other side as if nothing had happened. The air was cold, his robotic arm felt a bit cranky, and his neck was slightly stiff.
"The consequences of sleeping on wooden floors," Theo muttered. He rose from the ship’s deck, moving down one floor to meet up with the others and grabbing some of the food given to travellers on his way.
Pushing away the curtain separator, the sight of Jakob, Miel, and Stig came into view. Nero was lying around in the background as well, the rabbit apparently sensing her need to be there without opening her eyes. Truly, she was formidable in her wisdom. "Are we ready to start out?" Theo asked.
"Always," Jakob replied. "Where do you want the mana?"
"Here, please," Theo said, pointing out a large [Connection Rune]. While he could’ve technically made physical contact with all of the [Capacity Runes] one by one to refuel them, a connected [One-Way Circuit] was easier to handle for his already-fragile mental state. "We need about 15000 [Mana] to start out with, so that’s likely an hour of waiting around."
"I don’t know what you mean by 15000. There are no numbers in this," the [Druid] retorted, putting his hand onto the [Rune] before starting the process of transferring energy. "Just tell me when to stop."
"I…okay," Theo said, needing a few seconds to adjust his worldview. Of course there was no way the man could understand unit measurements. Dividing it into stuff like that was [Rune-Crafter] territory, something that the [Druid] was as far away from as possible. "You just need about—oh, shit, stop!"
[Warning]!
[Battery Circuit] retains more than 101% of total capacity. [Explosion] imminent in: 00:00:31

Theo tried to pull Jakob's hand away on instinct, but the [Druid] removed it freely.
"What are you so worried about?" Jakob asked as the [Rune-Crafter] dove into the car and started it up, the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] instantly taking 500 [Mana] away from the battery. "Didn’t you want it fueled?"
"Oh, sorry, I was under the assumption that you couldn’t put in several thousands of [Mana] within mere seconds," Theo said, muttering endless curses as he forced the thrusters on both sides to activate at medium power. It was a bit outside of how steering was meant to work, but he needed to burn some excess energy before this whole thing exploded. "Was that all of the energy inside you, or do you have more than that?"
"Was that—no, of course it wasn’t all of what I had," Jakob replied, sounding a little offended like the question was an insult in itself. "I wouldn’t willingly deplete myself of my reserves just to help you. I barely touched my own, honestly. Most of it was just leftovers in the core."
Just what was—never mind. Theo couldn’t deal with that at the moment as he put some more pressure on the floating car to remove the last few digits before it was too late. Within a few more seconds, the [System] happily notified him that he had 100% capacity to work with.
Thank god for the ability to waste fuel on useless revs.
As it turned out, Jakob truly was inhuman, having access to a well of seemingly endless [Mana]. The secrets of the [Druidic Arts] were truly something, though Theo was less focused on the reasons behind the energy and more on its function. No matter what kind of origin the secrets had, he knew they could be used to fuel his new machinery.
Without being refueled, it could float around for five hours. Mild use of the thrusters made it three hours. Extreme use put it down to an hour and a half. It wasn’t too good for long-term travel, but Jakob was seemingly useful in that avenue as well.
"He could just…refuel while we’re still in the air?" Theo supposed. There was nothing stopping it from working, nothing in the system able to break from it. "Yeah, this could actually work."
With that came the final step of his plan.
Actually moving the damn car.
Did Theo have a driver’s license? Of course. Living in the US without a car license was akin to living without legs, with everything so far apart. The license had been used plenty in the seven years he’d had it, and Theo was more than sure he could drive in a car if put into one again.
But flying cars…slightly different. The pedals were about what one would expect from a car with automatic gear, and he’d added in the reverse button just to make it slightly more familiar, but the steering wheel had been fully replaced with a joystick.
"You pull and push it around for three-dimensional rotations and twist it left and right for a flat rotation," Theo explained to Stig sitting in the passenger seat. Jakob was sitting just behind the dwarf, utterly bored, and Miel was behind Theo watching him explain with mild curiosity. Nero briefly seemed to consider jumping into the back to join them, but she settled back into her corner instead. "I promise nothing about its effectiveness, however, so…maybe buckle up before I turn on the controls."
The idea of being buckled into a seat was apparently foreign to this world, the adrenaline junkies they were, but the idea of floating out of their seats seemed enough of a motivator. With everybody settled in, Theo took a deep breath before activating the stick controls.
…They didn’t instantly start to spin, which was good. Theo had his feet entirely off the pedals to stop any possible accidental movements forward, but simple rotations were still fair game.
"This isn’t so bad," Theo commented as he tried out a simple rotation around the y-axis. There was a slight bit of g-force from the off-centre spinning, but it was survivable. "Everybody alright?"
"Everybody is bored, alright," Stig replied, making some nerve twitch inside Theo as he decided that testing could be increased just slightly. Leaning to the side, the joystick obliged and the thrusters rotated them around the x-axis. Before anybody could think to comment on their current state, they were upside down, able to look at the floor a meter away from their heads. "...Okay, it’s slightly less boring."
"Should you be putting our heads directly between the ground and sheets of metal?" Jakob questioned. "The wood will break before our skulls, sure, but this doesn’t seem like your regular tests."
He had a point, Theo supposed as he allowed the car to rotate back into its original position. While he certainly had some ideas about the sensitivity needing to be decreased, this was becoming more than just doable. He could do something great with this.
Just need a few more hours.
Or days, as it turned out. Flying around in the small space he had to work with was the next step, something Theo spent a great deal of time doing. Hours every day, trying to figure out the smallest details when it came to moving it around. Even if he had been the one to create the car, it was most certainly still complicated to handle.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Flying-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 6] to [Beginner 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Flying-Mastery] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].
Mastery now carries over to vehicles and [???].

Seeing the question marks on the [System Notification] was a little strange, but it turned out to just be due to Theo’s lacking naming sense. He hadn’t given the beauty he was sitting in a proper name just yet, even when he spent so many days inside it.
"Sheila, maybe?" Theo suggested, not hearing a no from the car. It fit better with a tank, but it was good enough for him. Who knew? Maybe he could put a barrel on the back of the car at some point. A mountable Gatling gun could be a fun project. "We’ll be having you blow the enemy up sooner or later."
"Stop talking to the car, Theo," Stig muttered from his seat, a hand on his face. "There are limits on what level of intimacy should be shown to inanimate objects in public."
"I think [Sheila]’s plenty animated, thank you very much," Theo replied as he heard the latch in front of them creak and begin to open up. Or…was it better to say above them? It was too hard to explain relative directions when gravity no longer was a factor. At least he could say the sun was straight ahead now. "Everything fine up there, Cirdan?"
"Just dandy," the captain replied as the other workers pushed the hatch entirely out of the way. There was some uncertainty in those old elven eyes as Theo pressed on the gas and the car slowly moved forward. He had it lined up almost perfectly, the sides of the car going through without any major issues. The scratch on the left was pretty mild, at least. "That’s going to leave a mark."
"A big one?" Theo asked as he got the car all the way up, turning it upside down so he could inspect the damage from his seat. Floating a few meters above the remaining traders onboard was perhaps not the most inconspicuous thing in the world, but, god, was it fun.
"Not big enough to keep you from landing that beast again," Cirdan said, letting Theo float over to the edge of the ship to let Nero walk on board. Stig helped her get settled into the back, a small belt going over her stomach to let her stay in place without too much restraint. "Where’re your two other friends hiding? I doubt they would pass on joining you on your floating metal box."
That was actually a good question. With Jakob, at least. Theo already had a few guesses about where a certain thief was hiding.
"Are you already strapped in, Miel?" Theo asked the empty seat behind him. A moment later, the elven woman appeared out of thin air, silently nodding while adjusting her belt. "Just Jakob left…what are the chances he’ll catch up if we just leave?"
Stig didn’t have a chance to answer before a thundering roar was heard from below deck.
"I heard that!" Jakob shouted, jumping up through the half-closed hatch, making the workers step back while the [Druid] removed a half-eaten apple from his mouth. "I wasted a month on this damned ship so I wouldn’t have to fly home myself, and you four aren’t going to ruin my dream three steps away from the end."
The half-naked man stomped over Theo and onto his seat before anybody could say otherwise, leaving a strong silence for all to pull through.
"Well…I thank you for your help, Cirdan," the [Rune-Crafter] said, similar words heard in response from the old elf. "I wish you well. If we ever need a roundtrip around the continent, we know where to go."
"Of course," the captain said with a weak smile. "Be safe. You don’t want to be caught in a snowstorm with only metal to protect you."
Theo promised to keep that in mind as he allowed the car to gain altitude. Before long they were a hundred meters into the air, able to look around and see the countless kilometers of dark forests around them. The traders were travelling on a thin road below them, going south towards some village or another, but…Theo and the others were going further north. The snowy nights weren’t enough just yet. For as long as the treetops weren’t covered in white, they wouldn’t be close to their goal just yet.
"Let’s finally see the acceleration on this thing," Theo commented as he put his foot down on the gas. The neck brace on the seats proved to be a good addition as they picked up speed. Even with the leather behind him being quite sturdy, he could feel his back press against it harder than ever. It was perfect.
With any luck, they’d be in Linrel before lunch.




Chapter 23







Linrel


Theo cursed his lacklustre planning with the flying car’s design, most notably the lack of a roof to protect them from the cold air. It was a rather obvious flaw, but he’d been too huddled up in the warm ship to even consider the freezing temperatures that were beyond the wooden walls. And for that, they suffered. 
"We really need some better coats when we reached Linrel," Theo said, taking one hand off the controller as he tightened the fur jacket that was just barely able to get around his waist. It’d been a gracious gift from Miel after she’d seen his five-minute impression of an icicle. While slightly too small in some parts, it was enough for now. "How much further, Jakob?"
"Ten more minutes northeast," the [Druid] replied. It was surprising that the man could recognize the landscape after so many years away, but it seemed that nature truly did change on another timescale than Theo could truly comprehend. From how the wild man was looking around, he must’ve been more than a little excited about what they would soon find.
Ignoring the gathering snow and chattering teeth, Theo was able to see the distant light of flame soon enough. It was weak at the start, barely a splot in the snowstorm, but the cumulative effect of the lights soon grew wide enough to cover a good chunk of the sights below. The village of Linrel had been found.
Thinking it best to not anger the inhabitants instantly, Theo slowed their speed to avoid passing directly over the houses, instead curving around and descending a hundred meters away from the entrance. Floating just a meter above the ground, they fell in with the nearly snow-covered road, steadily moving towards the large stone wall that surrounded the village.
"Not too far from what Oslaker had," Theo commented, Stig shrugging at the sight. While the houses within were made of more stone than what the tree-focused forest dwarves preferred, it wasn’t too far away. The sizes of it all were still different, though. The doors, the window heights, and everything else had been put up an extra few heads. "Elves."
"Did you expect anything else?" Jakob questioned as he jumped out the side of the car, feet hitting snow as he moved forward to meet a guard approaching them. They wore a metal helmet along with furry armour, an uncountable amount of pelts offering them protection from both the climate and any stray sword. "Hello. We’re with the Linrel Druids, if you’ll just let us move through."
There was an air of expectation, like the mere mention of [Druids] should’ve made the guard relax and let them pass through. That didn’t happen, though, the elf instead flinching and balling his hands into fists around his spear. That flick of the head to look Jakob up and down didn’t seem positive.
"The druids all left three weeks ago," the guard said with a venomous tone. "Nobody is left to greet you here."
"What?" Jakob said, with an air to his voice that was entirely new. It was one of shock, one of surprise. It didn’t fit Theo’s view of the arrogant [Druid] in the slightest. "Where’d they go? And why? This place has been one of our homes for hundreds of years."
"They left for their hidden caves up in the mountains. Where those are more specifically, I have no idea. Nobody does," the guard answered, shaking his head. "As for why… They no longer see this village like they once did. They grew arrogant, and we threw them out because of it."
[Druids] being arrogant? Who could’ve seen that coming?
Theo would’ve found that thought humorous if not for the conflicted face on Jakob. This wasn’t what they had been expecting. He was meant to have met his brothers and sisters here, and yet…it was now void of the home he had dreamed about.
"We’re hoping to stay the night and leave in the morning, then," Theo said, breaking into the conversation when Jakob continued to stay silent, the [Druid] looking into the storm with a vacant expression. Bolts of [Mana] emerged from him in a never-ending pattern, like sonar searching for a specific thread of energy. It didn’t seem to be successful, nothing replying back. "Does this village have an inn?"
"We don’t need an inn," Jakob said bitterly. "We have a house inside. I still know the combination for the door."
"Well…that’s that," Theo said, looking at the guard who still hadn’t moved. "Any chance of the gate being opened up? We don’t really have the best outfits for snowstorms, if you know what I’m saying."
Even with the helmet hiding his face, Theo could feel the guard’s eyes gliding over his form. If there was any good impression from that, he couldn’t tell, the elf simply grunting and moving back towards the gate. With three quick knocks, chattering came from the other side before gears began to turn. Within a few more seconds, the large gate opened up, granting them entrance to the wide street on the other side.
"You leave in the morning," the guard commanded. Theo promised they would be out before dawn, but Jakob didn’t seem as happy to repeat his words, staring the elf down with empty eyes.
"Move."
Getting back into the floating car, they steadily moved into the city. Treating it like one would a carriage, they went through the streets at a slow pace. The outside areas were mostly empty, though the few elves outside were more than happy to look their way while they passed. Most stopped entirely to just observe their movements, seemingly understanding in a split second just how foreign they were.
"Does this village not get many visitors?" Theo asked the still-quiet Jakob. "It might be the car, but they all just seem so…hostile."
"Traders are common here. Were common here," Jakob replied, looking out at the elves. His mere gaze seemed to get most moving again. [Mana-Sight] revealed that the [Druid] was doing a bad job of containing his energies. It was hitting everybody who hadn’t grown resistant to it over time. "They’re not looking at us with hostility you’d give foreigners. They’re hostile towards something they already know."
"Druids," Miel finished for the wild man, getting a nod in reply. "They did something to make the villagers despise them."
"Or the people were stupid enough to make my people act out in self-defence," Jakob retorted with a bit more edge to his voice than what was likely intended. "We have kept up good relations with this village for longer than I’ve been alive. We have helped them through thick and thin, and they have helped us with everything they could in return. We have been their guardians, their assistants. We have helped them through starvation, through sickness, and yet…the friendship fostered over so many years has been cut short."
Jakob didn’t say anything after that. None of them did, melancholy running through the group. Following the [Druid]’s guidance, Theo steered the car through the streets for another ten minutes, slowly going through narrower and narrower streets. A few led to dead ends, forcing them to backtrack, but they found their target quickly enough.
"Looks more like a brewery than a house, if I’m being honest," Theo said as he allowed the car to hit the stone tiles in front of the door. It was hidden behind a small gate, allowing them to venture further in without worrying some random people might try and mess with the vehicle. "And it doesn’t look too stable, either. Those pillars have to be too many centuries old."
"From the looks of it, they actually renovated while I was away," Jakob said with a smile on his face. The man looked downright excited as he walked over to the door and began to mess around with the lock. Theo couldn’t say he understood, looking at the large building with a grimace.
In direct opposition to the rest of the village, the walls were of wood instead of stone, endless logs stacked upon each other to make a three-story house with giant metal containers going through the walls on the side, connected to them by tubes. There were some symbols etched into the wood, but Theo couldn’t see what they were meant to mean. Stig couldn’t translate it either.
A loud click made it clear the lock had freed itself from the door, the rust on the outside wiping itself away to reveal a clean metallic sheen. Theo barely had time to consider it before he was nearly pulled inside by Stig and Miel, the two wanting to see what the house had to offer.
"It can’t be…what is this?" Theo said, standing at the entrance with wide eyes as Jakob continued to walk further in. This was all too modern, too…clean, well-made, and lacking in the rotten wood from the outside. "How?"
"It’s easier to hide gold when it’s covered in shit," Miel offered, taking off her shoes and following the [Druid], who was nearly out of sight, as he turned a corner. "For a place meant to have been abandoned for three weeks, it’s surprisingly free of dust."
"Thank the dryads for that!" came the shout from Jakob, the [Druid] explaining something further inside that Theo couldn’t hear from his position. Taking off his boots and putting them to the side, he saw the dwarf beside him do the same.
Nero, on the other hand, felt no need to keep the place clean, wading inside and making it clear where her paws hit the wooden planks. Theo’s inner housekeeper grimaced at the sight, but left that issue for later.
"This place might not be too terrible after all," Stig commented, trying out one of the lights as they got further inside. It reminded Theo of the lamps inside the [Facility], a connection to an energy source making it flicker on and light up what looked to be a kitchen. While the design was slightly strange, it wasn’t hard to guess what the different machines lying around could do. A refrigerator, a stove, and maybe an oven. Theo could see all of the dials and what seemed to be fire [Enchantments], but he wasn’t willing to mess around with it just yet.
For the refrigerator, though, he had no qualms, opening the metal door up and seeing a fully stocked assortment of greens and meats. While there weren't any fruits he could recognize, one looked close enough to an apple that he took it.
"You want one?" Theo offered, Stig getting one thrown his way instantly. As for the meat, a medium slice was cut and granted to Nero before she could think of taking it for herself. The issue with a [Familiar-Bond] was that everything Theo saw she could see and vice-versa, making it impossible to hide meat from her eyes.
"Please don’t try and open the fridge yourself," he said. Nero promised nothing, making Theo wonder if it would still have anything left by the time night ended. Or…was it even night yet? The sun was technically still out, though it was hidden by endless layers of snow, so they would still have a few hours before they’d need to rest. And since they had been sitting around in the flying car all day, sleeping early didn’t sound too appealing.
Exploration it was, starting with the house around them. Moving to the adjacent door and opening it up, he discovered a small living room of sorts. It had a rather comfy sofa, a cabinet filled with books of varying thickness and colouration, and a crystal lamp hanging from the ceiling that turned on the second they set foot inside the room.
"Fancy," Theo commented before walking along once again, opening up the next door. Another living room with a larger sofa, then a small library, then a closet filled with cleaning supplies, leading Theo to hurry to the next door.
Upon opening that one up, the voice of Jakob reached their ears.
"They put the distillation in stasis, so nothing’s been ruined during their absence," Jakob commented, a side-eye making it clear he knew of Theo and Stig’s entrance as he stood in front of countless dials and buttons. One of the walls had been replaced with a window, showing off a much larger room ahead. It was three times as tall as the others, going one extra floor up and down before ending, yet it seemed so much bigger thanks to the three metal storage tanks inside. Theo couldn’t begin to think how many thousands of litres of alcohol he was seeing before his eyes. "That there is an absence, though…it’s not good."
"The [Druids] don’t normally leave the village in full, I’m guessing?" Theo asked, watching the wild man adjust the dials. The sounds of metal stretching came through from the room ahead, but he trusted it was intentional.
"It’s a tradition that we always have five here at all times. Ten during holidays," Jakob explained, pausing to study the swinging dials. When they stabilized in the middle, relief washed over the [Druid]’s face. "That there’s nobody keeping an eye on their work here isn’t normal. That they’ve left no notes, no documentation for their leave either, is…more than strange. It was done willingly, since they prepared the place for a longer absence of possible intervention, but that nothing else was done doesn’t make sense."
Jakob was grimly determined to figure out the reasoning. While he continued to fiddle with the controls, apparently creating a better balance for the concoction, the others went further into the house to explore the upper floors. There had been more windows into the brewery from above, and Theo was determined to figure out this place’s secrets.
"I always thought that the druids would be closer to our lifestyle, honestly," Stig said as they reached the stairs and went up a floor at a steady pace. "Living with nature, making sure the trees and plants were always happy, and never intruding more than they needed to."
"They’ve got houseplants and wooden furniture," Theo countered. "Isn’t that pretty close to nature still?"
"There’s a difference between a tree that’s still alive and one that’s been cut up for materials."
"What makes you think this house isn’t alive?" Miel asked from behind them, her monotone voice ringing through their ears in just the wrong way. When her words brought confused expressions, she elaborated. "Haven’t you noticed the eyes in the walls? In the furniture? They’re trying to hide but they’re not good at it."
What? Whipping his head around, Theo spotted nothing. [Mana-Sight] couldn’t tell him anything either, with how dense the air was with energy, but maybe that was a sign of something wrong as well.
Had Nero seen anything? Sending a message to the rabbit that had figured out how to open the fridge using her paws, she idly replied back that there were several eyes in the walls and ceiling. Looking through her vision, Theo could see them for himself, even.
They weren’t human eyes, too round and the pupils too swirling in green colour.
"That’s slightly worrying," Theo muttered, glancing to the side and seeing an eye a meter away on the wall. It retreated back into obscurity the second his sights were on it, but this…yeah, no, he wasn’t sure if he was sleeping here. He wasn’t sure if he could. "If the thing with eyes in the walls has ears as well, is there any chance you could reveal yourself? We promise to not burn you."
A few dozen bullets wouldn’t hurt, though, Theo making sure he could draw his pistol if needed. The holster sat a little awkwardly on top of his coat, but he could handle it if it meant getting rid of whatever creature was spying on them.
…
"I don’t think it’s coming out," Stig commented after another minute of dead silence. The ones that had been studying Nero had retreated as well, leaving the rabbit to munch on a few kilos of meat in peace. "Maybe that’s a good thing as well. I’ve got no clue what it could be."
Monsters living in walls weren’t the most common archetype in the world, Theo supposed.
"It’s a dryad, most likely," Miel offered at just the wrong time. "Jakob said it’s dryads that are keeping the house clean. Since the building is still alive, it would be possible for a dryad to live in its walls."
"Would’ve been good to mention that from the get-go," Theo commented, to which the thief just shrugged. "So…a [Dryad]. Are they at all dangerous?"
"They’re meant to be able to protect the druid groves, passively grow more powerful the older their vessel is, and…I think there was something about their ability to seduce travellers?" the [Space Mage] said, scratching his head. "It’s been a while since I read a bestiary with them. They’re not really seen much."
Since they were meant to protect druidic areas, Theo just assumed they wouldn’t be attacked by the eye-walls. Since Jakob had allowed them inside, there was no reason they would assume they were a threat. Maybe.
The rest of the house was about as well-decorated as the other areas. The second floor was mostly used as a library, a wide room with pillars every few meters filled with books from one end to the other. The illustrations in many were quite interesting, but none of them could understand the words in their contents. There was a chance it was ancient elven text of some variety, but Miel wasn’t able to say anything more precise.
At least the third floor was slightly more interesting. While the two floors below had been focused around communal areas, the third was for private rooms. A bed, a dresser, and a window to let people see the wonders of the village. It was just about everything one could dream of.
"No bedbugs, no dirt, and the sheets don’t have stains," Theo commented, testing out the mattress. It was softer than clouds, and he could feel himself sinking into it. "Perfect."
It was king-sized as well, meaning that Nero could sleep on it too without Theo getting pushed off in the middle of the night. Was there anything more one could wish for?
Looking up from his lying position and seeing a green eye staring down at him from the ceiling, Theo supposed that privacy wouldn’t be too bad.
"If you try to copy the horror trope of standing by the bed in the middle of the night while I’m sleeping, I am going to shoot you," Theo told the eye as it phased back into the wall. He could’ve sworn distant giggling reached his ears, but Nero couldn’t confirm that she’d heard it as well. "I mean it!"
"Theo, I understand there’s an understandable context as to why you’re shouting at the ceiling, but I think the wood has understood its lesson already," Stig said from the door to the room, watching the [Rune-Crafter] put his pistol back into its holster. "The other rooms are the same as this one, so there’s nothing special left. Jakob also promised we can get back inside if we leave the house, so I think it’s time to get ourselves some outfits we won’t freeze to death in."
Not freezing to death was like the sweetest wine to Theo’s ears, the trio moving out of the house and into the street at once. He invited Nero to come along as well, but the rabbit was apparently happier sleeping in front of the fridge. It apparently restocked itself passively, and the [Familiar] was waiting for the meat to come around again.
They’d driven past a tailor's shop during their initial journey through the street. While Theo hadn’t paid much attention to it during the trip, Stig had noted the lights still being on along with the few elves inside. Even with the snow still pelting down from above, that was enough for them to walk through the alleyways towards it.
"What are the odds they’re going to make us leave the moment they see us?" Theo asked the others, getting a few glances sent his way. "We don’t exactly look like the locals."
"Miel could maybe blend in if we got her some fur that fit into the village trends," Stig proposed. "Though that would require us to buy some to begin with…"
Another plan foiled through circular requirements.
"I could just steal some," Miel proposed.
…
With that conversation over with, visiting the tailor as they were seemed like the most optimistic option. As they went another few streets down, the yellow light and glass windows revealed the position of the shop. Pushing open the door rang a small bell on the top that revealed their entrance to the handful of customers already inside.
Faces turned towards them, locals studying their forms as they stood. A moment of hesitation, mild curiosity appearing before shadows were cast over their faces. As Theo and the others moved further into the shop, over half of the former customers pushed past them to leave.
Gotta love it.
"Can I help you three?" the elf behind the desk asked. He was slightly chubbier than the average merchant, his form paired with a bald head and a wide moustache. "Our assortment might be too varied, but I do believe we have outfits in both human and dwarven sizes in the back."
"That would be great, actually," Theo said, eyeing the few customers remaining in the shop. Some were messing around with various fabrics, though most were doing a poor job of hiding their spying on them. "We’re expecting to be out on the colder nights for the next few weeks. Do you have anything that might stop the chill from reaching us?"
There was a bit of hesitation, but the merchant held true to his word. Within a few minutes, they were each shown fur coats in their required sizes. Some were thicker than others, the colouring a mismatch but mostly light grey, and each of them was just a little itchy when worn.
"It’s the fur of winter worgs," the merchant explained as Theo tested out the stretchiness of the most recent outfit. Wearing double layers weighed him down slightly, but he could survive if it meant he wouldn’t be shaking while outside. "Feisty beasts, but they’re known for their resistance to the cold. And, even if it offers little resistance against blunt weapons, you can be assured that a knife won’t go through the fur easily."
The idea of not being stabbed wasn’t too bad to Theo. Common thieves would have to be a little smarter if they wanted to get at him now, and even then they would have a hard time beating him in pure strength. His upgraded [Stats] were working wonders in that area.
Sending Stig out to haggle their way into affordable pricing, Theo began to search the shop for anything else that could be useful. While the main products of the store were simple outfits, it did also have a smaller assortment of tools and trinkets. Fur pouches, a few forearm guards that seemed to be made for hunters, and a surprising variety of differently colored hats. Theo couldn’t say he understood the need for a bright-pink one, but everybody was free to wear what they wanted.
"So where are you three from, anyway?" the elven merchant asked as he was handed his two golden coins. It was enough for food for two weeks, but not freezing through those weeks was more important. "The few visitors we get usually come around in the summer. I can’t say I understand why you’d want to see Linrel at this time of year."
"We’re just passing through, actually," Theo said as he put on the coat. His dydra-scale armour under it fit just well enough to be comfortable, though it was still a little tight around the back. That could easily be fixed with some needle and thread, at least. "We’re on our way towards the mountain range. We’re hoping to find one of the [Druid] enclaves."
"Hoping to see the druids? Can’t say I understand that desire," the merchant said, shaking his head while putting the coins out of sight. "They might seem like fine folk, but that’s how they get to you. It’s all smiles and promises, and then they put a knife into your back when you least expect it. Deceiving beings, those druids."
…There was some animosity here.
"Just what did the druids do to this village?" Stig asked as he put on his new outfit as well. "We’ve been told that they lived peacefully here for hundreds of years. How did that change?"
"They showed their true colours. That’s what changed," the old elf replied. "Shouted maddening words on the street, made our ears bleed, and then made a horde of monsters attack during the night while we weren’t on guard. We’ve gotten most of the damage hidden away now, but windows were systematically blown apart. It was like they’d ordered the beasts to destroy everything we held dear."
The merchant continued to describe that night. While nobody had been killed, that didn’t mean that they had been left unscathed. The beasts hadn’t cared who stood in the way, simply ploughing through them and into every house they could reach. Homes had been wrecked, and aeons’ worth of heirlooms erased for seemingly no purpose. It wasn’t just an attack on the Linrel but an attack on the history of its people.
"The druids denied that they were behind it, but we could see it in their eyes," the merchant said. "They were all a scarlet red, nearly dripping with blood once they looked at us. Nothing good could come from that, so we ordered them out. It was only because of their many years in the village that we didn’t raise our weapons against them."
Theo thought it best to not mention who they were currently with or where they were staying. Thanking the merchant for the outfits, they left the shop behind, moving through the snowstorm in a hurry.
At least it wasn’t as unbearable anymore. The old elf hadn’t lied when he said the furs would protect them against the cold.
"This village has been deceived somehow," Miel commented as they headed into an alleyway. "While the druids might be mildly insane at times, attacking Linrel like described wouldn’t make sense."
"There was nothing to gain from it," Stig agreed. "But who was behind it, then?"
"Somebody that can control a horde of monsters, apparently," Theo said. "Do you two know of any groups other than the [Druids] that are known for being connected to the natural world?"
"There are the Shamans of Igul, but they’ve no reason to be running around up here," the thief replied.
"I suppose a mind mage could’ve manipulated the beasts into doing something like this, but at that scale, it would’ve been easier to just take over the villagers," the [Space Mage] proposed. "It doesn’t add up."
Unless it was meant to look like the [Druids] were behind it.
That’s a thought.
Returning to the house, they were able to get in without an issue. Jakob was still hard at work with the different dials, determined to perfect their positions before they would have to leave. Not able to do much to help, the trio ate and generally relaxed, letting the hours pass until darkness began to fill the world outside. Even with the snowstorm having calmed itself, the moonlight could barely get through the clouds.
"Not too bad a sight, honestly," Theo commented as Nero flopped down on the end of the bed and briefly stretched her wings before settling down on the mattress. An entire day of napping was seemingly exhausting for her. "Even if it is pretty cold, I imagine it’s much better during the summer months."
He could even consider visiting next year. If Theo was able to upgrade the car like he was hoping for, having it move at extreme speeds over long distances would make small visits more than simple.
Turning a month’s journey into a single day… It was an incredible thought. Theo was hoping to just reinvent planes as a long-range transportation method, sure, but the concept would be revolutionary. If he could just figure out how to make ultra-dense [Mana] batteries, he was set.
Or actually figure out how to make the [Runes] more effective.
"Either works at this point," Theo supposed as he flopped onto the bed as well. The mattress was like a cloud, letting him sink into it as the darkness began to wrap around him. "The ancient elves could make a smidgen of [Mana] power and large-scale illusion. I should be able to make a [Rune] push the air much easier, right?"
Maybe there were just different requirements for [Enchantment] and [Runes]. Maybe.
Theo couldn’t really think too hard about it as his mind fell into a deep slumber, the worries of the day being replaced with the randomized visions of night. Everything and everyone flashed through his mind, visions of nonsensical structures forced into his brain like never before. Maybe it was his idle mind trying to figure out the puzzle of his machinations, or maybe it was just some random chemical making him see strange things.
Whatever the reason, it kept him asleep for a handful of hours before the slap of something heavy awoke him.
"If that was you, [Dryad], I swear I’ll—" Theo began to warn, grabbing his pistol from his bedside table before Nero requested for him to shut up. As he opened his bleary eyes, the wing hovering in front of him revealed the source of his awakening. "What?"
Forcing a transmission of senses through the [Familiar-Bond], Theo listened to the sounds of soft footsteps. They weren’t those of boots but those of bare feet. Was somebody sleepwalking? Nero threw away that line of thought as she paired the sounds together with those previously heard from the different group members. Shifting through them in quick succession, even Theo was able to pair them up with the right source.
"Jakob."
What was he doing so late in the night? It was still dark outside, just an hour or two after midnight. When he heard the front door open and close, Theo hurried out of the bed, putting on his outfit before the [Druid] could think of getting too far away, before running down the stairs and out into the open air. The initial wave of cold hit him hard, but he forced himself through it, studying the surroundings.
There was no hint of the [Druid]’s form, but the snow was Theo’s friend as it revealed the markings of feet. Following it out into the dark street, he saw the human markings shift into those of a four-legged animal. With the size…it could’ve been the wolf shape? Whatever it was, as long as he could see the footsteps, he could follow.
Through streets and alleyways, Theo followed. It went on for over ten minutes as he jogged along. They had to be halfway through the entire village at this point. Where was he going? Was he hoping to leave the place behind? Theo needed to know.
"You’re my ticket into the [Druid] enclaves, Jakob," he muttered to himself as he turned another corner. "Don’t let the world fall into ruin because you’re gloomy."
"If I wanted to leave you four idiots behind, I assure you I would’ve done it before I spent a month on that damned boat," Jakob replied in a monotone voice. He was standing in humanoid form just a meter ahead of him, and Theo hadn’t even realized.
It took an act of will for the [Rune-Crafter] not to flinch, but it was seemingly still spotted. "You’re bad at stalking. I could hear you three streets away."
"We don’t all have doggy ears," Theo muttered, looking around the alley where he’d stopped. It didn’t seem too strange. The buildings on either side were rather tall, looming over them with their stony heights. And yet… "Why are they so far apart?"
This was clearly an alleyway, with all the dumpsters and trash lying around, and yet it seemed to have been elongated. It just didn’t seem normal, and…yeah, this wasn’t the standard. While cleverly hidden, the age of the stone floor was different at points. It seemed like somebody had just inserted an extra meter into the middle of the alleyway.
"They shouldn’t be," Jakob confirmed, touching the stone floor wiped free of snow. "I only spent a few years here in my youth, but I remember every alleyway in the old parts of Linrel. I remember every hiding place, every nook and cranny, everything that could let shadows gather. I remember these two buildings, how close they were to each other, and I remember the broken stone tiles between them."
The stone tiles below their boots were unblemished, some recently put in while the truly old ones were both old and smooth. The mystery became all the more strange.
And the strange was usually a product of magic.
[Mana-Sight] was put onto its maximum settings as Theo went down on one knee. Feeling at the small spaces between the stone tiles, he sensed a hint of something. A small sliver of energy, one not meant to be together with the grey swirlings of the stone. It was cleverly hidden within the natural landscape, but Theo could feel it all unravel the moment he studied the design. The work hidden away was forced into the open, and, finally, the world glowed bright with the magic of illusions.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Sight] has been increased from [Novice 4] to [Novice 6].

"Took you long enough," Jakob said as they moved towards the centre of the work. It was just a few meters away from the middle of the alleyway, beneath a strangely large mound of snow. "This isn’t the work of men."
"Elves, then?" Theo proposed.
"I think you misunderstand," the [Druid] said, crouching down to trace his fingers along the lines of energy. "This is too wild, too full of substance. This is the work of a beast."
With that said, Jakob pressed down on one of the tiles. It was like he’d pressed a simple button, the stones below them falling away like nothing. One second they were crouched in a wide alleyway and the next they were in the air, falling down into an even wider tunnel.
Only instinct allowed Theo to not fall on his ass, the compact dirt below letting him land without his knees killing him too much. Checking himself to make sure everything was where it was meant to be, he looked upwards. A fall of three meters.
"An underground tunnel? Should’ve guessed," Jakob said in that same dry voice as before. Righting himself, Theo stood next to the [Druid] who continued to look utterly unsurprised. "This isn’t something the others would create, no matter if they wanted to hurt Linrel or not."
"So you also think somebody set them up?" Theo asked, to which the wild man shook his head.
"No, the people are just too stupid to realize the difference between wild beasts and the true friends of the druidic groups," Jakob replied. "Underground beasts, able to make massive tunnels in a short time, and also being intelligent enough to shift the upper surface structure to let them have hidden entrances… Not many have all three traits, and even fewer would have reason to visit Linrel."
Exploration it was. With one foot in front of the other, the two began to walk down the dark tunnels. Jakob could seemingly see just fine without any light, but Theo was forced to manifest a small [Ignis Rune] that sent out a continuous jet of flame. It wasn’t too strong, but it was enough to see a few meters ahead.
"Do you have any guesses on who it is that attacked Linrel?" Theo asked, hoping to cut away the extended silence. With only their footsteps and the dark tunnel around them, his nerves were starting to grow thin. "Miel suggested that it could be [Shamans]."
"It’s not shamans," the [Druid] instantly retorted. "It’s something worse."
Theo felt like asking just what that was, and just why [Shamans] were looked at negatively to begin with, but the sound of chittering in the distance kept him from speaking up. Deeper into the tunnel, there seemed to be…some form of glinting. Something was reflecting the light coming from his flame, something relatively wide.
[Mana-Sight] told him nothing, but his ears warned of approaching steps.
"I knew it," Jakob said, raising a hand as the beast finally came within Theo’s spear of light. With two large compound eyes beside twitching antennas, the massive body of an ant reached them. It stood tall, easily one-and-a-half meters high while being nearly three meters long and two meters wide. "Giant ants are truly the most annoying beasts I’ve ever had the displeasure of meeting, you know? Terrible beings."
Whether or not the ant could understand the [Druid]’s words was up for debate, but its reaction to him talking was undeniably hostile. With its mandibles going wide, a high-pitched hiss was made before it charged the duo. Theo dodged on instinct but Jakob didn’t bother, continuing to hold his arm raised.
A meter before the mandibles could come into contact with his raised arm and crush it, vines grew from the ground below. The six legs of the beast weren’t able to move from that point on, the green plants entangling them with the strength of steel. No matter how much the ant thrashed around, it could do nothing. It was stuck.
And yet still clearly enraged.
"So a horde of these is the reason Linrel threw the other [Druids] out?" Theo asked, Jakob nodding as he continued to hold the ant with the vines. "The merchant we talked to said that they didn’t kill anybody, but were just destroying the houses. I have to admit that…it doesn’t seem smart enough to do that. It just seems like a blob of pure rage."
"It’s being more aggressive than normal because we’re within the confines of what it thinks of as their realm," Jakob explained. A few more vines grew from the ground to force its head downwards. With a few steps, the [Druid] could put his hand right onto its skull. "And…yes, they’re too stupid to do anything without orders. That’s why there’s always a smarter one up the chain."
A brief glow travelled from the [Druid]’s hand into the beast, making the ant quiet down. Theo briefly thought that some magical communication had transpired before the monster’s skull exploded into a wave of gore, covering Jakob’s hand with green blood.
"And whoever is higher up the chain doesn't want my eyes on them," Jakob said, manifesting a towel out of nowhere to wipe away the green blood. In the distance, the howling screeches became more pronounced. "They’re coming. They’re…coming for the entire village."
…
"Please don’t tell me we just incited a repeat attack on Linrel," Theo pleaded, making Jakob grimace. Even the [Druid] could see the problems that would come. "Did you at least get something useful out of that?"
Sending a message to Nero, Theo ordered the rabbit to wake up Stig and Miel. With how this was turning out, their help would be needed.
"Of course I did," Jakob replied. "We’re working against another ant, one that’s intelligent enough to wield magic. We should expect it to be mainly skilled in illusions, though it clearly has some lesser tool to communicate with its lesser brethren. Either that or it’s dual-talented and has access to the mental domain of magic as well, which is going to be a headache so late in the day."
In Theo’s humble opinion, it sounded like a headache no matter what. The amount of chittering ahead certainly strengthened that viewpoint as more and more eyes seemed to light up in the distance.
They hadn’t been lying when they said there was a horde.
"Is there any chance you could tangle them all up?" Theo asked, to which the [Druid] looked at him curiously. "What?"
"I could, but I already took care of the first wave," Jakob replied, dismissing his idea outright. "You’ll take care of this one. You’re meant to grow stronger anyway. Have at it."
Clicking his tongue in disapproval, Theo considered his current options. The tunnel ahead was continuing to be filled by the eyes of beasts, and it wasn’t decreasing at all. They would be neck-deep within thirty seconds, and at that point, Theo didn’t think survival was certain.
And since Jakob was more than happy to throw him into the fire… Oh, damn it all, he really needed to use some, didn’t he?
Opening up his stash, he rustled through it until his fingers caught a small vial. It was slightly hot to the touch, the cork on its top positively burning with heat, but Theo didn’t care in the slightest. It was just a few drops inside, but it was more than enough for what he needed.
"Just when did you get that from the ley line?" Jakob asked as Theo dropped down on one knee, taking his shield off his back and gently applying the [Liquid Mana] on top of one of the [Tier 3 Ignis Runes]. "I thought Rootdale was empty of bottles that could hold liquid mana."
"Simon still had a few vials lying around," Theo replied as the [Rune] began to grow a strong green colour. The metal around it started to turn red as well. "Took a few days of pleading, but he let me buy his entire stock."
Just how much does a single-vial grant, anyway?
[Ignis Rune]Mana-Purity: 89%Tier: 3Material: OrichalcumCapacity: 89/35Activation: Command TriggerDurability: 130/130
Theo was in love.
Getting into position right in front of the [Druid], Theo aimed the shield at the approaching horde of ants before speaking the magical words.
"Burn to cinder."
The endless pillar of flame must have had the recoil of a continuous shotgun blast, and Theo tensed his back to hold the shield in place. His feet were forced to push against the floor to hold him in place with how much thrust was generated, and it just never seemed to end.
Until it did, the screams of dying ants slowly fading in as the smell of charred corpses reached his nose. It might’ve been a mix of the heat inside the tunnel and the red patches on his arm that came from holding the near-molten shield, but Theo felt a few tears invade his eyes.
107x [Giant Ant] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [19] to [21]. [4] points have been granted.

"The perks of killing something entirely distinct from everything you’ve killed before truly are incredible," Jakob remarked, clapping Theo on the shoulder as the [Rune-Crafter] looked at the blue screen in front of him with shock. He’d been fighting day and night before without ever getting anything in the way of upgrades, and now he levelled up twice through a single attack. "When you get the chance, go on a worldwide murder spree. You’ll become a demigod in no time."
…Shit, Theo actually felt like doing that. He felt more powerful, even when the available points were still unallocated. He needed to visit more places, fight strange creatures, and slaughter them for the experience. This was…he didn’t know what to truly call it.
Bliss.
The four points went into [Wisdom], bringing him up to 320 [Mana] in total. With 4 more levels, he could reach 400, and then he just had to down some [Liquid Mana] before he could upgrade his [Runes] to [Tier 4].
A screech from behind drew him out of his line of thought. It hadn’t come from the corridor but from the beyond. Connecting to Nero, he learned the ants had started to reach beyond the underside of Linrel. They were in the streets.
"I took care of the second wave," Theo said, throwing the [Druid]’s words back at him. "You take care of the third."
"Oh, we’re doing this now? Fine," Jakob said, grabbing Theo as his face distorted into that of a beast. Within a mere second, the man was covered with fur, growing an extra two meters in height and one in width. "Don’t let go or you’ll taste dirt."
And just like that, a hand was around Theo’s waste and he was pulled along like a doll. The wind in the tunnel felt like a jet engine as it pushed against his face, everything flying at a speed where he couldn’t focus on anything.
Then a brief glint of light came around from the top before the pressure suddenly came from below, Theo flying upwards into the sky. Linrel could be seen under them, the streetlights illuminating the village in full. It was beautiful, the moon complementing the sight, but then a blast of flame in one of the streets brought Theo back into reality.
Nero was down there, blasting an ant’s face full of liquid flame. He could see it from both his own eyes and those of the rabbit. She was pissed, shouting at him for dragging her into it without him being around.
"They’re everywhere," Theo exclaimed as Jakob changed from his lycan form into his draconic one, strong beats of his wings letting them float in the air. "Come on! Do something."
"Shut up," Jakob ordered, the large eyes of the dragon flying around at an incredible pace. Five seconds were spent surveying until they grew still once more. "The leader still hasn’t revealed themself. Annoying. Go down there and help while I take care of the rest."
Without any form of warning, the claws of the [Druid] relaxed, and Theo was allowed to fall towards the ground at an increasing speed. Even with his new coat on, the two-hundred-meter fall made a chill go down his back.
Maybe it had something to do with the heights. Or the fact that he was screaming out various curses at the flying dragon above him.
Either way, Theo wasn’t happy with his current predicament. Briefly checking to make sure a certain [Rune] on his shield was still working as intended, he allowed it to activate.
"Float."
Granted, that wasn’t much floating. He was still falling, the wind was still pushing him quite a bit, and Theo was still certain he would die upon impact in a few seconds. Not the most fun predicament in the world, but one he could solve through the use of [Force Runes]. Opening up his coat and letting the engravings be exposed to air, he began to force [Mana] through the magical sigils like nothing could stop him.
It felt like he’d hit the brakes while speeding, the pressure on his chest unreal as the [Runes] on his armour forced his body to slow down. It wasn’t enough to fully slow him, though, and he hit the stone ground at a runner's pace.
"Not dead, though," Theo muttered, rising from the street as he wiped away the bits of snow that had slowed his fall at the last moments. "Just where the hell did he drop me?"
The burst of flame that lit up the night three streets down told him everything he needed to know. Picking up his shield from the ground, and making sure that the bent edge didn’t destroy anything vital, he took off.
Elves were leaving their houses as the screeching of ants became more prominent. Some were wielding weapons, some torches, but most were just in a panicking state. Theo wanted to shout at them to get back inside, yet he thought better of it. Making others pay attention to him at the moment wouldn’t help anybody, and especially not the stranger standing alongside the horde of enemies.
"Theo!" Stig shouted as the [Rune-Crafter] went around a corner to see the other three fighting for their lives. "What did you do?"
Why did Stig think it was he that did something?
"It was Jakob, just to be clear," Theo corrected as he dived under a charging ant. The mandibles nearly went around his shield with their sheer size, but a well-timed [Gale Rune] blasted its skull open. "We figured out the ants had secret tunnels under the village, went inside, found one of the ants, killed it, and Jakob accidentally revealed our positions to the leader ant behind all of the attacks. As it turns out, it does not want to be noticed."
More ants were breaking through the street below them, the compound eyes reaching the surface as a brief warning before the massive bodies came through. Just how many were hiding belowground? Theo didn’t know at this point.
Pulling out his pistol, six quick shots stopped the first mini-wave of beasts. There was a clear sound of more below them but Theo didn’t bother at the moment. He had another 18 shots to work with, and he didn’t want to spend them too quickly.
"Somehow I think this fits into our spectrum of expectations at this point," Stig said as he lowered his bow briefly. "At least this means the druid wasn't behind the attacks. I think."
"Shouldn’t be," Theo said, thinking back to the mention of monster-based magic. "The leader ant should be able to use illusions, by the way. Jakob’s trying to find it, but the thing hasn’t revealed itself yet."
"It’s likely thinking that the current horde will take care of any opposition," Miel suggested, slipping back into the visible spectrum as her dagger left the neck of a [Giant Ant]. "Do you know how many of these ants there are? We cannot take too many more on before it becomes a problem."
"We took out a hundred below the surface, but…there’s easily another five hundred running around aboveground," Theo said, thinking back to his top-view perspective while flying out of the tunnel with the [Druid]. "That shouldn’t be an issue for us, however. Jakob promised to take that for us."
The mere mention of that demon was seemingly enough for his vengeance to manifest. While his massive draconic form could’ve made people think that he was powerful yet imprecise with his attacks, the truth was anything but. As Theo and the others stood on the street, they could see Jakob flying above shooting out hundreds of individual balls of fire. It seemed random at first, but the consistent pained screeching that came after every shot made it clear what was happening.
"He’s doing hundreds of long-distance shots in rapid succession," Stig commented, shaking his head at the demonic presence above them. "That shouldn’t be possible."
"With enough power, everything’s possible," Theo replied with a grin, looking on as the dragon did a few laps above the village. Each flyby required fewer and fewer balls of fire, until the final one came with no fire at all. Instead, Jakob dived towards them, becoming smaller as he approached until he finally was the height of himself, hitting the ground with half-human feet and little else. "You’re at another level of strength, you know."
"It’s not that I’m powerful, Theo," Jakob said. "You’re all just incredibly weak."
What a nice thing to say. Theo truly felt touched by his words, to a point where he almost didn’t mind the infernal screeching that came from down the street. It was muffled at first, starting out below the ground, but the source’s repeated physical attacks made the stone tiling break open.
Fifty meters away, standing an easy five meters tall, was another [Giant Ant]. Its body wasn’t the dull brown of its brethren but instead a shining silver. The compound eyes were golden as well, suiting the regal appearance.
"I think you missed one," Theo said, taunting the [Druid]. And yet…that evil smile he got in response didn’t bode well. "What?"
"I did the third wave, Theo," Jakob said in a singsong voice. "You get to do the fourth."
Looking at the [Druid], then at the five-meter-tall ant who could easily crush them all, and then back at the [Druid], he felt a blood vessel nearly pop on his forehead.
"Surely you can’t be serious," he said. "That thing can kill us."
"Oh, I am serious," Jakob confirmed. "And don’t call me Shirley."
Theo wanted to reply again, but the giant of a beast wasn’t willing to sit around and let them talk. With another screech that made the air vibrate, it charged towards them. Theo tried his luck at firing a bullet right between its eyes, but the metal merely bounced off its skin.
Of course it’s resistant to blunt trauma. Would be too easy without that.
"Do any of you have good eyes?" Theo asked the two others, who looked willing to help. Miel was likely useless against this form of beast, but Stig likely had something up his sleeve.
"Teleport an explosion plate into its stomach, maybe?" Stig suggested. That was as good an idea as any, Theo pulling out one of the spare [Tier 2 Explosion Runes] he had in his pouch and throwing it at the dwarf. It was caught easily before the [Space Mage] went out of sight, a small pop revealing his [Teleport]. Turning his head, Theo quickly spotted Stig standing just next to the [Silver Ant], a glowing [Rune] in hand.
It had been activated without issue, and a small wave of his hand made it [Teleport] into the ant. Before it could even begin to detonate, Stig was back beside Theo.
"That should do it," the [Space Mage] commented as the silver beast stopped in its tracks for a moment. Then came the wave of power through the air before the stomach of the ant bulged, rapidly expanded, and burst into a show of green gore and organs. It was overkill, perhaps, but it had worked. "Easy as…what?"
Maybe it wasn’t as easy as they’d guessed, the chunks of meat flying onto the ground around them turning into fog the second they reached the stone. The [Explosion Rune] might’ve heated up the flesh, but not to this point. What was happening?
It was only Nero’s warning that allowed Theo to keep his head on his neck, the man ducking before a pair of giant mandibles could close in on where he’d been a second before. Rolling forward, and turning around, he was instantly face-to-face with the [Silver Ant].
Illusions. The first one had been mere smoke and mirrors. Was this one a trick as well? It wouldn’t make sense for it to be, since that had been an attempted killing blow.
Theo had a second to act before he’d be in danger again. He couldn’t let it go to waste. [Partial Shield-Assimilation] activated, his skin turned into [Orichalcum], and his fist flew through the air towards the left mandible.
While something in his left fist most certainly cracked the wrong way upon impact, the same could be said for the mandible, the front half being entirely hacked off. The beast screeched in pain and stumbled back before going entirely invisible.
Invisible but not void of sound, the snow on the ground likewise revealing new footprints being made. Activating a slightly damaged [Ignis Rune], Theo pointed it towards the location where it seemed to have settled.
The screeching only increased.
"Have another go at it," Theo shouted at Stig, throwing the dwarf the last [Explosion Rune].
His momentary distraction from the ant in front of him was all that was needed for a deadly situation, however, and Theo was not able to see the rapidly approaching footprints before it was too late. Even while the ant was invisible, the force of the last ant’s mandibles throwing him through the air was like nothing else. That second of weightlessness was unreal.
And the feeling of grinding against the ground as he went along was even worse. The [Silver Ant] seemed more than ready to follow it up with another attack, but Nero was on the case. Even if the massive beast had mass on its side, nobody could ignore two hundred kilos’ worth of flaming fluff, and the [Silver Ant] was thrown to the side as Nero went onto its back and spit flaming liquid with all her might.
Damn it, this hurts.
Nero was thrown off the ant’s back within another second. Theo ordered her to disengage as he got up from the ground, looking for his shield. It was about where he’d been thrown, his hand having let go upon impact. Not good. His pistol was still on his side, though, so that could be useful.
Or…there was another way this could work.
Pulling out and shooting towards the beast, Theo could safely say he got its attention. That turning head, that endless screeching, and the shifting in its weight as it charged towards him. Its intentions were obvious.
"Get ready!" Theo told the [Space Mage] that had been watching it all. He hoped Stig understood what he meant.
Firing off another two shots towards the body of the [Silver Ant], he watched as each of them bounced off without much damage. They seemed to agitate it more than anything, with those repeated snarls flying through the air. Theo almost felt like being scared as the body approached him.
This bet has to be right, or I’ll be so mad.
Here came the more risky part.
Charging towards the beast himself.
"Just try me!" Theo shouted to hype himself up, putting one foot in front of the other as he ran towards the [Silver Ant]. If the beast was in any way bothered by his idea, it didn't seem to show it. Actually, it showed no reaction whatsoever to his charging. How charming. "This is going to be so fun!"
It wasn’t actually going to be fun, but who cared about such details? Theo certainly didn’t, wouldn’t, as he leapt at the last possible step. His metallic fist was made tight as his momentum carried him through a punch right onto the front of its face. It was only a mix of his already-mechanical arm and his magically enhanced durability that kept his spine from breaking in two.
The same couldn’t be said for the [Silver Ant], however, the illusory body crumbling into pieces. It had been a fake. Again.
"Knew it," Theo said, landing and putting a hand on his head as he waited. When the crunch of snow could be heard behind him, he knew it was time. "Smart trick but you’re still predictable."
Stepping out of the way before it could get at him, Theo turned just in time to see Stig [Teleporting] the [Rune] into its stomach. The [Space Mage] then had the pleasure of [Teleporting] away, while Theo could only spend a few moments desperately getting distance before the explosion started up.
Shielding his face from the blood, Theo was forced to consider that his new coat might be permanently green.
[Princeps Ant] slain!Your [Level] has been increased from [21] to [22]. [2] points have been granted.
Those 2 extra points into [Wisdom] almost made up for the forced blood shower, Theo lying down on the ground as he wondered when he was going to stop smelling like unwashed beast insides. Mere water wouldn’t remove this taint.
After removing the metallic skin, another notification popped up as well.
[Skill] increase detected![Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Beginner 8] to [Beginner 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected![Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Beginner 10] to [Novice 1].User now receives a passive increase in physical abilities relative to the physical properties of the shield, while the weapon is equipped.
…Well, that wasn’t too bad either. Walking over to the shield and picking it up, Theo could easily say he felt a spring in his step. While it wasn’t as intense as the feeling he got from actively using the [Skill], it wouldn’t be too wrong to say that his strength had increased by one or two points.
"If there’s a fifth wave, you’re taking care of it," Theo said in the direction of Jakob, though he wasn’t sure if the [Druid] heard him. The wild man seemed more focused on the corpse of the [Silver Ant], and more specifically its head, which had somehow stayed relatively intact after the explosion. "Jakob? Anything wrong?"
The [Druid] didn’t have much of a chance to answer before the sound of footsteps came along. From down the street came the sight of torches and spears, guards walking alongside just about every citizen around. They looked angry.
"Druid!" one of the guards at the front shouted. "We warned your kind to not set foot into this village again. We warned you, and you didn’t listen."
Theo almost raised his voice in reply, but the look from Jakob made him keep quiet.
"I don’t know what kind of warnings you’ve made to my brethren, but know this," Jakob said, picking up the ant’s lifeless head. "This is not the work of druidic magic. This is something else, something dangerous. If any of you have made dealings with higher beings in recent months, and if you’ve broken their contracts, make peace with them before the entire village falls into ruin. This is a scout. They’ll be back sooner or later."
Those words weren’t taken well, and rocks were thrown their way alongside any kind of sharp implement that could be found. Group hysteria was real, and they were the victims of it. While Theo felt some urge to fight back, he kept it inside as they left the street behind. The bodies, the destruction, and everything else were left for the people of Linrel to deal with.
"There’s little chance they’ll let the brewery stand if they think we’re still inside it," Jakob said when they arrived at the building. "Gather what you need. We’re leaving in ten minutes at most."
Theo already had most of his gear on him, but the others spent a few extra minutes inside emptying the fridge and whatever other pieces of gear they had left behind in the bedrooms, leaving Theo and Jakob standing outside alone.
"What was so interesting about that [Silver Ant], by the way?" Theo asked the [Druid], taking the chance. "You were staring at it for longer than you would a normal one. Was there a connection to another leader up the ladder?"
Jakob looked at him for a few seconds before he sighed.
"Yes, there was another leader ant who had control of this one," the [Druid] confirmed solemnly. "And one above that as well. So many layers…and it all leads back to the same being, somebody I was sure wouldn’t touch elven villages even if a knife was forced against her throat."
"Who?"
"Do you really need to ask?" Jakob asked, somehow dumbfounded at this question. "Did you not see the golden ring around its neck? That’s the insignia of the Royal Ant Queen’s followers. The Queen of the North is attacking Linrel."
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Orion


If not for their new outfits, Theo wasn’t sure if they could’ve gotten through the night air without freezing to death. The outside of the car was covered in a thin layer of ice, it’d gotten cold enough that Nero couldn’t sleep through it, and even while wearing gloves Theo could still feel a sliver of cold sneak up on him. 
At the first chance he would get, he’d be installing the warming artefact into the car. He’d already made it separately, but it was getting ridiculous just how much the high-altitude air was affecting them.
"So just who is this [Ant Queen] supposed to be?" Theo asked. They had already left the village behind and were hopefully out of range of any magical ways to listen in on their conversation. "I don’t think you’ve mentioned her before."
"That’s because there has been no need for anybody to think about her for a very long time," Jakob replied with a tired voice, scratching his eyes while looking into the distance. Those bursts of [Mana] were still firing out of the [Druid], working as some kind of sonar with how he was constantly making Theo adjust their course. "She’s a very old monster, probably one of the oldest on Vrasis, and she is known for ruling over the northern part of the continent."
"She decides laws and taxes?"
"She rules over the land," the [Druid] corrected. "Until now, I didn’t think she even considered the elves living here as being worthy of her attention more than any random rock. No…she has control over the majority of the monsters that roam this part of Vrasis. It’s not hard to do as much, seeing as she has an army under her which numbers in the millions."
An [Ant Queen] who resided in the very same mountain range that they were currently heading to…it didn’t sound good. Truth be told, Theo wouldn’t have minded staying clear of the area in full, but he still needed to visit the [Druids] who lived there as well. As a small reprieve, the area was at least massive enough that they wouldn’t have to worry about being noticed.
"How come I’ve never heard of her either, though?" Stig questioned from his seat. "I’ve scoured the bestiaries of my village since I was a kid. There hasn’t been a single mention of any [Ant Queens] around, except the one that’s living in Unan."
"That one isn’t a true queen and more of a vessel for something stronger," Jakob replied. "And as for why you haven’t heard of her…she doesn’t want to be known by people who don’t concern her. Too many would show up at her doorstep, and too many would try and take what is rightfully hers. The two-legged races aren’t exactly known for being peaceful."
Theo had to admit that it was a fair way of life, though he had to wonder how this [Ant Queen] had managed to remove any mention of herself from the history books. If she was as influential as Jakob was having them believe, there had to have been some who would’ve made a footnote about her existence.
"But if she doesn’t care about elves, and if the elves aren’t even supposed to know about her," Theo asked, a fault in the logic revealing itself, "why is her army attacking Linrel?"
"That’s the golden question, isn’t it?" Jakob mused, staying silent for a moment before just shaking his head. "Her underlings weren’t outright attacking the village at the start, either. Merely ransacking it, searching for something. It’s what led to me think that somebody made a deal with her, but…nobody in Linrel was powerful enough to have anything worthy to offer. I checked."
The mystery was only getting stranger with time, and Theo wasn’t for it. Letting the others muse about the questions, he got tired of the cold air as he began to increase the speed of the vehicle. Jakob had guessed that they would be flying for another forty minutes.
Theo was going to do his best to make that twenty at most, pressing down on the accelerator while feeling himself being pushed into his seat. Making sure Nero wasn’t in danger of being thrown off, he only increased the speed.
As the view below began to blur together, Theo felt like testing the maximum velocity wasn’t too bad an idea.
Would’ve been great to have a speedometer in here, though.
How would that even be accomplished? Since the car didn’t have wheels, he couldn’t just make it do a calculation of its wheel rotation. The only real form of measurement he could make here was how much the air pushed against the vehicle and…
That could actually work. By finding the difference between the air pressure on the outside of the vehicle and the pressure inside, Theo supposed he could figure out the speed. The actual numbers would have to be adjusted in relation to altitude, but, yeah, no, that could actually work.
Another project for another time.
But for now, they would have to carry on with their flight. Theo was dismayed to find that adjusting their course at higher speeds was a real issue, with how precisely Jakob wanted them to line up. By the time they finally neared the mountain range, the [Druid] made him slow down.
"It’s been too long to find this by sight alone," Jakob said. "Give me some time."
That led to them floating in space, slowly rotating to let the [Druid] figure out where they needed to go. While the trees were most certainly in the same place as the last time the wild man had been here, the many years had caused much growth and allowed for new life to reach the tallest of heights. It made the mental image too disfigured, the old sight too different from what could be seen now.
But that hardly mattered when those pulses of [Mana] that had been sent out finally started to pay back full returns. They came as a distant call at the start, barely a whisper upon Theo’s senses, but even he could feel the welcoming thoughts that flew through the air. While Jakob’s own pulses had been covered with questions and hope, what came in return was nothing but answers and invitations to follow along. Theo hardly needed to be told before he turned the car towards the source of the pulses. Even with the energy echoing around in the trees and mountains around them, the strongest direction was easy to follow once he finally honed in on it.
"They’re still here," Jakob muttered, for the first time wearing a genuine smile. Theo wasn’t sure if he was actually seeing it or just imagining the expression, the look of sheer happiness on the [Druid] too unreal when compared to his regular attitudes. This was the face of a man returning to his home after so long a time, after so many trials that had gone on for too many decades. "They’ve expanded."
Looking down at the tree line, Theo had to admit that the sight was underwhelming. It wasn’t because the area had very few [Druids] or anything. It was because there were no [Druids], no buildings, and nothing that would imply anything lived down there. It was just wild trees stacked upon more trees, nothing except the natural environment staring up at them.
"Are you sure we’re at the right place?" Stig asked, clearly having the same concerns as Theo. "Maybe we still have a way to go."
"No…this is the right place," Jakob replied, ordering Theo to start descending into the forest ground. "Do it slowly. Even if you’re with me, the dryads are still nervous. They haven’t seen something like this before."
So he could communicate with [Dryads] from here? Theo supposed that the man was connected to some form of plant life below, even if he couldn’t see where the strings of energy came from. It seemed like a perfect connection right until the tallest of trees came around, after which there was nothing but undergrowth and endless branches.
Ignoring what his eyes were telling him, however, he steered towards the only open patch in the area, descending at a snail’s pace to abide by the [Druid]’s command. It was strange, honestly. The small clearing had started off looking like the car would barely fit, but as he came closer and closer it seemed to expand to give him ample room. Theo thought it just a trick of the eyes at first until he noticed the eyes on the trees around them.
"[Dryads]," Theo muttered, looking right back at them. His distracted mind pushed a little too hard on the descent, increasing by an extra meter a second, something that was apparently frowned upon, judging by how quick Jakob was in leaping forward to hold his hand steady on the controller. "What?"
"They control the trees around you," Jakob said with a tense voice. "They are not afraid to crush this car into the size of a tin can if you make any more of those sudden movements."
Rather touchy, weren’t they? Keeping to his promise, Theo did his best to avoid being distracted by the quickly growing amount of eyes around them. This wasn’t like the house back at Linrel where one or two pairs would be sitting around. This was hundreds of them, each seeming to have an edge of power behind them, and each with the alleged ability to kill Theo and the others when they felt the need to.
Maybe the promises of what the guardians of the forest could do weren't a myth at all.
Settling down onto the soft snow, he and the others left the car behind, standing in the clearing with some curiosity. It still looked like a natural forest, with trees standing tall and the shorter foliage just barely sticking out of the snow making it look like the mounds hadn’t been dealt with for centuries. Any sign of civilized life was impossible to spot, and if not for the countless eyes still looking at them from all sides, Theo wasn’t sure he would’ve thought it the right place.
"Stop prolonging the moment, Asari, and open it up," Jakob said after another minute of standing around. His words seemed to make all the eyes swerve to him before they looked upwards towards a different, unseen thing. Though…even if normal eyes couldn’t spot what was there, [Mana-Sight] was more than helpful in that regard, with its instant warnings about what was brewing.
It was like when he’d met Moira herself, the constellations of magical constructs being denser than most creations he’d seen before. Jakob’s draconic form felt like nothing compared to the humanoid shape floating above them, the green outline making them seem one with nature. The crown of flowers, the eyes of red, and the shining red eyes only complemented the image that Theo had already constructed in his head.
The leader of the [Dryads], the one who stood above all the others.
"We’ve been waiting a long time for you, Jakob," the green woman said from above, smiling down upon them as the eyes around the group began to fade away. "We were worried we would need to come get you soon."
"There was no need for that," the [Druid] assured the ethereal voice. His reply came with the sound of branches breaking off in the distance as well, Theo flinching when something began to rise from the ground only a few meters away. It was an arching structure, a gate made of branches, leaves, and everything else from the natural world. He couldn’t look through it, either, just to deepen the mystery, as a veil of blue light covered everything on the other side. From the sounds that came through, though, it seemed like this was the enclave they’d been waiting so long for. "Is Orion still housed at the library? I think he’ll want to see me first."
"Orion is actually in the leader’s hall with the others," Asari corrected, causing surprise on Jakob’s face. "Orius left for the green hills three decades ago. Orion was given the mantle before he left."
"Oh. I should’ve guessed that ancient man would feel the calling sooner or later," Jakob said, sorrow in his voice. "I’m sorry for not being there at the final moments. I know it was my duty to help at that time."
Theo took steady steps towards the gate in front of him, the blue veil on it calling to him. Putting one hand into it, he felt a rush of cold air until his hand reached the other side and instantly connected with a warmth he hadn’t felt for a month. It was like being back in Rootdale once again, with its warm sun and comfortable nights.
"Nobody can blame you for it. Gaia sent you on your journey for a reason," Asari assured the wild man, floating down onto the snow and taking a physical form. Like [Mana-Sight] had hinted at, her skin was that of a plant, a green sheen like a leaf making her look distinct from a human woman. She barely made it to Jakob’s shoulder, and yet she likewise seemed to be eons older than the [Druid]. As she put a hand on Jakob’s chin, Theo wasn’t sure how to describe the scene. "We are not to judge her, for she knew what would be best for all. Now, go forth. Orion is asking me not to stop you from entering your homeland anymore."
"His patience really has grown thinner over the years. And here I thought it couldn’t get worse," Jakob said, standing at full height like never before. He seemed rejuvenated when the [Dryad] chuckled, though another line of thought came through when he looked over at Theo’s car. "Would you mind bringing the metal box into the enclave as well? I could feel how the others weren’t happy with it floating around, so I don’t think we should be the ones doing it."
"That will be no issue at all," the [Dryad] assured them, vines already sprouting from the ground to drag the car under the earth. Theo hoped it wouldn’t be too dirty when it emerged again. "Now, move along. The plants on the other side are not appreciating the cold air being dragged in, and the recent expansions are stressing them more than enough."
Taking that as the final straw, Theo pushed through the blue veil and into the enclave. The instant difference in the air was breathtaking; the freezing cold was replaced with a comfortable warmth as if it were a summer afternoon. Even with no sun in sight, the countless lanterns hung around the many trees lit up the area without issue.
Were those even trees? Theo couldn't be sure anymore, with the biological structures being at least twenty meters in diameter. They towered upwards, most reaching a hundred meters or more, with bridges between the different trees at any possible height. It was all an interconnected web of structures, and everything was seemingly put together by nothing but natural growth.
The chairs, the tables, and even the doors of the buildings seemed to have been made while still connected to the trees, branches having been guided into their current forms. Theo wasn’t sure if he could call the sight ludicrous or incredible. Maybe it was both.
"Welcome to my home," Jakob murmured, taking a few steps forward before just taking in the sight like the others. Miel seemed unimpressed, Nero was trying to figure out where the scent of fresh meat was coming from, Stig looked like his mind had broken in two, and Theo…Theo wasn’t sure where to begin.
This was the type of city he’d been wanting to see from the start, from the natural landscape to the magical creatures sitting around on the top branches. It was a mesh of the magical world with the ordinary, the open house design letting him see the modern features within along with the glowing critters running around in peace. It was amazing.
"Huh. Asari hadn’t been lying," Jakob mused as they began to walk along. "This place really has grown."
"Were there fewer people during your last visit?" Theo asked as he pulled Nero back from walking into one of the houses. From what the transmitted senses told, the rabbit could smell meat from inside. With the logo of a knife on top as well, imagining it was a butcher wasn’t too far-fetched. Nevertheless, the [Familiar] wasn’t going to piss off a group of [Druids] just yet. Theo wouldn’t allow it.
"The amount of people has stayed the same," Jakob replied, looking around at the crowd that had started to form. Some waved to the wild man, while others looked at the group behind him. Theo tried to wave but not all looked at him with real smiles. Curiosity was a constant, at least. "The amount of creatures has increased dramatically, however. I worry that recent events might’ve helped make that part of the population skyrocket."
Theo hoped he was wrong, but knew that the wary eyes towards anybody or anything new were a sign of something bad. If the group of people known for their peaceful ways were getting aggressive, nothing good could come from it.
Moving along, they went down the main street until the mountain slope beside them began to go higher. The street didn’t follow along, however, instead tunnelling inside the stone and letting them into a massive cavern. It wasn’t dark, instead perfectly lit up with the same magical lights seen hanging around outside.
A few more minutes of walking allowed them to enter a massive round chamber. A podium was in the middle, an old man speaking from there, while rows of seats circled around the centre. Hundreds of [Druids], and hundreds of beasts in the back rows as well, sat patiently while words travelled through the chamber with magical strength.
"The times have not been kind to our home, but that is no reason to falter," the old man said, turning around to look at all present, the long beard swivelling in the air. A momentary glance was sent towards the group by the entrance, but it retreated back to the crowd quickly. "We must defend our place in this world. It is a testament to our unwavering spirit, our determination, and our commitment to safeguarding what we hold dear. It is a reflection of our resilience and our unyielding desire to create a better world for ourselves and those we cherish. While chaos might seek to destroy what we’ve spent so long fostering and growing into what we have now, standing together will let us protect what we hold dear. Remember this, when the time arrives. Now, leave me. A cherished member of our enclave has returned, and I wish to hear what Jakob Dolf has seen in his journey."
So that was Orion. Theo supposed he should’ve guessed as the old elf and Jakob embraced. It was held for many seconds, letting the other [Druids] and beasts leave the chamber to leave the group alone.
"Asari told me you were at the gate, but I dared not think it was true," Orion muttered, looking Jakob up and down when they finally separated. "You’ve grown a little taller, those eyes tell me you’ve learned much about the world, and…those tired lines on your face show that you’ve seen more than Gaia likely intended. Come. All of you. I think this is going to be a long conversation."
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 [Arbor]


Relaying two hundred years of history seemed daunting at first, but it turned out that there wasn’t much that could truly happen when trapped inside an underground prison. While Theo was excited to listen in during the first year of Jakob’s journey, where he flew around the continent, his capture was very sudden. 
"I interfered with the wrong robbery," Jakob explained with a quiet voice. "The rune-crafters’ citadel was apparently after some kind of enchanted item the elves had made, but the elven royals were unwilling to trade it. When the time came for the item to be moved, the rune-crafters thought it was time to claim it as their own. I heard of it, I tried to stop them from committing such a crime, but they had been prepared for any druidic interferences."
"I assume that’s why you walk with those broken runes on your body?" Orion asked, nodding his head towards the sigil scars on the [Druid]’s upper body. Even after Theo had spent many hours destroying them, removing any chance of an accidental reactivation, their presence was unmistakable. No matter how much healing was done, the scars that had been sitting there for two centuries wouldn’t go away. "A shame, but Gaia must’ve had a reason for it. Continue."
"If she tried to teach me about patience, she was successful," Jakob replied, recounting his first months inside his cage. Elijah Atos had been introduced to him at that point, along with the man’s ability to kill him any second he wished to. "I didn’t believe him at first, but a partial showcase of what the runes could do forced me to keep in line. After that…they began to test how long I could really last."
Theo had never been told just what level of brutality Jakob had delivered during his time as a prisoner. He’d assumed it to be bad, of course. Nobody could’ve survived for so long within the arena without having committed horrible acts. And yet when the words were spoken, when Jakob detailed those he’d been forced to slaughter to live another day, they were all silent.
Criminals, debtors, monsters, and the rare innocent to spice it all up. Everybody had felt the jaws of death, and Jakob had been made to stand through it all with a faked beast-like mind. It kept the guard of the security low, it allowed him to live, and yet the torrent of death never stopped.
"It was all numbed after the first few decades," Jakob confessed. "After the ten-thousandth death mark, I stopped counting how many lives I had extinguished. It all blurred together into one pile of despairing faces. So many years of just that, so many years that I thought it would go on forever, but then…some weirdos came along."
The eyes fell upon Theo, Stig, and Miel. Nero was in the group as well, of course, but she’d slightly wandered off to try and poach some food from the populace. From what Theo could tell through the connection, she was succeeding as well. Good for her.
"I was expecting them to die within the first few rounds of battle, but they somehow survived long enough to face me directly," Jakob recounted. "We faked the fight, we lost our collars, and I was able to kill Elijah before we left the arena behind in flames. It was…a fulfilling time for me."
"There is no surprise in that regard," Orion replied dryly, the old elf’s eyes glazing over as he seemed to stare off into the far distance. "Two hundred years without being able to connect to the natural world… I would’ve gone insane myself. How long did it take to establish your former connection to the plant life? I imagine that they would have trouble remembering you."
"It was a challenge, I admit. My name had nearly been wiped off their records, but a few weeks of sitting in the royal garden allowed me to regain my former status with the trees," Jakob answered before looking over at the group once again. "There is one thing that I learned after leaving the arena behind, however. It’s one that I imagine was the reason Gaia sent me away to begin with, as the threat that would come along if she hadn’t was too great.
"Tell me, Orion, what do you know of the Great Scourge that travelled through this continent while I was away?"
That was the push that broke the ice, a waterfall of information flowing through Jakob and into the old elf, information that raised alarms and made the [Druid] have to sit on a chair to not fall onto the ground. There wasn’t any hint that he didn’t believe it, Jakob’s word seemingly making it the absolute truth, but the jarring reality was still too strong for somebody so old.
"I should’ve known that we hadn’t seen the end of those beasts. Their disappearances were too coordinated, too rapid for them to have died," Orion muttered, seeming thoughtful as he tried to remember another time. "You need the storage location that we allowed the rune-crafters to create inside our enclave. I have nothing against you accessing it, but…I’m afraid that it’s out of my hands to allow it."
"Didn’t you become the leader of the enclaves?" Jakob questioned, to which the old elf nodded.
"I did, but the location where the rune-crafters stored their works was overtaken by the ants three weeks ago," Orion answered. "It was the enclave that we left open for the other groups to visit, and we had several of the Ant Queen’s scouts roaming around in case we needed to communicate with her, but they suddenly got aggressive. They tore the enclave apart in massive numbers, and with a speed that stopped us from grouping together our powers. Since it came down to fighting our old ally or fleeing the enclave, the druids present chose to flee."
An army great enough to make several [Druids] run for their lives? Theo had seen the level of destruction Jakob had been able to dish out on his own. Just what kind of force did the [Giant Ants] possess to make an entire enclave of them run?
This isn’t good.
"There’s no other way to get into the [Storage Facility] than through the captured enclave?" Theo asked, Orion shaking his head in response. "That’s…terrible. We need to get in there if we are to have a chance at stopping the scourge before they rise again. Is there nothing you can do? No chance of standing against the Queen of the North?"
"I have known the queen since she was able to fit in the palm of my hand," Orion replied. "I watched her grow, I have known her for her entire life. While we might not be true allies, the many centuries have created an air of respect. These actions of hers are unheard of, ludicrous, even. Before I know why she would do this, I cannot in good faith order a strike against her."
"So you send out a convoy to ask the queen, then," Jakob said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. And yet the old elf didn’t look impressed.
"The giant ant tried to kill, Jakob. There’s nobody here who would question my order to retrieve information, but making them walk with the risk of death without knowing if it would gain us anything isn’t something I can do lightheartedly," the leader of the [Druids] said. There was a sense of finality in his voice, one that made it clear that no [Druid] would leave the enclave under his order. "This place is not so easily found. We will let time pass, and see if the queen finds her peace. If she doesn’t, we can consider sending out a convoy in a decade or two."
"Decades?" Theo cut in, blood rising to his head. "We can’t wait that long. We need to do something now."
Maybe it was unwise to shout at an ancient leader, but Theo didn’t care at the moment.
"Patience, child," Orion said. While his voice didn’t become aggressive on the level of what Theo was showing off, the raised tone made it clear what he thought of it. "Nothing good will come of hurrying into your death."
"Nothing good will come from sitting around while others die either," Jakob muttered, making the chamber silent as the defiance towards the elder was made clear. Time had apparently made opinions change, and the views of the two [Druids] had shifted distinctly. "Orion, you haven’t seen what she’s doing to the outside world. Linrel was attacked, not just once while the others were there, but also when my group visited last night. There were hundreds of scouts, and none of them held back against the people. They were willing to kill. I can’t allow us to just hide while this goes on, and the idea that wasting time could spell the end of this world as we know it doesn’t help either."
Silence crawled through the tunnel, Orion staring into Jakob’s eyes. The young [Druid] looked back in defiance, with a resolve that perhaps hadn’t been there during their last time together. Theo didn’t particularly care how they’d changed in the past centuries. He just knew he needed to get to the other enclave as soon as possible.
"Then…what do you propose?" Orion finally asked, when the minutes had passed them by. "What solution do you bring to the table?"
Jakob looked at Theo and the others for a moment, before looking back at the old elf.
"If you refuse to order the druids to figure out why the Queen of the North is acting as she is, we will go and figure it out for ourselves," Jakob said, surprising the old leader. "Theo’s box of death will allow us to sneak in without detection. Once there, we will question her for her reasons, and return with them to you. And…if it turns into a situation where she is against us no matter what, I hope that you understand what must be done."
"The transformation of an old ally into a foe greater than everything we’ve faced in the last three millennia, yes, I understand," Orion said, waving away the worries that he wouldn’t deliver on his promise if needed. "If you truly think it’s necessary, and if all willingly walk into that dome of death which is the queen’s lair, then I will not stop you. Before you leave, though, I ask that you rest. Flying during the day will cause you to be spotted instantly, and the sun is soon to rise. Spending the day here shouldn’t be too large of a risk, I hope?"
Theo wanted to reply that he could use a certain egg-shaped artefact to hide the car’s appearance in the sky, but he thought better of it. His legs were already weak, his mind was feeling like death, and sleeping for some five hours before leaving again wouldn’t hurt. Even just sitting down and relaxing would help at this point.
"I think Nero already decided to relax here for a while anyway," Theo said, briefly using the [Familiar-Bond] to see how she was doing. She’d apparently found some hidden rooms where the elves stored frozen meats. It was incredible how much she could force into her mouth while others tried to rip her away from the goods. "Do you have somewhere I could work on my vehicle, by the way? If we’re going to be spending the day here, I wouldn’t mind being able to adjust some details on it."
"That should be possible, yes. We do have a sizable plot going unused a few houses away from the centre of the enclave. I’ll have Asari deliver it there. And perhaps you could use some material for your vehicle," Orion replied, a string of green [Mana] leaving his hand and travelling into the ground. It twisted around, and a pulse was sent through and back, seemingly taking and returning his perception of the world. "For all of you, however, I do warn that the people are…becoming rather happy with Jakob’s return. A feast will soon be prepared, once they figure out how to get a certain rabbit out of the preparation area."
Figuring out the mystery of how Nero had been able to wander into a hidden kitchen was beyond Theo, and the [Familiar] refused to share her intimate knowledge of the secret passageways that linked up the entire area when they met up again. Maybe that was for the best, honestly, since the kitchen workers warned of what they would if they caught anybody else trying to steal their ingredients before the food was prepared.
"You’re staying with me for now," Theo ordered, throwing Nero a slice of meat to actually make her obey. Stig and Miel split up into their own little group to wander around the enclave and explore, while he figured out just where his beauty had been put. While Orion had said that it would be close to the centre, the twisting paths inside the area were confusing at the best of times. "The main street is just a straight line, and that’s all the straightness they could afford in here."
Honestly, if the place weren’t multilayered, Theo wouldn’t have minded a comprehensive map. There were too many dead ends and too many false promises about where everything was located. At this point, travelling fifty meters forward was closer to half a kilometer on the curving walkways.
But, at last, he was able to figure out where he was meant to be. Pushing through a fence-like line of bushes, a relatively empty area of land was found. It wasn’t just grass, either, as a few steps upwards invited him onto a wooden platform. It wasn’t made of outright planks, but the bark which made the ground was so flat and smooth that it might as well have been.
More important, however, was the beautiful creation that was settled on top of the platform, along with a few hundred plates of…was that wood?
"No, it can’t be," Theo said, dismissing the car as he wandered over to the stacked plates of [Material]. Orion had promised him something to work with, and he had certainly expected something magical to come along, but wood with this level of [Mana-Density] shouldn’t have been possible. "If it’s a [Material] that can be used, it means that it can hold [Runes], right?"
It sounded right in his head, at least, and with nearly a hundred of the half-meter-long plates of wooden metal lying around, Theo felt like some experimenting wouldn’t hurt anybody.
[Air-Engraving] was activated, and Theo swiftly created a flying sigil midair. Going for something complex to start with wouldn’t help anybody, so he had settled for a simple [Tier 2 Gale Rune]. It wasn’t much more than a few triangles within a circle, so settling the [Mana] lines into something recognizable took a mere moment of focus.
When it came to the assimilation of the [Rune] into the [Material], however…Theo began to notice some level of difficulty. As he tried to set the line of [Mana] into the magical wood, it began to push back. It wasn’t a sentient pushing, of course, but more of a…buoyancy? The sheer density of energy inside the [Material] pushed everything less dense out due to a lack of staying power.
That was annoying.
And a challenge.
The best mix of all.
Sending another 50 [Mana] into the flying sigil, compressing it all into the same size as the previous one, Theo tried again. While there was still some definite pushback, it was within manageable levels. Forcing it to dig through the wood and be empowered, he was able to see his handiwork in full.
[Gale Rune]
Mana-Purity: 79%
Tier: 2
Material: Arbor
Capacity: 0/39
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 87/87

Well.
That was certainly a sight to behold, the [Mana-Purity] being pushed through the roof along with the [Capacity] and [Durability]. It seemed that the extreme density of energy already present within the [Material] created a positive synergy.
"Wait," Theo said, squinting his eyes. "If the main property of this wood is that it increases the magical properties of [Runes], wouldn’t that mean that…"
Wouldn't I have my [Mana-Capacity] increased as well?
The density of energy inside the [Materials] up to this point had stayed relatively the same. Even the [Cold Iron] and [Orichalcum] that Theo had messed around with previously hadn’t been too different from the regular [Steel]. But [Arbor] was in a whole other class of greatness. He could feel the power thrumming from it, as if he were holding pure electricity.
But what would happen if he became one with it? Theo had to know, allowing a portion of his shield to be covered by the new [Material] until [Partial Shield-Assimilation] could be activated.
A brief glimpse into eternity was had, Theo’s senses expanding into the infinite natural world before everything seemed to blink together. Nero shouted at him when his body hit the ground, the wooden ground wrapping him up and assimilating with his form. Theo couldn't say anything against it, though, as his mind could barely start to comprehend what he was experiencing.
The trees had eyes, they had ears, and they could sense everything that was happening to them. Millions of square kilometers of surface, each part as sensitive as human skin, and everything was being forced into Theo’s mind. It was all blending together, all becoming one, and time allowed him to almost understand it.
Then came the presence of other minds and he was shut out from the mainstream of sensations, a thousand eyes suddenly on him. Then a million eyes, growing into billions as the entire world seemed to be curious about his presence.
‘What are you doing here, human?’ came the question from a gentle voice. Theo had to let more time pass before he could regather himself, letting the threads connect so he could recognize the voice as that of Asari. The Queen of the [Dryads]. The one who controlled the flow, the one who now protected him from the infinite sight that the [Dryads] were subjected to every second. ‘I think you now understand why others normally don’t enter our domain. Outsiders usually crumple the second they see what we do.’
"They must be shortsighted, then," Theo said, opening his eyes as Nero bit his nose in an attempt to wake him up. Pushing away the rabbit while blood started to run down his face, he looked on as the wood started to push him upwards once again. "Nearly got swallowed there."
"The dryads have to constantly fight against the trees to not be assimilated again," Asari explained, appearing beside him as he sat on the platform. She looked happier than ever, settling in as many other [Dryads] began to appear. Multicoloured hair along with green skin were their defining features, but those piercing eyes almost made Theo change his mind. They looked somewhere between hungry and curious. "While you are in the form of our holy tree, I’ll take up the task of keeping you separated, lest you find your mind permanently affixed to our bond. While we would welcome you, I feel this isn’t what you desire."
"Staying an individual doesn’t sound too bad to me, thanks," Theo commented with a smile. His brief moments inside their mental domain revealed just how the [Dryads] functioned. While Asari was her own person as well, most of the others were more of a…clump of minds, everybody being connected into a sort of [Hivemind]. They could still separate if needed, but that remaining connection was a constant. There were no secrets inside their domain, nothing that wouldn’t be known by the others. "I think I know a few too many things about this place now."
The secret tunnels, the ways the [Druids] preferred their tea, and just where the different escape routes were located were the tip of the iceberg of what Theo knew. If he were asked to do so, he could’ve probably named every [Druid] within two hundred meters of him. All this information and there was no funnel for it to escape.
"And we know your entire life inside and out," Asari replied, calming her voice to stop it from having that extreme reverb. She sounded completely ordinary, like somebody you’d meet at a coffee shop. If not for the green skin and water-blue eyes that glowed, Theo could’ve thought of her as another person his age. "I have to admit we have not met an otherworlder before. My mother used to speak of the age when the gods allowed them into this world so readily, but that is a long time ago. It was meant to have been forbidden, and yet… Here you are, the first outsider to have survived a direct connection to the dryadic network without permanent scars."
"I’m just built a little different than most, I suppose," Theo said, looking at his own skin. It was the rough brown colouring of the magical wood. It didn’t feel too different from what he usually had, but…wait, no, there was something here. "What is—"
[Skill] increase detected!
[Spirit of Aegis] has been increased from [Initiated 2] to [Initiated 4].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Novice 1] to [Novice 5].
The upgrades to the user’s [Stats] will now be displayed in their [Status] while the [Skill] is active.

"Oh?" Asari said, seemingly surprised as she looked at Theo’s form. "Your body accepted the holy tree’s influence a little more. It seems that your soul is more special than I previously thought. Maybe you truly are built differently."
Theo couldn’t hear her properly, the blood rushing past his ears too noticeable. Had his [Perception] been upgraded? Everything seemed more clear than it was meant to be, as if he had been a little short-sighted his entire life.
Opening up his [Status Screen], he looked it over.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 22
Class: Mage
Profession: Runeshield
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 200/200
Stamina(SP): 187/190
Mana(MP): 346/360
Stats
Strength: 24
Wisdom: 32(+4)
Agility: 15
Intelligence: 13(+3)
Endurance: 19
Perception: 16(+1)
Vitality: 20
Willpower: 15
Toughness: 22
Available Points: -

40 extra [Mana]. It wasn’t as extreme an increase as what the [Material] had done to the [Runes], but…who gave a shit, Theo had just figured out how to upgrade his engravings to [Tier 4] much earlier than anticipated. He needed another 2 levels still, but this was way ahead of schedule.
"You seem happy," Asari commented as Theo rose from the platform, standing at his full height with a shit-eating grin on his face. Seeing the short [Dryad] beside him, the one who had just granted him a gift worth more than anything else, he put her in a large bear hug. "Oh, right, okay, I haven’t been lifted from the ground by anybody in two thousand years but I guess it was meant to happen again someday."
"You must’ve only been hugged by short people, then," Theo commented as he put her back down on the ground. He must’ve reached 190 in height by now. As for the [Dryad], her head reached just about the height of his stomach. "I don’t really know how to thank you for this, honestly. This…[Material] will be more than just helpful to me. It has saved me from potentially waiting months."
"Oh? Well, then, I’m happy to have helped you," Asari replied cheerfully, brushing some flickers of dirt from her dress. Looking down, Theo realized he was covered in it. Just when had that happened? "If you really want to thank me, I wouldn’t mind having one of those vials you’ve got in your coat."
…Right. If she had looked through all of his memories, Theo supposed she would’ve known about the [Liquid Mana] as well.
"Do you want the contents, or the vial itself?" Theo asked. While he didn’t mind giving her the liquid as thanks, the vial was another case. He’d fought tooth and nail for them, and getting more would be a challenge unlike any other. If Simon was to be believed, there was a good chance Theo would need to either find ancient hidden caches or go to another continent for them. Neither option sounded fun.
"Just the contents, if you don’t want to let go of the magical glass. I know how important they are for you," Asari said with a smile, seeming to understand, like none before her. The perks of knowing everything about him, Theo supposed as he dug into his inner side pocket before fishing out one of the vials. It had a slight bioluminescence to it, and the heat was noticeable as he handed it over to the [Dryad]. She almost seemed to shiver at the contents. "Oh, it’s been too long. The focus is a little diluted, but I can most certainly feel her."
"Feel who?" Theo asked, but he didn’t get an instant answer as Asari opened up the vial before instantly downing the contents. "Wait, no, that’s dangerous. You need to—"
The wave of power that fell through her body was incredible, Theo able to see lines of [Mana] nearly slip through her green skin as she floated in midair. The [Dryads] around them chanted, and visions started to appear from above Asari. Sights of the [World-Tree] became clear, the explosion that caused it to fall into the lake, and the following month when it regained its former power. Theo could see tears fall from the green bodies as they watched it all, their chanting not stopping until the final moments of the vision.
"She has lived through so much in recent times," Asari said, wiping away a tear from her eye before looking over at Theo. The remains of glowing lines on her skin faded away in the passing seconds. "And you should not worry about me, Theo. For somebody my age, it takes work from me to even feel those drops."
"You still scared me with that act of yours," Theo said, feeling his heart still beat strong at the thought of the sight. A few drops were enough to make giant [Runes] blow up. He didn’t want to see what it could do when consumed by living bodies. "Also…from what I’m hearing, is ‘she’ the [World-Tree]?"
"‘She’ is indeed," Asari confirmed with a small smile. "She is one of the oldest of us left in this world, but with her power, it has become impossible to be connected to her without withering. It’s hard to really communicate with her because of that, so…these small pieces of her thoughts help us more than words can explain."
Theo was relatively sure he had an idea of what it meant. He’d been inside their domain and had seen their thoughts. Connections were to them the most important trait of life, and separation was as close to death as one could get.
"If you want me to, I can deliver a message on your behalf," Theo offered, which seemed to surprise the [Dryad]. "If everything works out for us, we’ll be south to gain the favour of the southern cities. Taking a pit stop at the [World-Tree] shouldn’t be an issue."
For a being who had lived several thousand years, Asari looked floored by his suggestion.
"You…you are a kind soul," Asari commented, staying silent for several seconds afterward before a smile began to blossom on her. As she held a hand to her chest, a pink petal formed. It glowed with energy, one a magnitude stronger than what he’d felt from the [Arbor]. "This is what you need to contact her. Climb her branches until you find an entrance, and call out her name while holding the petal. No matter what, she will come."
Taking the petal and gently letting it settle in his pocket, Theo could feel a sense of purpose from within.
"And what is her name?" he asked.
"You can call her Eirene. With the petal, it will awaken her from even the deepest sleep," Asari said, before turning her head towards the sound of shouting in the distance. She almost seemed sad when her eyes fell upon Theo’s form once again. "It seems the time has come for me to take my leave. Orion is calling for me."
"Better not keep him waiting, I suppose," Theo answered, his words making her laugh for some reason. "What?"
"You’ll understand sooner or later," the leader of the [Dryads] replied, taking one of the wooden plates lying on the ground. "Before I leave, however, I grant you this. Since you’ve shown your ability to stay sane inside our domain, it should be a given that you take our signature ability to charm. With this, you can control exactly where the eyes of the weak-minded stray."
The second that Theo felt his fingers reach the wooden plate, Asari was gone along with all of the other [Dryads], leaving him to stand alone among the trees.
Looking at the [Rune] that had been made, however, Theo supposed it wasn’t too bad a trade. She’d said that it could [Charm], huh? That didn’t sound like a terrible ability to have. To control where eyes were pointed could be a deadly distraction in combat.
Actually.
Didn’t Theo likewise have an ability that relied on people looking its way? Even he could feel that it would be a dangerously effective mix. Magically forcing the enemy to look directly at a [Petrification Rune] could be a game changer like nothing else.
"It would be dangerous for anybody caught in the cross fire, though," Theo explained to Nero, the [Familiar] standing by with a bored mind. "I would only be able to use it while everybody was gathered behind it, and it would take up too much on the shield as well, so…it would have to go somewhere else."
As luck would have it, Theo had a flying car which was just looking for new upgrades.




Chapter 26







Queen of the North


"So you were able to install heating onto this thing, and you just didn’t think of it until  after we suffered through tens of hours of freezing in the cold?" Stig asked as Theo grimaced. Realization of that fact had settled in long ago, but the others were reopening that wound as he went over the upgrades to the car. "Honestly, how didn’t I see it either? You’ve had those weird artefacts prepared since before we went to Rootdale. Should’ve been obvious."
Should’ve, yes. Did he do it because it was obvious, however? No. Theo hadn’t thought that far, having been blinded by the semi-warm temperatures aboard the ship towards Linrel. Now that he had thought of it, though, and had even implemented it on the car, was there truly any reason to complain? While Theo was fully aware that he would need to change it every few days, with how much [Mana] was being forced through it to keep up with the blistering cold, he knew it was worth it. Room-temperature flights were the best.
Making sure that their asses didn’t freeze over wasn’t the only upgrade Theo had made through the day inside the enclave, of course. Having spent nearly twelve hours on the vehicle in a row, he had been able to affix some rather dandy technology onto it.
A certain egg-shaped artefact had been the easiest of them all, as no real [Runes] needed to be [Engraved] into it. Theo had just made an egg-shaped container beside his seat, made sure it could be put into place without fearing it would roll out during more daring manoeuvres, and given it the gist of how he wanted the car to be hidden. As it turned out, the artefact was more than able to make them invisible on the fly.
An illusion in one spot in the sky was apparently the same in another. Whether it was through clouds or harsh winds, nobody looking up would spot them so easily now. Except if they wanted to, of course. As it turned out, the artefact had located Theo’s memories of Jakob flying around in his dragon form. Since it had a perfect idea of what it looked like from below, the egg had told him it could make them look like a flying dragon if they so wished. While Theo couldn’t say that he currently felt a need for it, he was most certainly going to keep it in mind for the future. It would be a fun prank to play on people, anyway.
For the final upgrade, there came the more…offensive technology. It took the shape of two [Runes] repeated three times on the underside of Theo’s car, each widened and forced to have countless safety features in the name of not accidentally killing somebody Theo wanted alive. It was, of course, the [Petrification Rune] along with the [Sight-Charm Rune].
[Sight-Charm Rune]
Mana-Purity: 67%
Tier: 4
Material: Arbor
Capacity: 98/98
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 124/124

It was a beautiful [Rune], if Theo had a say in it. While the [Material] was strictly constrained to the realm of [Arbor], else the engraving would shatter and explode into a million pieces, he had to admit just how potent its effects were. While he hadn’t tested out the full design, since he had no desire to figure out his own level of resistance to the [Petrification Runes], Theo knew for sure that he had no chance of resisting the [Sight-Charm Rune]. It lasted for only a second, taking out 100 [Mana] in the process, but in that moment there was nothing that could stop him from looking at the [Rune]. And since he had a [Petrification Rune] set up right next to it, anybody caught looking in that specific direction would find themselves turned to stone.
Was it highly unethical? Yes. Was it highly dangerous? Also yes? Theo had no need to see the others in his group fall to the mercy of those [Runes], forcing him to make safety features that stretched into the level of lunacy. If nobody was seated in the car, the [Runes] wouldn’t turn on no matter what. If Theo didn’t send in the exact command, it wouldn’t turn on. If somebody else tried to turn on the [Runes], it wouldn’t do the slightest. Hell, it was even possible for the others to stop any kind of activation by pressing a button he’d installed into the car. One press was everything needed before the [Connection Rune] powering it was snapped in half, which would force Theo to spend ten minutes fusing it back together before they could try to activate it again.
Really, he was just making sure nobody would be petrified by accident. While Jakob would maybe just shrug off its effects, Theo knew that the others wouldn’t share the same kind of immunity. They’d turn to stone, their vitals would stop, and they would be dead within minutes, their bodies forced to remain in place for countless hours before they could flop to the ground lifeless.
We’ll never have that on my watch.
"Increase the altitude here," Jakob instructed from the back, Theo following the [Druid]’s orders without comment. They had left behind the enclave a few hours ago, with the descending sun announcing their return into the wild forests. While they had wanted to stay for some more time, the call to action was undeniable. They had to find the Queen of the North and hear her out before it was too late. "Don’t stop going upwards. If I remember right, we should be finding the entrance somewhere around that peak."
Theo slowed down and turned the car around so he could have a better look at the mountain ahead. They’d sped through the air at max velocity for so long, having flown above a stretch that would take several days to travel on foot, and…it seemed they were here. While the trees below hid it well, the sight of [Giant Ants] was undeniable.
There had to be several hundreds of them, all running back and forth through the forest. Those leaving had nothing, and those going towards the mountain had everything from rocks and stones to branches and giant leaves. Some even had half-living animals stuck in their clutches, Theo able to spot several of them carrying along birds and wolves alike. Just what did they need so much for?
"There’s only a few of them out of the caves, I see," Jakob commented, looking over the side of the car as his face turned into one of distaste. These were only a few? Theo couldn’t believe anybody would call these numbers small. There were enough here to take over Linrel three times over. "Continue at a slow pace. You might be hidden from sight, but if we make enough wind they’ll find us anyway."
Doing as instructed, they headed towards the mountain at a steady speed. Making sure to stay a hundred meters above at all times, Theo was able to see the density of the [Giant Ants] increase with time. There were massive holes into the ground every ten or so meters, hundreds going in and out every second. They had no sense of what was up and down below, seemingly walking on the walls and ceiling as easily as they did on the ground. And Theo’s group was meant to go down there without being trampled or noticed.
Fat chance of that.
"We’ll be going through the graveyard exit," Jakob instructed, pointing Theo up the mountain a few hundred meters more. Theo flew around the spire before he found a much more modest tunnel entrance, landed, and disembarked. There wasn’t a living ant in sight, though what could be seen below the cliff face told a different story, one that made Theo stiffen up. "What? Did you think they would bury their dead? With how many there are, they wouldn’t have enough space."
"Yeah, I know," Theo replied, shaking his head as he walked away from the edge of the cliff. "I just assumed that they’d be more sophisticated than throwing bodies off the top of a mountain."
"It’s good for the environment, and the momentum downwards breaks them up into smaller chunks," the [Druid] said as if that made it any better. "Now, keep quiet. If we’re caught by the ant workers inside there, we’ll be swarmed before any of us can blink."
"No chance of getting out alive, I assume?" Miel asked, getting out of the car as Theo walked back and turned on the cloaking. It would stop any random ant from spotting it. Hopefully, they could remember where they placed it when returning. Losing invisible vehicles wasn’t on Theo’s current bucket list.
"When faced with a never-ending horde of monsters, there’s nothing you can do," Jakob replied in a deadpan tone. "That little ring of yours won’t help you either. Can’t escape by fleeing when all the entrances are going to be blocked by a wall of giant ants."
…With a wordless command, Theo allowed Nero to sit this one out. The [Familiar] didn’t offer any complaints, putting a paw on the heater and letting it warm up the car while she took a nap. He hoped they wouldn’t be gone too long, lest she drain the entire battery with her high temperature requirements.
Following Jakob’s command, the group kept themselves within a tight circle as they walked forward. There wasn’t as steep a decline in this tunnel as there’d been with the other, allowing them to walk down into the dark with minimal issues. Theo was briefly of the idea to light a fire to let him see in the darkness, but Jakob had other thoughts.
"I tell you to not do anything that would make the ants notice us, and you instantly think to light up a source of heat within the most sensitive part of the entire hive," Jakob muttered, flicking a finger at Theo’s forehead. A brief feeling of cold ran through his body before the world around them seemingly lit up. What had previously been filled with darkness turned into what Theo could usually see in the middle of the day. "Any need to light fires again?"
So this was what dark vision felt like? Theo couldn’t say it was too bad, though the world was slightly closer to greyscale than he was used to. It wasn’t like he could complain, however, just happy to see further than his hands.
"Yeah, it’s fine," he replied, getting a grunt in affirmation before they headed downwards once again. His footing was more balanced now, with an actual understanding of where they were walking. The others walked along behind him, not offering any comments either as they had about as much trouble not falling down into the deep.
They had to go down on all fours as they continued, the descent gradually becoming steeper and steeper. If not for the rocky surface of the ground and walls, they wouldn’t have managed to stay in place. When the incline passed seventy degrees, Theo had to offer an alternative.
"We’ll be falling on our asses soon," he said. "Any chance we could just use the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] to float down? Or would they notice that?"
If there was anybody around, that is. Jakob hadn’t lied when he’d said this part of the hive wasn’t used often. Even after going down several hundred meters, there wasn’t a single hint of an ant.
"If they got close enough to notice that small bit of [Mana] inside those plates of yours, they’d notice us regardless," Jakob supposed, catching the small plate that Theo threw at the [Druid]. Plates were tossed to the others before the magic words were uttered. "Mild float. And you have to come up with something better than that."
"If it feels stupid but it works, it isn’t stupid," Theo fired back as he stood tall, then leaped down into the deep darkness below. With the gravity reduced to just a tenth of what it usually was, they floated downwards at a mild pace, no sign of increasing speeds. It was perfect, their terminal velocity was barely a few meters a second. "How deep do we need to go?"
A minute more made the tunnel go directly downwards, with a few offshoots appearing every now and then. Where each of them headed wasn’t known, but Theo was slowly realizing that the tunnel below them might not end for a very long time. If this place was meant to house a few million [Giant Ants], he could only assume it had as many floors.
"A few kilometers," Jakob said with a shrug. "We’ll know when to stop from the increased mana density. The queen needs it to survive."
Wasn’t that fun? They continued to fall in the following minutes. Sounds did slowly begin to emerge from the depths, some [Giant Ants] seemingly below them or in the tunnels that shot out from the walls. Theo couldn’t be sure, honestly, just knowing that he never saw them directly. Hints of legs and the glimpse of some shining scales, sure, but a full body could never be spotted.
In a way, he almost didn’t prefer it to being spotted by them. His nerves were becoming at an all-time high, and it wasn’t helped that he slowly began to feel so…static.
Everything felt like static, honestly, small sparks coming from everywhere, from the tip of his tongue to the ends of his feet. Everything was mildly on fire in the magical spectrum, the entire air becoming laden with impure energies.
"This is our stop," Jakob announced, briefly transforming into a larger birdlike creature. Stretching his wings, he grabbed them all midair and threw them into one of the larger tunnels. "From now on, follow me and don’t say a word."
At least this tunnel was rather flat, and the group was able to walk along without fearing a sudden drop or loose footing from the small rocks that covered the ground. Still, though, the back of Theo’s head was screaming at him to flee, to return to the surface and to never return.
That his mind was thinking as much did make sense, at least. They were in the middle of the possible-enemy territory, right in the heart where it was the most vulnerable and the most powerful. If they were spotted, and if the alarm was put out, he wasn’t sure if they could get up the tunnel before the [Giant Ants] covered the entire area with their bodies. The showing outside had proven they didn’t mind standing on top of each other. If it ended up with the entire hive being on their tail, there physically wouldn’t be more space in the tunnels for them.
Which was why he and the others did their best to be soundless. Theo could say he was doing the poorest job of them all, with how his boots hit the crunching rocks below. Miel was somehow able to remove all sounds leaving her body and movements, Stig had minimized it to some degree, and Jakob was outright blending his steps into the natural world. While he still made some noise, it was somehow identical to the echoes that flew by. If Theo wasn’t looking at it unfold, he would think the [Druid] entirely soundless as well.
Not that it mattered after a while, as the ground began to shake with the promised storm of the enemy. Nobody said a word, but the rocks on the floor jumped up and down from the sheer amount of vibrations.
"Against the wall, now!" Jakob hissed, pulling Theo along when he didn’t react fast enough. In the wall was a small crevice, barely able to normally hold even Stig, and yet they did their damnedest to all cram into the area. "Just why did you have to bring the shield?"
"It helps," Theo fired back, though he kept his mouth shut when the sight of the giant beasts came into view. They weren’t charging like they had done while at Linrel, instead seeming to be marching along. Even without seeing more than a narrow view of the corridor, Theo could easily tell that there were hundreds. A single hint of their presence would mean their deaths.
And yet, it was maybe their numbers which saved them in the end, the sheer sound and stench of the ants hiding the minor presence of Theo and the others. For ten entire minutes, they had to deal with being cramped together, and yet it ended up with them having no injuries but slightly aching backs. Even for somebody as ancient and powerful as the [Druid], Theo could see that some issues didn’t disappear with age.
"Come on," Jakob ordered, the others following once more. It didn’t take long before the tunnel began to change from its crude formations, at least, something closer to castle corridors shown to them. Moving away from the cylinder form and into something more squared, Theo could see what he assumed to be carvings of different historical events. People riding horses into battle, mighty beasts with their teeth bared, and…an immense number of ants. Theo wondered if it was the monsters themselves who’d made the decorations or if the Queen of the North had commissioned it from somewhere else.
I guess we’ll see in a moment.
With another turn, the corridor opened up on one side, revealing a vast multistory royal chamber. They were just at the back on the second floor, able to look down and see several [Silver Ants] standing before… Was that the queen? Theo had a hard time believing something so massive could truly be alive.
"The time has come for you to bring your armies into the world," what Theo could only assume to the Royal Highness herself shouted from her throne of gold. She had to be easily twenty meters wide, just as high, and forty meters long. Her head alone was the size of the [Silver Ants] before her, the massive beasts bowing in front of the queen. "You have trained your soldiers for decades. Now you must show what you have taught them. Go forth, and find what was stolen from us."
A golden blast of [Mana] escaped the head of the [Ant Queen], the energy swirling into the air before descending upon the [Silver Ants]. None seemed to react at first until the twitching started. Their chitin fractured along their bodies before reforming slightly bigger, each damaged area filled in with lines of gold. Even when hiding so far away, Theo could feel the upgrades to their power. While these [Giant Ants] might’ve started out close in power to the [Silver Ant] they’d dealt with back at Linrel before, they were a magnitude stronger now.
The group of enhanced [Giant Ants] bowed to the Queen of the North once more before turning around and leaving the area. It was a powerful display of loyalty.
Theo wasn’t sure how he would go about introducing their presence. He knew that their entire purpose was to meet with the queen and ask her of her reasons, but—
"Do you intend to hide up there for the entire night?" the giant [Ant Queen] asked from below. She didn’t turn her head to look at them, Theo wasn’t sure if she even could, with her sheer size, but it was clear she understood exactly where they were standing. "Take it as a sign of trust from me that you weren’t slaughtered before making it so far inside. Come forth and speak now, and I might even allow you to leave this place in one piece."
The group looked at each other momentarily before a decision was made. If they truly had been allowed to move along, that meant that she could alert the hive of their presence any second she wished. If that happened, there was no coming out of here easily.
"I greet you, Queen of the North," Jakob said, jumping down from the second floor and onto the ground before the enormous ant. The others did the same, though they allowed themselves the use of the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] so they wouldn’t break their legs doing so. "We come from the east to ask you about your recent movements on the surface."
"What is there to ask about, druid? Your kind should be grateful the rest of my army has not yet been deployed to extinguish what feeble remains there are of your hidden cities."
That seemed exactly like what shouldn’t have been said to an easily irritated [Druid], and Theo was able to hear the teeth of the wild man being ground down as he stopped himself from saying something everybody around would regret. Theo decided his time to step in had arrived, even a little earlier than assumed. At least Jakob hadn’t signed their death warrant entirely yet. He could salvage this.
"I’m sorry, but he doesn’t actually know why this is all going on," Theo said. He could see the ant queen turn her hide the slightest amount, the massive eyes focusing on his body. It was like being looked down on by an uncaring god, one who didn’t feel love or hatred for him but could nonetheless squash him at the first sign of annoyance. "I’m Theo, by the way. Theo Locheim."
"Theo Locheim… I haven’t heard of you before. Hardly a surprise, seeing as you humans like to die quicker than worms, but…how strange. Druid, why did you bring a human with you? Did you think I wouldn’t crush you into pieces if you gave me an offering? I haven’t accepted those for several centuries now."
"I’m not meant as an offering or anything like that, but thank you for the offer," Theo cut in before Jakob could open his mouth. "And I'm actually the one who wanted to go here to begin with. We were down at Linrel when it got attacked by your army, and we’ve come around to figure out why. We visited the [Druid] enclave a few days’ travel from here, but they didn’t know either, so we were hoping you could enlighten us."
Those large eyes could almost smash his spirit with their mere presence. Theo wasn’t sure how he kept himself from falling to the ground, honestly. The density of [Mana] being emitted from the Queen of the North was unbearable. How did she even breathe down here? His throat felt like it was being squeezed from within at this point.
But the second she turned her head, the pressure subsided, and he could breathe again. Stig hurried over to assist him, but he waved it off.
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Not now, [System]. Save it for later.
"You lie to the humans, and you bring them here. Druid, I would call you foolish, but your earlier actions have already proven your people to be as much," the Queen of the North said dryly. If an ant had the facial muscles necessary to show quiet disappointment, Theo didn’t doubt hers would have done so this second. Instead, she just looked back at him, bringing back that painful presence. "Theo Locheim, you wish to know why I am searching through the mountains and beyond? It is because of the druids. They snuck into my home while I was resting and stole my staff. They took the most precious artefact that my people have cherished for aeons, and they dare to complain about my attempts to bring it back?"
"Wait, you think we’ve taken the Shard?" Jakob cut in, sounding more baffled than angry at this point. While the face of the [Druid] was red with righteous fury, his tone was about as civil as he could normally muster. "How… Why would you think we would do something so stupid? It’s of no use to us! We’ve kept good relations with your empire for a thousand years. Why would we destroy it over something so useless to us?"
"I have tried not to question the intelligence of your people in recent months," the Queen of the North answered in a bitter tone. "Why do I think it was the druids? It’s because I saw the druid behind it. I saw the energy she sent into the air, I saw her wicked grin as she stole the artefact, and I saw her as she transformed into a mighty raven to escape my people with the staff in her grasp. Druid, your people have stolen what is mine. If you refuse to return it, I will destroy what remains of the druids."
"We stole nothing," Jakob repeated.
"You stole what holds my empire together, and you’re lying to all about it," the queen fired back, pausing for a moment as a thought seemed to intrude. "Or your leaders have kept it secret in a bid to gain control of my staff before others are told."
"Go fuck yourself."
Theo held in a groan as the Queen of the North began to tremble. It wasn’t out of fear but out of unrestrained fury, as the monster that was bigger than Jakob’s draconic form seemed more than ready to crush them like the bugs they were.
But who would ever demand that a royal deal with the peasants directly?
"You dare?" she screamed, her voice making the entire structure of the chamber fracture. Stones began to fall from the ceiling, Theo needing to dodge some of the bigger ones. "You putrid bags of flesh."
"Listen, can’t we—" Theo shouted, but was forced to cut it short as Jakob took him by the arm and pulled him forward into the nearest tunnel. "We could’ve at least tried to talk it out with her!"
"We did, we failed, and now we have a high chance of dying by being crushed," Jakob replied in a swift tempo as their speed increased. The [Druid] wasn’t happy with it, however, muttering words into the palms of his hands before grass began to spurt from the tunnel floor. Theo couldn’t fully describe it, but his body just felt lighter. Gravity hadn’t been reduced, but he and the others could simply keep a slightly higher pace. "Run faster, or your heads will be pulled off and shown to the queen."
The threat of death was more than enough for Theo to do his best at running, but he supposed this also worked. The ground below them wasn’t stopping with its shaking, though no longer because of falling rocks, just groups of ants running along. Only…it’d also gotten louder.
Much louder. And it wasn’t just from behind anymore, their front view also changed into that of an army of ants.
"Don’t stop running!" Jakob ordered, his voice becoming more like a deep rumbling by the end as his draconic form came forth. It was smaller than the usual one, since it could just barely fit within the ten-meter-wide tunnel, but it was still more than enough for its current purpose. With a roar to challenge those from the ants, Theo could see the orange light of flame from the edges of the dragon. Instead of the [Giant Ants] being dealt with properly, they were just…burnt.
And Jakob didn’t stop firing off the ultra-hot pillar of flame as they continued to run, Theo cursing as his boots caught fire from the charred corpses below him. It was a terrible surface to run on, but they didn’t have the option of falling behind anymore. Their head start was dwindling by the second, and more could be heard grouping up as well. They needed to get out of here.
Salvation came at last, as the tunnel straight upwards was spotted in the distance. They all activated their [Gravity-Reduction Runes] before Jakob grabbed them in an even smaller flying form, and they started their ascent.
But it wasn’t fast enough. Not by a long stretch. They had several kilometers to travel, something that would take several minutes to do, and yet the ant army from below would be upon them in only a minute. The forty-meter-wide tunnel was outright filling with their bodies below them, like a fast-moving barrier of flesh that wanted nothing more than to tear them apart.
We aren’t going to make it like this.
Jakob was occupied with flying them up to safety, so the [Druid] couldn’t be relieved. Miel was useless against such a large force, and Stig was in the same category at the moment, forcing the duty upon Theo. He needed something to kill as many of them as possible, or at least distract them. Something loud, something that would shake them enough to slow down, something explosive.
A [Tier 3 Explosion Rune]. It had a punch to it, though it didn’t suffice for ideas by itself. No…it needed some extra punch.
"What are you doing?" Stig shouted below as Theo pulled out the engraved plate and held it with his chin as he ruffled through his side pocket. A vial was found within a few seconds, its contents haphazardly poured onto the silver metallic surface. Much of it splashed off, but enough got within the sigil's radius to make it glow a dangerous yellow. As he threw it at the [Space Mage], no words needed to be exchanged. "Oh, you shithead!"
Throwing a live explosive at a dear friend was perhaps wrong in some cultures, but Theo felt the result made it a fair choice. Within an instant of contact, Stig had spoken the magic words and [Teleported] it into the wall of [Giant Ants] fifty meters below them.
Even when it had fallen several bodies deep in the massive pile, they’d still been able to see the light of the [Rune]. That had been the first sign of something being wrong. The second sign came along when Theo felt his ears pop and the world go silent.
Then came the light and heat, and the world turned white. Before he knew it, he was being dragged along by a tired Miel, who was not looking happy.
"Did it work?" Theo asked, his words slurred as his tongue refused to obey his commands. Hearing his voice, the thief promptly let go of his arm, letting him flop onto the ground. It wasn’t too bad, seeing as the final stretch outside was mere meters away. Just when did the sun come along? It was meant to be the middle of the night. "How long was I out?"
"About thirty minutes," Jakob answered, throwing a similarly knocked-out Stig onto the snow that had gathered outside. Theo noted the area nearby where it had become closer to a giant puddle. It was no surprise he could guess where the invisible car was located. "I’d say well done on ensuring our survival, but damn it you are a stupid shithead for setting off an explosive while we’re underground. I had to waste several three decades worth of world-tree sap to make you three not die from the shockwave."
"...Sorry?"
"Be sorry when we’re out of here," Jakob said, walking through the invisibility barrier and turning off the artefact. Nero instantly came into sight, blinking her eyes as the others came closer as well. Stig was now half-awake from being thrown into the snow, barely moving before he [Teleported] to his seat. "Come over and start this thing. Just because I was able to shake them off underground doesn’t mean they won’t come up here to check."
Theo supposed there was some logic in that. Grabbing his shield from the ground as he got up, his back making weird popping noises in response to the movement, he saw the [System]’s blue boxes gather in front of him.
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Only one level? Theo just shook his head as he absentmindedly put the points into [Wisdom] before starting up the car. Within a few seconds, they were in the air, the speeder slammed onto the ground as they hurried away from the mountain.
As the sun rose, they were determined to return to the enclave. Whether or not the [Druids] had stolen the Shard, as the queen had called it, the reason for the attacks had been revealed. Maybe now they would finally act.
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The consequences of their actions began to unveil themselves as they flew through the air. While it hadn’t been obvious at first, partly because the cover of the night had hidden the movements below, the rising sun showed the armies of [Giant Ants] marching through the forests. The group flew over the mountain range and the wide forest and yet there were always countless monsters below. They were all charging out, each of them seeming hell-bent on destroying anything in their path. Trees were toppled, woodland creatures were torn apart, and anything alive had their life extinguished. It was as gruesome as it was rapid, Theo truly starting to understand the scale of the army before him. 
"The enclave isn’t going to be able to hide, with this many searching for them," Jakob commented in a sober tone as the density of ants refused to dwindle the further out they got. The monsters must’ve had hidden exits just about everywhere if they could cover the entire landscape so quickly. "We might have been able to hide in the forest before, but there will be none of it left before long."
"Is your enclave even in the forest, though?" Stig questioned from the front seat. "We had to go through a portal to get into it. Couldn’t you just…keep it closed while the ants are around?"
"You really think it’s—never mind, I won’t even go there," Jakob began to say before cutting himself off. "It’s not separated from the world. The portal you’re seeing is the enclave. It’s not just the anchor for our home. It is our home. If it was destroyed, everything inside would be revealed to anybody who cared to look. And even if you idiots were unable to detect its presence, the ants aren’t as simpleminded. They’ll sense it the second they reach the clearing."
While the density of the ants became lower and eventually nothing as they travelled further away from the hive, it was clear that they wouldn’t stop in their marching. The cold air could perhaps slow them down further, but the most optimistic estimate had the monsters reaching their home within a week’s time.
They had a week to prepare.
It wasn’t the greatest news to carry as they reached the druidic enclave. The [Dryads] didn’t seem to fear their approach, at least, as they could lower their car peacefully in front of the gate before it was swallowed up and they were allowed entry. Orion was ready on the other side, looking cheerful at first before he caught a whiff of the atmosphere. The silent dread could be felt, and the air became thick within moments.
"I take it that your travels didn’t end well?" the leader asked once they had found their way into one of the larger buildings, this one what Theo could only assume to be a library. Books flew above them, the covers working as wings as they went from one bookshelf to the other in a seemingly random pattern. "How bad is it?"
"She thinks we stole the Shard," Jakob answered bluntly, the old elf putting his hands on his head in response and leaning forward onto the table while muttering words Theo thought nobody should’ve said in polite company. Was it really so bad? "She tried to kill us. Her entire hive chased us out. It’s a miracle that we were able to even get here with our lives intact."
"It’s more than a miracle if she truly has lost that staff," Orion corrected, his eyes seeming more sunken in than should’ve been possible. For somebody who already looked old, it looked like he aged a decade more in mere seconds, his head low as his face became one of horror. "Did she say it was the druidic people in general who stole it, or was it a specific one of us? I can’t see a reason why any of us would even consider it, but…I need to know."
"The queen didn’t provide a name, but it’s a female druid, one who can transform into a raven large enough to carry the staff," Jakob replied. "I don’t know any of us who should have reason to carry ravens, but it doesn’t matter, since none of us would’ve done it, right?"
The look Orion bore made it clear the leader thought differently.
"There are some ancients left who would think to capture that bird, and a few of those would have both the power and the madness to carry this thievery through," Orion supposed, Jakob seeming to crumble beside him. The truth hurt. "None of them have been spotted for centuries, however. Even if it was one of them who was behind it, there is little chance we could contact them and much less return the artefact."
"Sorry, but I have to ask at this point," Theo said when the heavy silence continued as the others digested the leader’s words. "Just what is the Shard meant to be? Why is it so important?"
Miel and Stig proclaimed similar sentiments, neither having gotten the background info on the current issue. While it was obvious that the staff was valuable, just how it reached this status hadn’t been explained.
"You haven’t told them yet?" Orion questioned Jakob, the other [Druid] shrugging in response. "It would be wise to do as much next time. The abilities of the Shard are not exactly all-powerful, but they are invaluable when it comes to the utility of the queen’s large-scale operations. You see, the Shard grants the user the ability to manipulate pure mana at will."
…Was that it? Theo could do that as well, and he didn’t need any fancy thousand-year-old artefact for that.
"Not just your own, of course, but that of the world," Orion added, letting the scale of the potential start to grow. "The range is by itself very limited, only extending out a hundred meters or so. But when actively used…the manipulated mana acts as a beacon which extends the area of possible influence."
So if [Mana] on the edge of the area was manipulated, it would extend it in that direction. That was powerful, actually. Very powerful, once Orion confirmed it worked recursively.
"Once you have enough targets to manipulate in a row, the range becomes virtually infinite," the leader explained, Jakob looking bored beside him as if it were the most basic information being delivered. Was this knowledge commonplace? By the focused stares of Miel and Stig, Theo supposed it was just the [Druids] that had attained the information without granting it to the common people. "While being able to manipulate pure mana doesn’t offer much in terms of offensive capabilities, since it would require extreme amounts to not break at a mere touch, it can be used for communication."
Oh.
"The Queen of the North uses the staff to communicate with her entire hive without any kind of delay or limitation," Theo surmised, the [Druids] nodding. "Can’t she order them around without it as well, however? How else did she command that they attack this forest?"
"She can still order her workers around, yes, but it’s limited by the use of pheromones," Orion answered. "While still effective, it’s much more time-consuming and also requires her commanders to deliver her orders for her. Pheromones can only travel so far, and it is unheard of for the Queen of the North to leave her throne."
Theo had half a mind to suggest that it wouldn’t be so bad if this deprivation of her staff continued, but he kept quiet as he considered the possibilities of the staff. If he had it, a lot of the issues he had with long-distance [Rune Networks] would be solved. Making one beacon every hundred meters instead of one continuous stream of [Mana] would make the costs and logistics incredibly simple. With the Shard working as an anchor, Theo was relatively sure he could create direct communication between the different parts of the continent with ease.
If only he could have that staff for himself…but it wasn’t meant to be.
"With that out of the way, we need to prepare to defend our home," Orion supposed. "The ancient defences need to be activated, the favours of the world need to be called in, and…those too weak need to be sent away so they can live another day."
Theo didn’t like the way he was being looked at when the word "weak" was uttered. He was plenty strong, thank you very much.
"Orion, have you forgotten the entire reason they’re here? They needed our help getting into the storage facility," Jakob said, calling out the leader. "We need to prepare an assault. We need to make sure they never get close to this place to begin with. We must take the battle to them first."
The old elf looked ready to fire back instant refusal, but the anger seemed to be soothed in the passing seconds until it was entirely replaced with a mournful expression.
"I… Oh, I hate that you’re right. Asari!" Orion called, the leader of the [Dryads] appearing from below within mere seconds. "Announce to the masses that the druidic enclaves must stand together against the Queen of the North. She has declared war, and we will respond to her aggression in kind."
The green woman nodded before disappearing into the wood once more. Things were turning faster and faster.
"Now, I still don’t know what to do about you four," the leader said, looking at Theo and the others. "You’re too weak to face the army beside us at the moment. While I do trust in your determination, you’re still too young. You haven’t grown a formidable base of power yet., and I cannot in good conscience allow you to see the battlefield in your current state."
"Then we need to let them grow," Jakob surmised, confusing the old elf. "You might not have seen it for yourself, but those four have grown in power by an exponential rate since I started standing by them. If you give them a challenge that risks their lives, they will come out on top with more strength than ever. And…if I remember right, you were the one who carried the Cores."
…
"You truly want to take the risk?" Orion questioned the young [Druid], getting a shrug in response. When no good answer came, the old elf instead looked towards the group of younglings. "Are you willing to fight to gain power? Please understand that there is a real chance of death from this."
Theo had no clue what they were talking about.
"When isn’t there a risk of death?" he nevertheless said, a confident tone rolling across his tongue. "We went into the heart of the hive to ask the queen a few questions. Do you think we’d be afraid of some training?"
"No, but I had hoped you would at least sound hesitant. The arrogance of humans is too prevalent these days," Orion replied, looking at Jakob once again. "I’ll send you in close to one of the smaller Cores. Return to where you land after two weeks. I’ll try to pull you out then."
Wait, what? Where were they going?
"Sounds like a plan," Jakob said, beckoning Nero over to the table before grabbing all of them at once. The hand on Theo’s shoulder gripped him hard enough that he could feel it through the body armour. "We’ll be seeing you soon."
"Hopefully," Orion said.
Theo felt a pull around his stomach before everything around them twisted. It felt a little like the time he’d first been pulled into this world, only without all of the flesh tearing apart. Instead, he had to settle for an extreme sense of vertigo as the world fell apart and they all flew through the void. He briefly heard Stig shouting curses of all varieties before the world became black, green, red, and then extremely blue.
Fully blue, actually, like the clear skies of summer days.
Wait.
It was a sky. Why was Theo lying on the ground looking up at the sky? Sitting up from the grass and looking around, he felt a thousand questions run through his mind, and the most recent one became audible.
"Why is the grass pink?"
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Putting a hand through the blades of grass, Theo had to accept it was real. It felt real, at least, and he could even convince himself it was entirely ordinary grass once he closed his eyes. But the moment his eyes looked upon them, the moment their pink colouration became apparent, he couldn’t accept his current reality. 
"It’s just never-ending," Theo muttered, looking around them. Hills of pink grass continued until they hit the horizon, nothing but the unnatural plant within sight. It was more than just disturbing, and yet Jakob seemed entirely unfazed by it. If anything, he looked to be…enjoying the view? "Do you know where we are?"
"I’m a little concerned you don’t," Jakob replied, his usual pitiless tone returning. "Look around. There’s only one place this can be."
Doing as asked, Theo had to say that he wasn’t any closer to figuring out the truth. He was noting a higher [Mana-Density], but that was about everything he could discern. Even Stig looked to be without ideas.
It was just so different, so detached from where they’d been before. Theo had to admit that he thought of this place as an entirely different world from the last, but that was lunacy, right? It couldn’t be.
…
Oh, shit, it is, isn’t it?
Jakob had asked Orion about him carrying the [Cores], whatever those were, and since they were meant to fight against something while risking death…they were meant to fight something here, a world which a [Druid] could carry in secret.
"This is a [Biosphere]," Theo finally said, Jakob nodding in affirmation. It had been a long time since Theo had truly needed to think about them. Bjorn and Ulf had talked about the magical creations back when they were still together in the great eastern forest, mostly about how they were worlds within the [Druids], but…never had Theo thought it would be so literal. "This is an actual, physical place inside Orion?"
"More just connected to that old man than anything else," Jakob corrected as he looked around. Crouching down and plucking off some grass stalks before biting into them, he looked displeased. "He hasn’t been here himself for a century or so. I told him that they needed visitors if we didn’t want them to get antsy, but I suppose he is just too slow with these things. Follow me."
Who were "they" again? Theo wanted to ask, but a groan from Stig had him distracted. Miel had already helped the forest dwarf up from the pink grass by the time he walked over, but he nonetheless didn’t look too pleased.
"Did the jump here startle you that much?" Theo asked. The [Space Mage] was looking much paler than usual, that bronze skin replaced with something closer to a white sheet of paper. It was like he’d seen death himself.
"It’s more what was there during the jump that got me," Stig answered once he caught his breath. Theo and Miel’s blank stares didn’t seem to instil much confidence in the dwarf, however. "Don’t tell me you didn’t see those eyes."
"We were meant to see some eyeballs?" Theo asked, looking over at the [Druid] who was still steadily leaving them. Jakob trusted them to follow his orders a little too much. "Are you sure that you weren’t imagining it?"
"I wish I was, but those eyes are…not possible to just dream up," Stig said with a shudder. "I’ve seen them before, even, back at the rabbit dungeon. Locus, I think he was called?"
"Locus," Miel repeated, getting a nod from the dwarf. "The God of Space?"
"I thought his name was Lux?"
"He has multiple names," the thief said, staring the [Space Mage] down before sighing. "Stig’s not lying, then. I don’t know why one of the gods would be looking at us, but it would make sense for the one whose domain lies within space to track us to…wherever this truly is."
Figures.
"Are you shits going to stand around all day, or do you want to live after the sun is down?" Jakob shouted from afar, getting their attention again. Theo hadn’t even considered the presence of the large flaming orb above them, and how its presence somewhat contradicted their supposedly being inside a pocket dimension. Just how was something as gigantic as the sun within the small dimensions of this space?
Or was the [Bio-Sphere] limited in size but still billions of kilometers wide? Theo supposed it had to be big if it was meant to hold relics of time inside it, but there had to be some sort of upper limit. He hoped he would find it before the end of his time here, trying to figure out ways to test it with only the tools he had on him currently.
"You know, you could’ve warned us about being thrown into here," Theo said as he and the others finally caught up to the [Druid], who was walking at a quick tempo. The pink hills of grass seemed to stretch on for many more kilometers, and Nero’s scouting in the air proved that they would be walking along for a long time before finding anything interesting on the surface. "If you had given me five minutes to work with, I could’ve gotten the car inside. Would be better than having to walk for so long, just to not die during the night. And…what’s actually happening that means we won’t survive when night comes around?"
"You had more than enough time to pick up on the conversational cues, so there’s no reason for you to complain to me about not seeing this coming," Jakob answered, stopping in place again. He studied the area around them before stomping on a select group of flowers. Had there been flowers before? Theo couldn’t remember them. "And as for the lethality of the night… The sun up there is the only reason you’re currently alive. Keeps the cold away, and gives the light that makes the grass send out enough air for you to breathe. Take it away and you’ll be hit by arctic colds and no air in your lungs. A wave of darkness will be the final thing you’ll see before it is lights out."
Was that a fucking pun?
"If it’s an instant removal of air, then why is the grass still alive?" Theo questioned. "How is everything covered by the stuff? And why is it pink instead of green?"
"It’s pink because evolution is weird, and it survives the dark nights because it’s even weirder," Jakob replied along with a grunt as he dug a hand into the earth, ripping out countless roots. They were thicker than the ones from oak trees. Just what kinds of flowers needed such deep roots? "And the reason you will die at night is the same reason the grass lives. They’re hypersensitive to the removal of light. The second the sun goes over the horizon, they gobble up all the air to keep themselves sated until day comes again. It works great for them, but when they’re in these numbers… Anything else that likes to breathe will be found lacking in just a very short time."
Giving the billions of stalks of pink grass around them another look, Theo discovered that he had found a new phobia. The fear of pink grass. Who knew that would ever have reason to exist? Certainly not Theo as he had to wonder if he could make a flamethrower big enough to take out every patch before the sun fell.
"Don’t even bother thinking about it," Jakob said, cutting into his thoughts with inhuman precision. He almost would have seemed like an authority if not for him lying on the ground, both arms deep into the dug-out hole. He seemed to be…connecting different roots together? With [Mana-Sight] at its most sensitive, Theo could only describe the scene as mashing electric wires together, with all those sparks flying around. "Everything destroyed will be restored once the day comes around again. That plant is more invasive than the worst mint flowers, and it does not take no from an answer. That’s the reason why we had to remove it from the regular world, actually."
"I thought the druids only saved wildlife when they couldn’t survive in the normal world," Stig commented.
"We also take out some species when all other parts of the wildlife won’t survive with them around," Jakob said. "Whatever requires the least effort from us. Saves work hours, which is—oh, fucking finally. That bastard just can’t listen when somebody’s knocking on his front door, can he?"
What? The [Druid] was getting up from messing around with the roots, but there was nothing around them that had changed.
"Just who are you—" Theo started to ask before he realized he’d spoken a second too soon, the ground below starting to shake. [Mana-Sight] and instinct screamed at him to run, but the pillar of quiet annoyance that was Jakob held them in place. "What is that?"
"An asshole who can’t bother paying attention to the surface like he promised to do last time I visited," Jakob replied as if that answered anything in the slightest. "Step back, or you’ll be swallowed."
He followed his advice, and the ground a few meters in front of them did start to fall downwards, forming a maelstrom of descending material. It momentarily seemed like it would grow to swallow them as well before it tightened into a rectangular shape, a dark staircase downwards seen after another minute of waiting. While the steps were slightly bigger than normal, it almost looked like an…invitation?
"Sizing is still an issue," Jakob commented as he walked down the steps without a care in the world. Once the [Druid] was past the first few stairs, the ground shifted slightly, almost looking like it was going to reform. Theo and the others quickly followed along. "I suppose I can’t be angry at that, though, if you haven’t gotten visitors in this long. I’d forget how big people are as well, with that much time alone."
"Who are you talking to?" Theo asked again, though the [Druid] ignored him.
A deep chuckle ran through the staircase. Blue lines of [Mana] in the walls lit up the steps when the ground above them was reformed, fully removing them from the light of the sun. This…was a little uncomfortable. Even Nero was beginning to be perturbed by the rumblings, the [Familiar] sending out mental threats to anybody that could listen in.
"Or I guess it would be ‘what,’ at this point."
"It’s a Core, right?" Miel asked, finally getting the [Druid]’s attention as Jakob turned his head to look at them. Mild surprise was painted across his face. "You and Orion mentioned them back at the enclave. We were meant to fight them to gain power."
"He’s a Core, yes, but you’re not meant to fight him. You’re meant to fight his side effects," Jakob answered. The end of the staircase could finally be seen, the mild curve of the architecture no longer hiding a glowing red door at the bottom.
Opening it up revealed a large chamber, one decorated not too differently from the one the Queen of the North had made for herself. Countless stone statues stood along the corners, each group depicting some kind of battle, and the architectural design itself made Theo think of the ancient Romans. If they’d ever invested in bioluminescent crystal decorations, it would’ve been an identical match.
Finally, though, there was the golden throne, one with the same swirling sides that the [Ant Queen] had shown off, but both the sizing and owner were different. After all, one had been made for a giant monster.
The other had been made for Jakob’s identical twin.
Or…identical when ignoring the translucent crystalline skin and that shit-eating grin.
"It’s been too long, Jakob!" the crystalline humanoid exclaimed, leaping from the golden throne to embrace the unimpressed [Druid]. The hug wasn’t reciprocated, but that didn’t seem to bother the identical twin in the slightest. "Have you grown uglier with time? I can almost see the wrinkles on that forehead of yours."
"You haven’t learned how to control your tongue in the past two hundred years, I see," Jakob commented quietly, grabbing the crystalline copy by the shoulder before making a meter’s breathing room between their bodies. "Anything changed for you, Monus?"
"It’s six hundred years when you factor in the time dilation, thank you," Monus corrected. "And, no, nothing’s changed. I tried to learn yodelling, blind painting, hand-focused acrobatics, and a few invented instruments, but it fell through when I got bored. How about you?"
"Spent two hundred years imprisoned as a gladiator for the entertainment of criminals."
"Sounds exciting!"
Nothing could get that crystal man down, it seemed. Theo almost wanted to step forward and figure out just what he was, since [Mana-Sight] was only showing a bright source of light wherever he was. It was like staring into the sun whenever his eyes were directly pointing his way, and his slight wince must’ve been noticed, as Monus was in front of him before he could blink.
"And you brought friends this time!" Monus exclaimed, shaking Theo’s hand. "My name is Monus, and we’re going to be great friends once you learn to ignore most of what I say. And, oh, there are so many of you. Jakob, why did you bring so many?"
Jakob looked like he’d been drained of life, his eyes a little more sunken in as Monus went around greeting everybody. He even tried to shake Nero’s front-right paw, but a sludge of flaming liquid shot at him and kept the man away.
"The more pain you deliver, the more proof of what good friends we’re going to become!" Monus shouted at Nero. The rabbit didn’t seem to hear the words, having already mastered the act of ignoring the [Core]. "But seriously, Jakob, why are you here? Six hundred years without a social call and now this? That’s not normal."
"Yeah… The Queen of the North forced my hand," Jakob said, recounting the past months just like he’d done with Orion. "Since Theo and the others can currently die to a mild wind, I suggested that we throw them into your bundle of gears. They either come out stronger than ever, or…we won’t need to think about their weakness again."
"That’s a rather morbid way of fostering growth, you know," Monus commented dryly, looking the group up and down. Theo could feel the crystal man’s eyes pierce through like nothing, the beacon of power unraveling everything about them. It was like a giant looking at an ant, to a point where the proper comparison was stupid in itself. "You’ve changed, Jakob. The last time you visited, you would’ve been shaking at the thought of this. Something like this would’ve been more appropriate if it was done by Hes—"
"The point is that we’re here now, so will you help us or not?" Jakob cut in, stopping the [Core] from speaking further. Weird. "We have two weeks inside here before Orion opens up the gate again. We need to hurry it, if they’re to go a full round through your system."
That chipper attitude seemed to fall away from Monus as he and the [Druid] held a moment-long staring contest, two pillars contesting each other until one finally faltered.
"The alternative would be to sit around for another six hundred years in boredom, so I suppose I’ll allow it," Monus said, shoulders sagging as he looked over at the others. "Have you four been told anything more than the bare basics? My own experiences with the druids might be a tad biased, but they always seem to not care about explaining things to us plebeians."
"We know you’re a [Core], and…that’s about everything," Theo answered for the group. "We kinda thought you were meant to fight you, but Jakob corrected us on our way down here."
"It’s not wrong, though," Monus commented, chuckling at Jakob’s scoff. "I doubt somebody whose age isn’t in the triple digits just yet would’ve even heard of my kind before, but that hardly matters. Do the forest dwarves still carry the legends of dungeons?"
Did he mean the [Facilities]? That was what the dungeons around were, at least, but it didn’t make sense on the timeline. It would only make sense if it was something else that shared the same name, something with the same premise.
…
Ah. [Core]. Dungeon [Core].
"I feel a little stupid for not making that connection until now, honestly," Theo said, making space for another round of laughs from the [Core]. "So…this entire place is actually just you? Or the area you control?"
"It’s closer to the latter," Monus supposed. "I do have a body down below, where everything streams through, but I can also feel and see everything inside my sphere of influence, so it doesn’t really count. It’s more like my heart."
The heart of the dungeon. It wasn’t an uncommon idea back in the old world, Theo recounting several stories which had told of such a construct. And yet those [Cores] had always been primal, driven by instinct and the craving for blood. When looking at the person in front of him, those descriptors didn’t really stick.
"Does that mean the creatures inside are controlled by you as well?" Theo asked. "And what kinds of creatures are they anyway?"
"Mostly not, and you better hope they never are. Every time I do control them, they have a habit of becoming a little stronger and a little more…chaotic," Monus replied with a shiver through his crystal body. "As for the variety, you should expect a little bit of everything. With how long I’ve spent down here, I doubt there is something I haven’t tried to make. On that note, actually, Jakob, do you have anything new to fish out from your sphere? I remember you promising to get me some rare lizards last time you came around."
"I was preoccupied after leaving last time as well," Jakob said dryly. "You’ll get them next time."
"Another six hundred years of waiting, here we go."
"Sorry, just to be sure of something," Theo said, getting the others’ attention again. "If you can control the creatures in the dungeon, isn’t there a chance we could just…cheat the system a little? We gain experience from killing beasts. Last I checked, a fair fight wasn’t a requirement."
His question was serious and yet Monus was hunched over with a hand on his stomach, crystal tears gathering in his eyes as he controlled his laughter.
"Jakob, you brought some good ones this time, and I love you for it," Monus said through clenched teeth, wiping away the tears before looking at Theo once again. "When I said ‘control,’ I meant it more like ‘I get first-row seats to your brutal deaths.’ The second you step into my true sphere of influence, my mind tends to degrade into its usual state, and…there’s not much intellectual thought you can do at that point."
"Cores return to pure instincts when their hearts are threatened by the presence of intruders," Jakob explained. "The manifested creatures attack you on sight, fighting to the death every time, and the Core will keep throwing monsters at you until either everything in his repertoire is dead or you are."
Well, that wasn’t frightening at all. With how varied the creatures inside the dungeon were meant to be, Theo could easily see how they could increase in level with so little time. [Giant Ants] hadn’t been too different from what he usually killed, and yet he had still gained several levels from them. Just what would a line of creatures, most of them mean to be extinct from the normal world, spanning hundreds of years grant? He hoped it was something special.
"If it’s any consolation, I’ve left gifts down there for anybody who survives the different rooms," Monus said, though he seemed to rethink his words a second later. "Or it’s closer to me just directing the leftover energies of death into permanent physical materials. Don’t want to waste them, after all, and I’ve set it up so it uses the imprints of your soul to get you things you’d actually want."
That sounded horrifying, but Theo was intrigued nonetheless.
"Sorry, did you just say ‘imprints of our souls?’" Stig asked, not on the same wavelength as the others, apparently.
"Yes! It would do no good to give an archer a greatsword or a regular warrior a set of dance outfits," Monus replied, unperturbed by the [Space Mage]’s concerns. "No, it is all custom-designed by my soul fragments. You’ll see it after you get inside. The first room’s patrol should be leaving the entrance area, so now is a good time for you to enter."
What? Theo could barely say anything before the stone floor below them began to become like fluid, covering him up to his knees before he could blink.
"Don’t try to teleport while I’m preparing your entrance, please," Monus said, seemingly holding Stig in place while the [Space Mage] kept flickering in and out of existence. Repeated [Teleportations] seemed to tire the archer, however, as he stopped after another dozen tries. "Jakob, do you want anything to drink while they’re down there? I’ve still got the bottles of Dragon's Tears Orion left last time he came by. Should be high time to open them."
"Wait, you’re not coming with us?" Theo questioned when Jakob continued to not fall into the stone floor like them.
"If somebody like me went into the dungeon, Monus would actually try to kill us," Jakob replied dryly. "I’m staying outside of it. You’ll be fine, as long as you aren’t stupid."
They were, without a doubt, going to die a horrible death.
Mumbling a few dozen curses towards the [Druid] before his head went under like the rest of his body, Theo held his breath as he floundered through the rock like it was water. A strong pull forced his speed to increase over time, reaching a peak just at the end of his journey.
As he flew through the air in a perfect arc, it was pure instinct that allowed Theo to land on his feet instead of his face. Stig simply [Teleported] to stand next to him, Miel did a perfect roll to stop any momentum, and Nero…she just floated in the air like nothing.
"Well, that was fun," Theo said, taking in his first deep breaths in a good minute. "Monus said something about a patrol moving along, so we should probably get a move on soon… Guys?"
While Miel did give him a stiff nod to let him know that she heard him, Stig was entirely within his own mental space, utterly enamoured with the surroundings. Theo had to say that he did understand it somewhat, as the world around them was…not something they had seen too often.
The ceiling lit in the cavern up through blue glowing crystals, their fractal-like pattern reminding Theo of a Fibonacci spiral that continued down into endless complexities. It was beautiful, but not as intriguing as what it illuminated below.
For a second, one would think that they were back in a wild forest, with how many pieces of nature existed. Grass, trees, small bushes, and even the distant sounds of birds. Everything looked like a typical forest…but the exact species of the plants were hard to nail down. Theo could see fruits up in the tree branches, but they were elongated and green. He first thought they were simply not ripe and not showing their true colours yet, but closer inspection showed smaller fruits on the very same tree that were yellow. And those were closer to spheres than the oblong shapes of the former, which was just even more confusing.
And the confusion only continued to spiral out from there. The bushes looked more jagged than anything he’d seen before, but they were not sharp to the touch. The grass was mostly normal except for the smell of citrus that escaped them whenever he walked upon it, and was that tree moving?
"I’ve never heard of these before," Stig said, watching the tree walking along with a sense of wonder. Theo was personally readying his pistol in case it was a treant and he needed to paint its outside with its insides. And yet the [Mana-Signature] of the moving wood didn’t seem to be akin to the one he’d seen before. It was entirely foreign. Everything was foreign here. "They’re too passive to be true monsters, and that type of bark isn’t common with the mimics regardless. This could just be its true self, an evolution of plants that made it travel the world."
"How fascinating," Theo replied, honing in on what Nero was hearing in the distance. The beauty of caverns was that, even with all that foliage padding the walls and ceiling, the echoes of steps could still be heard. "We really need to move. Something’s coming."
A lot of things, actually, from what the [Familiar] could hear. Many feet were hitting the ground in a chaotic jumble, and even Theo could slowly start to hear that rumbling in the distance. Jakob had warned them that stupidity could lead to their deaths, and Theo was thinking that it was perhaps time to make the smart decision and leg it.
Or, with how quickly the patrol was moving, maybe hiding was a better choice. It certainly seemed like the best one at the time, as Theo handed out the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] at a swift pace, the group floating on top of one of the trees within seconds.
It was good that they did, as the curving tunnel finally revealed what they’d been meant to avoid.
"That is one big bug," Stig said as the creature moved below them. The reason the trees could move around was revealed, as the plants all began to press against the walls to allow the ten-meter-wide bug to pass through without resistance. "A giant-sized centipede isn’t what I was expecting to see today."
"I have to say the same," Theo muttered, studying the structure of the monster. Its carapace was close to the crystal pattern that painted the ceiling of the cavern and likely just as durable. Its underside didn’t seem to be as protected, but it was likely just as big a challenge to get through, due to its position. And those mandibles…was that lightning flickering between them? "I don’t know about you, but fighting that head-on doesn’t seem like the best possible outcome."
"It never is," Miel agreed. "Even worse…"
Before the back of the giant centipede could get out of sight, another one appeared from the other side. It wasn’t as big, though that didn’t lower its threatening aura. If anything, it was stronger, that electrified condition having spread from the mandibles to cover the entire back of the creature. Sparks flew from its body and into the ground with every step of those uncountable legs, each creating a small patch of charred plant life. Most of it regrew after half a minute, but it was nonetheless a frightening thing to watch. Theo wasn’t sure he could hit that with his shield without figuring out what burnt human meat smelt like.
There weren’t any other monsters apart from those two, at least. It took about ten minutes before each one reappeared, and with their speed, Theo could estimate the full length of the circular chamber to be about seven kilometers. Plenty of distance to set something up if needed.
But traps could usually only be sprung once, and they had two beasts to take care of before they could feel safe. Two giants, one gifted with brute force while the other was deadly through its magical nature. Theo could somewhat see what kind of tools would be needed to make one trap that could be lethal, but…it was a challenge, alright.
The undersides of the beasts were their assumed soft spots, so that was the best place to strike. After failing to create a system of spikes to launch up from the ground, Theo was more willing to consider a line of [Explosion Runes] along their path. The magic of the centipedes was their incredible length, the biggest of them nearly a hundred meters long.
A hundred meters’ worth of [Explosion Runes]...it was beautiful. It was a headache to set up, since Theo had to repeatedly hide every ten minutes, but two hours of work finally amounted to one trap being done. Fifty [Tier 3 Explosion Runes] put to their full size alongside [One-Way Connection Runes] to send the activation word through without issue.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 6] to [Novice 8].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 4] to [Novice 7].

Theo just took that as the world congratulating him on his efforts.
"Do you think Monus would be angry if we made a small cave-in?" Theo asked Stig as he looked up at the ceiling. While the top parts were the dense crystal, the sides were mere stone. It was unstable stone, a lot of it load-bearing. While it wouldn't cause the entire place to collapse, Theo could easily see how a stretch of it could be destroyed. "It’s not impossible to do, and it would solve the issue of killing the electrified one."
"...If you think you can do it, I won’t stop you," Stig replied, after making sure he was able to [Teleport] a long way down the tunnel, warping several times in quick succession. While the density of [Mana] in the air was quite thick, it didn’t hamper magical manipulation so strongly just yet. If anything, it was helping, as the regeneration of energy was quicker than ever.
Another dozen [Explosion Runes] were subsequently [Engraved] into the ceiling of the cavern, each at the perfect spot for creating fractures. Planning destruction was surprisingly fun, as Theo learned from his time floating around to place the [Runes]. If only he could do this more often.
This wouldn’t be a bad idea with the queen’s hive, actually.
The thought of making the Queen of the North’s home collapse in on itself didn’t seem like such a bad idea, now that he was thinking about it. If he could make an explosion big enough, the thin tunnels could serve as the perfect catalysts for tremors. With enough at the same time, collapsing centuries of hard work in on itself did seem feasible.
…Something for another day. For now, Theo had to make sure his work wasn’t half-assed before he could allow himself to fall back down onto the ground. Stig, Nero and Miel were already in position two hundred meters down the tunnel, ready to run away even further if the collapse extended beyond the planned zone, and Theo was prepared to do the same thanks to his flight armour. One proper command was everything he needed before he would get an extra kick to his speed.
Granted, that speed boost would also make manoeuvrability near-impossible, but that didn’t matter. If he was out of the zone of death, who could truly complain? Certainly not the fast-approaching giant centipede.
"You really are massive," Theo commented as he put on his earplugs. They wouldn’t help too much, but not having to completely regenerate his eardrums was a gift beyond anything else. "Now…just keep on running, thank you."
It was three hundred meters away from Theo and two hundred meters away from where the line of [Explosion Runes] ended.
One hundred and fifty meters.
One hundred meters.
Fifty meters.
Twenty-five meters.
…
Perfect.
"Fire away," Theo commanded, a hand to the [Connection Rune] on the stone floor. It flared blue before a pulse of [Mana] flew through the ground at an extreme pace, hitting the [Explosion Runes] before Theo could blink.
Contrary to expectations, the giant centipede was smart enough to notice something was wrong. Maybe it was the trees surrounding it that had pushed themselves away more than normal, or maybe it was the thousands of [MP] gathering below its feet. Whatever truly tipped it off, it didn’t matter as the tunnel’s soft blue light was replaced with a sharp white one.
Theo had to close his eyes the second the shockwave passed by him, his lungs feeling an immense pressure the instant that his ears popped painfully. Nero could at least say that she and the others fared better by being further away, but even they needed to use the [Holy Runes] to restore their hearing.
"If explosives weren’t meant to be used underground, then why are they so damn effective?" Theo said, scratching the back of his head as he began to hear his own voice properly again. The dust was slowly setting, and the look of a still giant centipede in the distance could be seen. Its green insides could be seen as well, actually, a good few parts hanging from the crystals on the ceiling. It looked to be dead. "And still, you don’t amount to a new level. I’m a little disappointed, honestly."
Maybe the next one would grant him the [Level] he desired? Theo could certainly dream, fantasizing about the increase as he granted himself flight once again. Within the same minute, he was above the corpse of the giant, looking down at its form. Its legs were still twitching a little, but he couldn’t sense anything more from it.
And neither did he have time to do much more than that, as the sound of sparks in the distance made it clear what needed to be done. The second giant was coming around the corner, at a faster pace than planned, and he needed the second trap sprung. Putting one hand on the ceiling, he waited a few precious seconds before the monster was in a perfect position.
"Collapse."
A flicker of light was the showing of the [Runes] obeying his command, and the tremors that reached through the cavern were the results of their reverence for his words. Theo’s smile broadened as the giant creature stopped in place to wait for the shaking to stop.
Just as planned.
It was a single rock that fell at first, one that even Theo could carry if needed. But then came the boulders, the true shards of the ceiling, and proceeding that were the crystals themselves. The pressure made them fracture into fine dust, covering up Theo’s vision. Hundreds of metric tons fell upon the giant centipede, everything contained within its area of inhabitants, and he didn’t need to move in the slightest.
"That was actually a little smaller than planned," Theo noted. He wondered if he’d set up the [Connection Runes] improperly. While he had been expecting the destruction to be contained in the area where the giant bug was, he had still dreamt of something more…widespread. Something to show how deadly his abilities were. "Disappointment is the name of the game, I suppose."
That emotion almost distracted him too much to notice the shaking from below. The "very different from the explosion tremors" shaking. The "something alive and not dead" shaking.
Oh, for fuck’s sake.
Theo had to kick off the ceiling to dodge the giant centipede’s lunge, the huge mandibles making boulders fall as they dug into the stone. Theo’s assumption about it being dead had been wrong. It’d been faking, or it had just needed a minute to regain its former glory.
Whatever the reason, he had a giant monster that wanted a piece of him.
Flight wasn’t a sustainable method of dodging, though Theo used the [Force Runes] to their fullest as he swerved out of the way from the giant centipede’s attacks. For a giant monster that could barely turn inside the tunnel, it was surprisingly agile. Trees were destroyed without the slightest bit of resistance, plants were torn from the ground, and everything that needed to be ripped away was. The giant centipede only had one goal in life, and that was the destruction of Theo’s form.
Monus hadn’t been lying about that trait. Not in the slightest.
"Would you mind dying?" Theo requested of the beast as the mandibles almost passed through his stomach. If not for kicking off the ground at the last second, Theo would’ve felt the sensation of getting impaled. Instead, he merely felt the electrical currents of its mandibles. Even just a momentary touch made his heart sputter, a sense of dread carrying through his body. Any longer and it could’ve been lethal outright. "I don’t want whatever you have."
Six shots from his pistol were unloaded into the right mandible. While the first four didn’t prove fruitful, the fifth and sixth shot fractured it and then ripped the piece off outright. The giant centipede screeched and that devious grin returned to Theo’s face.
I can do this.
In its enraged state, some form of adrenaline seemingly pushed its physical limits even further, the head of the beast diving towards Theo twice as fast as before. In his floating state, he couldn’t dodge quickly enough, his left leg getting a glancing blow. Something broke instantly.
I can’t do this.
Theo slammed an overfilled [Holy Rune] against his leg. It dulled the pain, but he needed several hours lying down before he could trust the limb in combat. Floating around was the only proper method of movement now, and that wasn’t good.
The built-up momentum kept him alive for another few precious seconds as Theo reloaded his pistol, firing off the next six shots without hesitation. Only four were needed to remove the other mandible, leaving the last two to be shot right into the compound eyes of the beast.
Wait, no, he should’ve gone for the antennas. Theo needed it to be blind if he was to have a chance of living through this.
"Either that or force some explosives through those eyeholes," Theo commented as he dived over its head and onto its back, briefly running along the carapace before taking a leap towards the roof to avoid the roll the bug did in an effort to outright crush him. "Where are explosive bullets when I need them?"
Should’ve made some of those before this happened.
It was a pure miracle that Theo avoided the whipping attack from the centipede's lower body as he went low, going under the multitude of sharp legs just before they could crash down upon him. It was a game of cat and mouse and he was losing. His [Stamina] was crashing, his leg was continuing to flare with pain, and he wasn’t sure how much more he could do in the way of damage.
Firing off another six shots into the head of the beast, it became ever more clear how little could be done to get under that armour through force alone. He needed something piercing.
And, as luck would have it, his thought had reached its intended audience of three. From the small clap of air displaced came an arrow enhanced with every kind of [Rune] they could strap onto the surface of the arrowhead. [Impact Runes], [Gale Runes], and [Explosion Runes]. Something Theo wished he’d done for his own, and even more so when the results showed here. The small tips and increased power made the crystal armour as soft as rotten wood, the hide giving way instantly and letting the projectile dig deep into its flesh.
And at that point, it was already dead. It convulsed, the flesh pulsated, and a stream of light and gore escaped through the expanding hole that the arrow had travelled through. While it took a handful more enhanced arrows scattered around its body to truly make it cease all movement, Theo could look at the work of the [Space Mage] and wonder if he just hadn’t tried hard enough himself.
"Didn’t you say this would work?" Stig questioned as he helped Theo up from the ground. A grimace left the dwarf’s face once it became apparent how little pressure Theo could put on his left leg. "Getting that close to the bug before confirming the kill wasn’t too smart on your part."
"You don’t say," Theo said, gritting his teeth as he opened up his leg armour to assess the damage a little more. A few of the dydra scales had apparently been smashed through his skin, but a bit of fiddling allowed him to rip most of it out. Applying a [Holy Rune] again healed at least the superficial damage. "I’ll need some rest once we make sure the last one is dead as well."
"Wasn’t that one meant to be buried in rubble?"
"Yeah, but at this point, I have trust issues."
As it turned out, that was for the best. Not many minutes after he limped away from the corpse of the larger centipede, sparks began to emerge from the stone dust that had formed after the ceiling had collapsed in that part of the cavern. Theo should’ve known too little had been destroyed for the lightning centipede to have died.
"I don’t suppose you have some more of those exploding arrows you can [Teleport] into its skull?" Theo asked, making the archer look through his quiver. The frown didn’t bode well for the next few minutes. "Please tell me that’s a frown of happiness."
"Not in the slightest," Stig answered. Ahead, the head of a very angry centipede could be seen, arcs of lightning starting to hit the walls of the cavern as it emerged from the pile of rubble. The magical energy flowing from its body was only increasing in intensity, and they somehow had to kill that thing without getting close. "Is there any chance you could engrave some?"
They had about thirty seconds before it would be in range to fry them alive.
…
Yeah, why not.
"Give them here, please," Theo said, Stig instantly handing him a dozen arrows. They already had a [Tier 3 Impact Rune] on most of the arrow tips, the projectiles merely meant to only serve as piercing rounds. They were great for regular use but hellish when he had to add the explosive component with such limited space. "A challenge is a challenge, I suppose."
The regular setup for an [Explosion Rune] was impossible in this format, meaning Theo would have to work a bit three-dimensionally with it. Instead of fully [Engraving] everything on the surface, he would have to make it curve into the middle of the arrowhead midway to make sure he could do it in full without overlapping with the preexisting mechanisms. It was most definitely possible, but it was such a big headache to do. Theo didn’t do it normally because of a lack of ability to visualize it during the assimilation process, but he didn’t have much of a choice here.
Forming the first [Rune], he forced it through the arrowhead and made it fuse with the metal. Another stretch made it link up with the [Impact Rune] so it would only activate after digging into flesh.
"Fire away," Theo said, handing the first arrow to the forest dwarf. No time was spared before Stig did just that, the bowstring stretched and made to push the arrow forward. A small clap was heard and it was gone, the only proof of its continued existence being the twitch of the lightning centipede as it dug into its skull. The pulsating flesh and burst of green blood made it clear it had been a straight hit, one of its antennas falling off cleanly.
And…number two is done.
Before he knew it, the third and fourth had been granted the same treatment, explosions heard clearly as the beast suffered more and more blows. Most of the bug head was sagging, only hanging on by broken pieces of the carapace. It was a miracle that it wasn’t dead, and Theo felt like cursing whoever was behind that miracle as it began to form a large sphere of lightning in front of its body.
"Nope," was all Theo had to say before he took off, his remaining strong leg pushing off the ground and making him fly ten meters into the air and twenty backwards. Stig was way ahead of him, already having [Teleported] thirty away.
It was good that they did, everything in the area they’d been just before fried to heavens. Lightning was without empathy and everything alive had been forced to endure a multitude of arcs traveling through them.
Stig fired off another dozen arrows, but they didn’t hit as hard as those with explosives. They held it back, though, and that was all Theo craved as he dug through his bag. With the insides of the beast exposed, he could at least use his own variant of explosives.
It was never a bad idea to walk around with hand grenades, after all, and Theo still had a few of them left from his time opening up steel doors. Grabbing the first he could find, he [Teleported] it into the remains of the lightning centipede's head at the same time as he activated the [Explosion Rune].
With a final shake, the cavern went silent, a giant hitting the floor. Inspired by its action, Theo did the same, feeling adrenaline leave his body as the [System] popped up with a message he’d been craving for a long time.
[Krys Cimex] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [23] to [24]. [2] points have been granted.

The two points were deposited into [Wisdom], no matter how much Theo wanted to put them into [Vitality]. Each heartbeat only made the pain in his leg increase, the extra pressure put onto it from landing only making it worse.
"Bone fractures are overrated," Theo said, removing the armor around the impacted area. Even with the broken skin taken care of, that redness was too easy to spot. Even touching the area hurt. "Brute force it is."
[Holy Runes] couldn’t normally take care of bone fractures, but Theo didn’t care at this point. Activation after activation was forced through, each white light helping just a little more. Ten minutes was spent on it, and the redness dimmed just a tad by the end. He still didn’t want to put his full weight onto it, and the others didn’t want him doing it either, making their trek forward slow.
Until Nero proposed an idea.
"I think I’d rather sit on a mad horse," Theo muttered, getting the others’ attention. In the confusion, context was needed. "Nero wants me to sit on her back. She thinks it’ll make the trek forward quicker."
"Yeah, sure, I don’t see any problem with that," Stig said, Miel offering similar thoughts. Crazy people. They had already fallen into madness. "Do you need help getting up there, or…?"
Theo did the honours himself, using the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] to float onto her back. He would’ve just floated permanently if not for the fact that the dangling leg would still feel pain from the muscles tensing in the air.
Just have to live with it.
Moving through the tunnel of trees and bushes for another ten minutes, something new could finally be spotted in the distance. It was a white light, coming from a circle on the ground with a chest in the middle.
A golden chest in the middle of nowhere…
"Mimic?" Stig suggested before Theo could even open his mouth.
"Impossible to be anything else," Miel agreed.
An arrow flew through the air and impaled the apparent monster quickly. And yet…no reaction. No screeching, no teeth being revealed. There were a few splinters on the ground, but that was about it.
"Maybe not a mimic," Stig amended after the next three arrows proved futile in making a reaction. Stepping into the white circle, he opened up the treasure chest. No attacks were triggered, the move instead only revealing a plush red cloth inside along with various items. A bundle of arrows, some crackers and water, and…what the hell? "Theo, how did your bullets end up in this thing?"
"I’d like to know that myself, actually," Theo said, getting down from Nero’s back with much effort, limping over to the chest and grabbing one of the bullets. It was very much real, perfectly formed according to his specifications. [Orichalcum] was the [Material], though…this didn’t fizzle. It was real metal and not the copy that his [Shield-Manifestation Skill] could temporarily create. "This was given to us on a case-by-case basis. It knew we needed this."
"But how?"
"Well, we were complaining out loud about your lack of arrows," Theo supposed. "But…I still have bullets left. I’ve just been thinking about making some new ones with different traits, but I didn’t say that out loud, which means…it knew what I was thinking."
The dungeon could read their minds. Monus could read their minds, constricted to pure instinct or not.
Not a fun thought. Monus had mentioned that it would use their soul imprints, but Theo hadn’t guessed it was to this level.
Moving along again, they found a white door that could be fun, one leading into a rather narrow hallway. Whether it had ben possible to find it before they’d killed the two centipedes, Theo couldn’t say. Neither did he truly care, only wanting to move on from the large cavern. He didn’t want more surprises.
But, as things were with this dungeon, hoping for such ludicrous things was just the start of Theo’s developing lunacy. For while the underground forest had been strange, it paled in comparison to the next chamber they reached.
Through the hallway came another door, one large enough that all four needed to push against it before it would budge. And when it finally did, the view of a city reached them, one paired together with a blue sky and mild clouds.
"Rather convincing," Theo commented, grabbing one of his old bullets and shooting it up towards the fake sky. It reached nearly a hundred meters before it hit the roof. The illusion flickered for a moment before reestablishing itself as the bullet fell down towards the city of stone again. "If not for the emptiness of this place, I could almost be convinced we were outside."
The city before them did look like a place people would live, with tight roads and alleyways connecting the countless multi-floor stone buildings. It looked like it could have a few thousand inhabitants without any issues, but there wasn’t a single soul in sight. While stalls could be spotted, all boasting equipment and fruit alike, there was nobody to run them. It just seemed like…everybody had been whisked away a second before they had arrived.
As they walked further into the area, that idea only deepened. Fireplaces were still holding strong, half-empty plates could be found on restaurant tables, and the various personal items left on the ground seemed to have been dropped while people were taken away.
"It might’ve been a dwarven city?" Stig guessed as they went. "Forest dwarves usually don’t build with stone so heavily, but this is all made to fit people that are two heads shorter than the average elf."
"Could stone dwarves not have created this?" Miel commented, to which Stig shook his head.
"They would never build a city aboveground. An outpost or entrance, sure, but never something like this," the [Space Mage] said before going back on his words. "Or…even if we are technically belowground, this isn’t their building style. They don’t imitate the outdoors. They build like everything is one big house, everything sectioned into rooms and hallways. None of them would waste this much empty space on the roof."
That was fair, though it still didn’t answer just who had made this. Was it just Monus who had been bored and had made it, or was this meant to be an imitation of something real? It was a question that Theo needed to know the answer to, but more than that he needed to know why they didn’t have anything to fight.
The walls hadn’t tried to swallow them, no giant bugs had popped out to take their heads off, and no arrows had been shot their way. They seemed to be utterly alone in the wide expanse of the city, and Theo only grew more concerned about that fact.
A monster in a cave you could prepare for, but what about an empty room that you knew was built to kill you? How did you prepare for something you didn’t know about yet?
An hour was spent walking around trying to find something to kill. When that didn’t work, another was spent trying to find the white door to the next area. That didn’t work either, which was just great.
"Sun’s going down," Theo noted after a while, the fact spotted during their snacking on some of the rations they’d been granted by the treasure chest. With the intoxicating smells of the restaurant food and various stalls they’d passed by, weak hearts had almost grabbed at them. In the end, however, prior experiences wouldn’t allow it, so dry rations was all their stomachs would get for now. "Maybe the test here is endurance-based? ‘Don’t get crazy because of boredom.’ It’s sadistic, sure, but maybe Monus is just that?"
"No, that doesn’t seem like it would match with what Jakob was expecting we would be doing in here," Stig refuted. "We were meant to kill monsters to increase our power. Endurance tests won’t make that happen."
"This could be the resting area, then?" Miel suggested. "Monus doesn’t want our deaths, but he is overtaken by instincts when we enter. Making safe zones would be a good remedy to let people survive the experience of going inside. A place to sleep safely wouldn’t be a bad idea."
That…did sound more possible than anything else. Imitating the outside was rather calming for the group, if Theo’s own reaction to a setting sun was anything to go by. His eyes were half-closed before he could notice it.
Yet he didn’t let himself falter just yet, instead pulling out the bullets that the dungeon had granted him in the treasure chest. He’d been given eighteen of them, the exact number he had used. Weirdly precise but he wasn’t going to complain.
As had been shown previously, Theo was in need of more specialized weaponry. While launching large metal bullets into enemies’ skulls, there were times when they were so utterly hardheaded that they couldn’t pierce them. Or maybe the creatures were just so utterly massive and weird that destroying a specific piece wouldn’t destroy everything else. If Theo ever met some of those living balls of ooze, he certainly wasn’t going to do much with those bullets and their concentrated hits.
No…he needed precautions for those situations. He needed something explosive, something that could penetrate the defences of the enemy when he needed it most.
How would he do that? With [Explosion Runes], of course! They fit snugly alongside the [Item-Teleportation Rune] and the [Impact Rune], placed on the side and connected so they would only start activating after being fired. It was a precaution to make sure they wouldn’t accidentally activate while still inside Theo’s holster. While live explosives had a place in his repertoire, he didn’t appreciate the idea of losing an arm or leg because of mishaps.
That was one part of the equation fixed, at least. The next came the lacking penetrative power. While Theo was already working with a [Tier 3 Impact Rune], the large area of the bullet made it hard for it to actually penetrate. Most of the time, it just forced the surface of the enemy into the body alongside the bullet. Since that technique worked with most soft creatures, it wasn’t such an issue.
But when those crystalline carapaces came into play, it just wasn’t enough. That meant Theo would have to do more than just increase the firepower. He would have to change the shape of the bullet.
It normally had a curved front, ending up with a somewhat flat tip. That was not too good when he wanted it to pierce, which meant changing it into a very sharp cone shape. By using [Air-Engraving] as a rough cutting tool, Theo could do it with some manner of accuracy. He certainly couldn’t find an issue with its shape, creating a full round of the projectiles and preparing them like the previous ones.
With this level of focused pressure, Theo couldn’t find any reason why they wouldn’t be able to go through even the thickest of armour.
"But what if you still aren’t good enough?" Theo asked the bullet in front of him. "You might be good, sure, but what if you still fall short? I can’t have that."
He needed a true heavy hitter. Not a constant barrage but just something he could fall back on. And…that came in the form of a certain set of vials he kept in his jacket. While Theo was hesitant to actually put the vials in danger, he knew this had to be done.
The explosion inside the hive that had saved them…it had been done on an [Explosion Rune] that hadn’t been close to optimal, and yet it had still proven able to kill several hundreds of the beasts. What would happen if he put together a perfectly made [Tier 3 Explosion Rune], a [Tier 3 Force Rune] to push it towards the target, and a [Tier 3 Impact Rune] to make sure it got as deep as possible into the enemy’s flesh? An explosion able to kill hundreds located deep inside a single massive monster.
…
Localized nukes were too great an idea.
It had to be done. Taking one of the sharpened bullets, Theo carved a hole into the middle of the projectile, one just big enough to fit a single vial into. The hole was then filled up, a strap put onto the outside so that a quick jab could destroy the magical glass and allow the fluid to reach the various [Runes]. It was easy, couldn’t fail any easier than the other bullets, and Theo was hoping he would never have to use it.
"Better safe than sorry," he muttered as he put it into the back of his bullet holster, marking it as much as possible to make sure it was never used accidentally. This could outright kill him if he used it in close proximity, and mutually assured destruction wasn’t on his agenda just yet. "The Cold War happened for a reason."
[Skill] increase detected![Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 8] to [Novice 9].
[Skill] increase detected![Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 7] to [Novice 8].The [Sub-Skill] now allows for larger manipulation of [Materials] at the cost of lessened accuracy.
"Could’ve said that a few months ago now, blue box," Theo said at the sight of the [System Notification]. How was his [Skill-Collection] looking nowadays, even? It’d been a while since he’d seen it in full.
[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
[Barehanded Mana-Channeling][Novice 3]Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].Variable costs.
[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][Novice 4]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
[Shield-Manifestation][Novice 9]Allows the user to manipulate their bonded shield in the ways they see fit. While the metal might resist at first, it will soon learn to assimilate with the user's desires without flaw.Variable costs.
[Oppressive Aura][Novice 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.Variable costs.
[Partial Shield-Assimilation][Novice 5]Sub-Skill of [Spirit of Aegis].Allows the user to temporarily take on the physical traits of their shield, 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 shield, while the weapon is equipped.8MP/sec
Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight][Novice 6]Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures].
[Map-Engraving][Beginner 8]Allows the user to create [Maps] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing secrets passively.
[Mana-Mastery][Initiated 1]Allows the user to move [Mana] with more finesse. Also grants mild 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][Initiated 4]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][Novice 9]Allows the user to create [Runes] with an engraving tool. Has a rare chance of revealing higher [Tiers] of [Runes] while in use.
[Air-Engraving][Novice 8]Sub-Skill of [Rune-Engraving].Allows the user to engrave a [Rune] into the air before [Projecting] it onto a solid [Material].
[Rune-Empowering][Novice 9]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].
[Rune-Manipulation][Novice 5]Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].
[Rune-Mastery][Novice 7]Allows the user to create and manipulate [Runes] with more finesse.
So many of his [Rune Skills] were close to jumping to [Initiated] and Theo was all for it. If the increases he’d gotten from the other [Rank] upgrades were any indication, this leap would be more than just significant. And he was quite sure that he would find himself within the next rank before the end of their stay inside the dungeon.
How fun.
When Theo fell out of his mental space, he noted that everything had gone quite dark. The fake sun was just on the edge of falling under the horizon, and most of the sky had darkened. The fires that were going inside the main parts of the city were on mere embers, only showing off soft lights. It was…a calming sight.
Theo found his eyes sagging before he knew it, snores soon leaving his body. The world went from mild darkness to total darkness, and, from what Nero reported in the last moments, the others felt a similar wave of sleep.
Worries about what that meant didn’t have time to truly form as the void enveloped Theo’s mind.
…
"Wake up."
…
"Theo, Lea is going to be mad if she finds you sleeping on the job again."
…
Theo’s head left his desk the second he felt a hand on his shoulder. His eyes were blurry at first, everything coming into focus as he blinked out the sleep in his eyes. What was happening?
"Did you not sleep last night?" Veronica asked as Theo wiped away the last bits of sleep away from his eyes with his right hand.
Wait.
A brief moment of panic ran through his head as he looked at the limb. His right hand stared back at him, pink skin shown off in its full glory. It was just as pale as the last time he’d looked at it, just as pale as it had been for the past twenty-five years of his life.
"I…" Theo began, not sure what to say. His head hurt. This felt wrong. "Sorry, did you need something?"
Veronica looked at him with concern, clearly worried about him. She was nice like that.
"Yeah, your lunch break started thirty minutes ago. You still have fifteen to work with, if you want some food," she answered, seeming to study him for a few more moments before stepping out of his cubicle. Because Theo had a cubicle. He’d had it for years, those beige walls his eternal prison. "Try to get some sleep before work, Theo. Sleeping on the job isn’t healthy for anybody."
"I’ll try," Theo promised with a weak smile, though it fell off him when she escaped his vicinity. His head was hurting too much, his unconscious screaming at him. How long had he been sleeping? "Low blood sugar, maybe?"
Standing from the office chair, he moved towards the break room. With how his stomach had been rumbling, getting in some food wasn’t too bad an idea.




Chapter 29







Power of the Crystal Dragon Fire


Food didn’t solve Theo’s pounding headache. It felt like somebody had forced a jackhammer into him, and no amount of sitting around in the break room seemed to solve it. 
At least he actually had food to eat this time around, and not some of the oiled-up snacks that his measly savings could wrangle out of the vending machine. By some miracle, his prepared lunch from home had been able to stay in the fridge for several hours without being stolen. With what Theo knew of his co-workers, it was a one-in-a-million event, one that he would at least try to enjoy.
"Taste could’ve been better, though," Theo muttered as he bit into the sandwich. The bread was slightly stale, the condiments were more out-of-date than one would normally be comfortable with, and the meat was probably not meant to be eaten by humans, but it was still good enough that he took another bite or three. "Energy is energy."
And he would need it if he was to survive the next five hours. Lea had passed him by before he could get to the break room, throwing a report back at him that she wanted him to fix before he went home for the day. 
Would be another all-nighter. How fun.
Biting into the sandwich again, Theo tried to fruitlessly enjoy the thing before a rattling noise came from his side. The source was the vending machine, though not that annoying rattling that the back fans made. It was something inside, something moving around in the food options.
A flicker of white fur made Theo swallow, and stand to figure out just what was in there.
A rat? It wouldn’t be too unexpected, with how absurdly awful this place could be, but there hadn’t been any announcements about rodent issues.
"Where’d you go?" Theo muttered, glancing through the glass. He was sure he’d seen that patch of fur hiding between the small bags of chips, but there was only empty air to be seen. Had he hallucinated it? "Hopefully not."
For a moment, he almost started to return to his seat. Almost. With no warning, the metal door on the vending machine opened just enough for the critter to escape, the ball of fur running through the room at incredible speeds. A flurry of curses escaped Theo as he looked at it, his headache growing every instant he stared at it.
What is happening?
Just as it neared the door to the hallway, seemingly determined to go under it and out into the beyond, the rat stopped. Or…as Theo was allowed some precious seconds to look over its form, those large ears made the truth unmistakable.
A rabbit. A rabbit had been hiding in the vending machine.
"Maybe I am going a little crazy," Theo muttered, falling down to sit against the wall. Chuckles escaped him as the rabbit stayed in place studying his fallen form. "What were you doing in there, Nero?"
Maybe she just felt like being in there, Theo supposed. It fit her well, seeing as there was free food, and she had always been a—
Electricity coursed through Theo’s nerves, a pain unlike any other streaming through his body without mercy. It was a miracle he’d already been on the floor, lest his skull crack on the ground from the convulsions. Everything was hurting. Everything refused to stop hurting.
He couldn’t even see the office break room anymore. For a moment, the sight of a campfire, of the moon, and of…something purple filled his vision. But then it returned, everything fitting back into place.
The pain was gone, but Theo had still been left with the aftermath. Sweat covered his skin, deep breaths weren’t working to keep his pulse in check, and a rabbit was biting on his nose.
"Quit that," he said, pushing the furball a meter away. It didn’t struggle, just staring at him as he got up from the floor. "My head is already killing me. I don’t need a bleeding nose to go along with it."
At least the critter hadn’t penetrated past the skin. While there was a dull pain, the wound wasn’t something that could be spotted.
"What was your name again?" Theo asked the rabbit. It looked up at him with eyes that might’ve had an inkling of intelligence. "Right. Rabbits aren’t the most verbose communicators in the world. Might be why your owner didn’t know you were hiding in the vending machine."
He would probably get in trouble if he just allowed the little thing to wander around. Picking it up, he found a lack of a nametag or anything else that might have helped identify whoever owned the rabbit. Just who would take their pet to work without some kind of number slapped on to call if it got lost? Was Theo working with a group of idiots?
Mostly yes, but they should’ve still had some bit of responsibility in their bodies.
"Guess you’re sticking with me for now, little one," Theo said, scratching the top of her head. He was relatively sure it was a ‘her,’ at least. "Shake your head if you’re a dude."
The rabbit continued to stare at him from its position on his hand.
"Girl it is," Theo surmised. A glance at the clock on the wall made him curse, however. His break was almost over. If he brought her to his desk, there was a good chance they’d have his head. Lea hated animals. "But…five minutes to find your owner isn’t that possible, is it?"
When given the choice of facing Lea’s wrath over not being at his desk or being at his desk with a furball, the decision was clear. Getting in the last of his lunch, he headed for the door. Before he could open it up, however, the rabbit in his left hand had decided to show her true colours.
This display was done through an act of violence. Namely, the rabbit’s teeth dug into the palm of his hand, blood flowing instantly.
"Oh, you little—" Theo began before controlling himself. Walking over and putting the little devil on the table, he found some tissue to wipe away the blood. "I trust you, and you go and do this. Don’t tell me I need to go see a doctor for this."
Was being bitten by a rabbit the same as being bitten by a rat? They were about the same size, so Theo supposed they could carry the same diseases.
Putting the bleeding hand under some water, he grimaced as a sting of pain travelled through his arm. God, she could bite hard.
"When I find your owner, I’ll be making them pay for whatever stitches that," Theo began before inspecting his hand again. While blood was still being washed out in the bottom of the sink, he couldn’t actually find the place where she had bitten him. "What?"
That didn’t quite make sense. No… Inspecting the skin on his palm and then the back of his hand as well, he couldn’t find any kind of wound at all. It was just pure unblemished skin, paler than usual but otherwise fine.
What was happening?
…
"Maybe I should just find your owner first, yeah?" Theo said, not looking at the critter as he dried his hands. "Then I can suffer through Lea’s shouting, get back to work, and everything will just be—"
Normal. This wasn’t normal. Theo should’ve realized that when he’d collapsed, should’ve realized when the wound was gone, but it only really settled in when he looked back at the table and saw the rabbit with wings protruding from her back.
Was it weird that he thought she looked annoyed?
Ability to sense a rabbit’s emotion aside, the wings on the rabbit were way too real for comfort. It wasn’t possible, and yet Theo felt something dig into his head saying it was. This was normal. This was the most normal thing that had happened in the last thirty minutes of his life. This was the anchor of it all.
"Just who are you?" Theo questioned the rabbit, picking her up and staring into those red eyes. Or were they blue? The colour just wouldn’t stop changing. "Why do I know you?"
‘You’re stupid.’
…Right. That answered that.
"So you can talk," Theo pointed out, tapping the top of the rabbit’s head. He had to pull it away before she could send a ball of flame towards it. "Yup. Fire-breathing rabbit. Why not."
‘You're being stupid.’
"Is that all you can say?" Theo questioned, feeling the rabbit glower at him even more than usual. What was usual, even? Why did he think that? "If so, your owner must not be too bright in the head either. Who would even let you run around here?"
‘Yes. He is very stupid.’
Right. Theo was going to get to the bottom of this, no matter how much it felt like somebody was pouring molten lava into his spine. Even pinched nerves wouldn’t get this kind of reaction from him, he reflected as he settled into a chair. Without hesitation, the rabbit jumped from his hands, floating onto the table once again.
"Fancy flying," Theo mumbled, trying to figure out some kind of strategy from here. Everything around him felt off, he was talking to a talking rabbit who could breathe fire, and he was relatively sure he was having a panic attack. Not the average Tuesday. "Do you have a name?"
‘Nero.’
"Brutal tyrant, huh? Fits," Theo supposed, getting a ball of flame sent his way. The smile that crept onto his face was unintended. "Since we’re past the repeating answers, could you tell me how you got into this building? I don’t think flying rabbits are usually hired by the company."
‘We’re not here.’
Looking around, the walls, floor, and ceiling certainly looked to be where they were before.
"I’m pretty sure we’re here," Theo said, tapping the table to illustrate his point. Nero didn’t look convinced. "And if we weren’t, where else would we be?"
Was it wrong that there was an edge of hope in his words?
‘Being eaten.’
"Eaten by what?"
‘Monsters.’
"What kind of monsters?"
‘Monsters that are eating us.’
…
"Other than the fact that they are eating us, you have no clue what kind of monsters they are?"
‘Yes.’
The bluntness in her voice made Theo’s head hurt more than his preexisting migraine could ever hope to do.
"Any idea of what they’re capable of, then? Other than eating us, of course."
‘Making you stupid.’
"Well, that’s hurtful," Theo commented. "But…if you mean stupid in the way that I’m not seeing the full picture, it must mean that, what, I’m not remembering what I should be able to remember?"
Those flashes of a bonfire, of a moon, of something purple from before. Did they have something to do with it? Thinking about it further, delving into that part of his memories no matter how much it hurt, Theo was certain he could spot the collapsed form of a winged rabbit.
A massive rabbit.
"Quick question," Theo said, the golden eyes of the critter staring directly into his. "Are you usually fat?"
It was a showing of honed reflexes that stopped his nose from being bitten by a rabid critter, though not even his hands could stop the bathing of flame over his face.
Tumbling onto the floor, Theo held his face as everything flashed before his eyes. The break room was gone again, replaced with the sight of the bonfire, of the thousands of pulsating eyes in front of him, of something covering most of his body while digging into the side of his head.
And the second he could glance and see the others, an elf, a dwarf, and a fat ball of fur, getting the same treatment, he was right back in the break room, his face undamaged and without flaw.
…
"Shit," was all Theo could say. "Shit."
He wasn’t really here, was he? Those moments in the other place, those precious fractions of a second, felt more real than his entire time here. He could breathe, he could feel the small pain in his head, and he just knew it was more than whatever he was getting here.
"Flame me again, fluffball," Theo ordered. Nero was more than willing to throw a ball of fire at him, since it seemed like he had finally regained his wits. Why he knew so much about her thoughts didn’t matter. He just needed the pain. "Give it all you got!"
It felt like sticking his face onto a gas burner, something in his face popping as the pain sped through the skin and deeper inside. For a brief moment, Theo felt like he would see the real world again, like he could figure something out.
But he didn’t. After a moment, the pain became muted, barely more than a dull ache. The accessway from before didn’t work anymore.
Wait.
"That’s how it works," Theo realized. "Pain wakes us up. They’re not strong enough to face us head on so they’re just keeping us asleep while eating us at a snail’s pace."
It wasn’t a bad strategy. If Nero wasn’t here, he would’ve gone about his day without realizing anything.
Fuck, that headache was more than just a headache, wasn’t it? It was the feeling of his skull slowly being consumed.
"I have to wake up," Theo muttered. Trying the burning option brought nothing, though. Not even the slightest flash of insight. "They’re good. Too good. You have any bright ideas, Nero?"
‘Stop being stupid.’
"What, you want me to remember?"
‘Yes.’
"I’m sad to say it, but there isn’t just some switch I can turn on and off in here," Theo replied. It was honestly amazing he was going along with this while still knowing nothing. Something in the back of his head was just egging him on, screaming at him to not stop. Maybe that was just desperation not wanting him to die. Maybe it was something that knew more than him.
Was it all pain that was muted, or just the pain that had gotten him through before?
Finding a fork amongst the other kitchen cutlery, Theo decided to find out. Two deep breaths, a few muttered praises, and in it went into his left hand, the right wriggling the improvised weapon around to improve the pain.
For a second, he saw it all. A full second, one where he could wriggle, one where he fought against the beings that held him captive. They were brittle, the purple slime-like flesh bursting as he flexed his muscles. He heard one of them scream in unholy tones before his head was engulfed once again.
Just like that, he was back in the kitchen area. Any kind of cutlery or sharp implements had been removed.
"They’re too stupid to take everything away, though," Theo said. He had proof this world was fake, and some fragments of memory were coming back to him. It was all disorganized, but the idea was there. "Hey, do I have a robot arm?"
‘You have an ugly arm.’
The mental image of the arm in question was sent through his mind without issue, seen from the rabbit’s view. It looked pretty damn cool, though Theo became more distracted by his own figure. Had he put on some muscle while he wasn’t looking?
Requests to see more almost reached his lips, but the door to the break room opening removed that line of thought. Like a devil in uniform, Lea had entered with a scowl. She didn’t look happy.
"Theo Locheim, you were meant to be back at your desk several minutes ago," his boss said, the distaste clear in her voice. Her scowl deepened further when Nero was spotted, the rabbit sitting lazily on the table. "If you brought that rat in here, you’re fired."
There was an inkling of fear in Theo’s heart until he realized the truth. This wasn’t real.
"She’s a rabbit, and…I suppose I am the reason she’s here," he said with a smile. With a quick whistle, Nero jumped from the table to his shoulder. The showing momentarily shocked his boss before her face turned into one of fury. "I am really proud of not wanting to punch you right now, so, if you will excuse me, I have an illusion to escape."
"You are not excused," Lea said, trying to stand in his way. She looked so little now, her voice not able to show off that fake deadliness anymore. It was trivial to get past her, honestly, Theo jogging down the hallway. "I’m calling the police!"
"Call the air force, for all I care!"
The laugh that escaped him felt more genuine than most things he’d done in this building.
‘Are you still stupid?’
At another time, Theo would’ve felt offended. Instead, he just laughed even harder. Countless eyes looked at him as he did. He was running by the many cubicles without caring who saw him. They didn’t matter anymore.
"I’m still stupid," Theo confirmed with a smile. "Just slightly less stupid than before."
…
‘Good.’
Was he imagining it, or was that relief in her voice?
‘It isn’t.’
"Lies," Theo fired back as he sidestepped one of the countless office workers standing around not working. "You know you love me. I can hear it."
‘You’re too stupid to hear.’
Tough love was the only thing she knew, but Theo could happily admit she was an expert on it. That and her hearing, which relayed to him the fact that a lot of people were running through this floor.
Guards? How’d they get up here so quickly?
"Right," Theo said, shaking his head. "Illusion world. Don’t wonder too much."
He needed a jumpstart on feeling pain. Grabbing a stapler and sending a staple through his hand would not bring enough pain, so that avenue wasn’t possible. Hitting his head against the wall could maybe work temporarily, but he needed more power than he could dish out.
A fistfight with the guards, maybe? No. Too risky, since they would probably just try to restrain him. Or shoot him, which would probably work.
He needed blunt force unlike anything else. He needed the world itself to hit him.
And, seeing the stairs that went to the floors above him, Theo had an idea. A dumb idea, but an idea nonetheless.
"Why does that sound so familiar?" Theo asked, opening the door to the staircase and sprinting up as fast as he could. His lungs burned but he didn’t care. "Did I have a lot of dumb ideas before this?"
‘You only have dumb ideas.’
"Maybe your standards are just too high," he suggested, the mere concept of such thrown out the window before he could even glance at the rabbit on his shoulder. "Ever thought about that?"
‘Keep running. They are coming.’
He hated to admit she was right, but even he could hear those steps behind him now. They were like waves of distant thunder, a promise of what was nearing him. They were a promise of what would happen once they got him.
Pushing past his aching legs, he continued up three more floors. The door to the roof came into sight, locked to stop anybody from breaking in.
The window next to it, however, was more than able to be broken through the power of some of the trash lying around. Theo was sure nobody would mind the disfigured chair missing another leg, though the alarm activating as the glass broke into a million pieces might be an issue.
Getting through the window panel before the guards behind could catch up, and ignoring the shouting to stop, he went onto the roof. A near-sprint carried him over to the edge, the toes of his feet hanging midair, but…Theo didn’t jump.
In the last moment, he faltered.
‘Don’t be stupid. They’re coming.’
Nero was urging him, screaming at him not to ruin it, but Theo’s heart was beating too fast. His ears felt like they were burning. He knew he was meant to jump, knew that he would survive if he did, but everything else was trying to make him stop.
"What if I’m just crazy?" Theo asked. "What if this is real?"
‘Would you want to stay if this was real?’
…
"Fair enough," Theo replied, stepping out and trying his best to dive headfirst as he flew towards the asphalt below. Hands almost got his feet, but they were too slow.
This was going to hurt, wasn’t it?
He should’ve thought of that before he jumped, Theo supposed. The second of airtime wasn’t the best place to contemplate his choices, and the impact with the asphalt certainly didn't help either.
Kudos to the illusion for granting him a very realistic depiction of getting his skull smashed. Even if he only felt the initial blunt trauma, he knew they’d worked hard on it.
Sadly, he was going to tear it apart. The plan had worked. His eyes were awake. They saw everything.
He was back in the world of the living, though the purple monsters trying to consume them were doing their damndest to make that untrue.
"We meet again!" Theo proclaimed as he activated [Partial Shield-Assimilation]. He’d barely remembered it existed, his body turning into [Orichalcum] as he tore at the slime monster around him. Taking hold of the group of eyes closest to him, he got his fist around the organs before ripping them off. With a satisfying crunch, they were gone, and the monster covering him was too distracted to try and put him under again.
Tearing himself out of its reins, he saw Nero trying to do the same. Her flames made the purple slime turn black as it bubbled, the liquid fire acidic to the soft flesh. It was beautiful, a perfect display of what they needed.
But Theo could do better. Before the other beasts could try and get at him, he dived to get his pistol. The rounds with [Explosion Runes] were still sitting inside, and he had just been handed the perfect firing range.
Six bullets left the barrel in under a second, each reaching its own target. The velocity of the rounds made four of them nearly penetrate all the way through, the last two actually flying out the other side. The four with the bullets left in them were marked for death. Giving them a second to realize their fates, the [Explosion Runes] activated.
It was like putting a firecracker inside a water balloon. The sudden pressure was too much, and the material keeping the liquid together couldn’t expand enough. They burst, a glory of purple covering the dark sky.
And…Theo needed to reload his pistol. With his shield being on the other side of the camp, the three purple slime beasts not anchored by the bodies of Stig and Miel were free to attack.
Even if his fists hit hard, Theo was still forced to have physical contact with them. And touch was all they needed, slowly replacing the world with another.
"No!" Theo shouted, ripping himself free before his mind could go dark again. He refused the mere thought, his head rejecting the notion of being trapped inside itself. It was a revulsive experience, one he wasn’t going through again. "You won’t get anything from me."
His voice was low, yet the power still made waves form in their fluidlike skin. For feral beasts, he was able to instil a moment of pause in them. That was all Theo needed to finally get another round of shots ready.
Three shots were fired, all a success. Theo felt their deaths. He could hear their souls leaving their physical shells. He was sensitive to all that the world contained, and he wasn’t letting go of the feeling before the others were safe.
Nero was a step ahead of him in that regard. Even as the one around Stig tried to submerge the rabbit in the purple liquid again, the flames made it all burn away. Screeching reached Theo’s ears, but it was like the finest music to him now. Before long, Miel and Stig were freed from their prisons and allowed to see the world once again.
"Welcome back to the real world," Theo said as Stig coughed up slime like his life depended on it. It’d been a close call with him. "It looks like this wasn’t a resting area after all."
He offered a hand to the dwarf, which was taken in short order. Some of Stig’s beard was gone, along with a few patches of hair. Miel had gotten the same treatment, though she didn’t seem to care much.
"What were those monsters, exactly?" Stig asked, checking through his backpack before finding a few vials to scoop some of the purple liquid into. "Paralyzed and put to sleep instantly, made to hallucinate…what did you see?"
That brief haunted look made Theo wonder, and Miel’s hardened face only made his curiosity grow even further.
"My old job where I used to work," he answered hesitantly, eyes on him. "It wasn’t perfect, though. With enough pain, I was woken up for a few moments. It’s how I escaped in the end."
"Huh," Stig said. "I was back at the village, talking to my grandpa for an hour or so. It’s not the most straightforward way to distract victims, but it worked in my case. What did you see, Miel?"
The elf in question didn’t look happy.
"Old history," was all the answer they got. Not that Theo or Stig minded. All of them were just happy to be out of this debacle alive. If attacks like these were common, rest would be hard to come by.
But if there was something positive about the experience, it was the sheer diversity of the monsters. More specifically, the perk of killing something radically different from the norm made for good progression, the [System] spamming messages the moment Theo allowed the blue boxes to come forth. It seemed they’d been suppressed while the group had been made unconscious.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 5].
The user’s ability to resist magical effects has been strengthened.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Oppressive Aura] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Oppressive Aura] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
At an extra cost, the created aura can now physically affect the user’s surroundings. The [System] warns that this can cause structural damage if used in one area for a longer period of time.

[Stat] increase detected!
+1 to [Toughness]
7x [UNKNOWN] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [24] to [25]. [2] points have been granted.

Familiar [Stat] increase detected!
+3 to [Soul]
[Familiar-Bond] rank-up detected!
Ranking has increased from [Average] to [Rare]
The ability to communicate with the [Familiar] has increased greatly.

The [Skill] increase for [Mana-Mastery] was expected with what Theo had been forced to resist, but the upgrade to [Oppressive Aura] wasn’t a bad thing either. Putting that together with the new level, and the two extra points into [Wisdom], he almost felt it was worth nearly dying in his sleep.
However.
It seemed that Nero’s advanced ability to call him stupid had been noticed by the [System] as well. It’d been [Average Rank] for the last many months since they’d initially been connected, and Theo hadn’t thought it would be upgraded for a long time, but it seemed that Nero’s primal craving to say how stupid he was pushed the impossible into the realm of possibility. Truly, she was something else.
‘You’re still stupid,’ came the quick addition from the best rabbit in the world.
‘Love you too,’ Theo sent back through the [Familiar-Bond], hearing an annoyed groan in response. This wasn’t too different from communicating with the illusion artefact, though the emotional association with each sentence was more noticeable. Theo could actually feel what was meant by the words, not just seeing them at face value. Weird.
The sound of rubble falling away soon reached their ears, and in the distance, a shining circle could be spotted emerging from the ground. It was a treasure chest, akin to the one they’d seen after killing the bugs in the previous area.
"Any guess what we’re going to have this time around?" Theo asked, the others shaking their heads. He didn’t know either. The fight had mainly been inside their own heads, and after that the purple monsters had been killed without too much issue. There wasn't much that was truly needed. "No time like the present, then."
With a kick to the side of the container, the top popped open to reveal a stack of rations, some flasks filled with water, and…a stone slab?
It was an actual slab of stone, sitting against the side of the chest like it’d just been recently put in there. Theo wasn’t sure if this was meant to be some kind of joke, though he took it nonetheless. When he turned it around, the truth was revealed.
A [Rune].
[Transmission Rune]
Mana-Purity: 99%
Tier: 4
Material: Stone
Capacity: 99/99
Activation: Intent Pulse
Durability: 74/74

…[Dungeon Cores] were overpowered. A near-perfect [Mana-Purity] was something Theo couldn’t really fathom, the [Mage] not understanding how somebody had gotten so close to absolute perfection. The [Facilities] hadn’t been able to do this. Why was somebody who wasn’t even a [Rune-Crafter] able to produce this?
Leaving that unsettling question aside, he noted that the [Activation] method for this [Rune] was new as well. He’d seen [Pulse] being used before, in the case of the [Timed Life-Drain Rune] that had been used on Jakob while still in captivity. The engraving had been connected to a secondary device in Elijah’s possession, which made it possible for the director to kill the man from a distance no matter what.
So what was [Intent Pulse] meant to signify here? That instead of being able to either send a pulse or not, Theo could transmit more complex ideas?
"[System], mind explaining this one?" Theo asked the blue box floating around.
Request detected and accepted!
[Intent Pulse] is the upgraded version of [Intent], being able to carry more information in one package while also allowing for more complex encoding and decoding through two-way communication. Though it is not a perfect imitation of what [Intent] can normally produce, most applications below [Tier 10] should not be an issue.
For anything that the [Student] considers to be abstract or out of the realm of [Standard Creation Protocols], please make an inquiry with your [Mentor] before moving forward. Due to better alternatives at higher realms of power, the [Intent Pulse] [Activation] method has not been thoroughly studied and could produce unintended results when used in novel ways.

Well, now. This…was something Theo was more than happy to see. While the others continued to prepare to leave, Nero already circling about to try and find the door to the next area, Theo was settled down to figure out just what this decoding and encoding could produce.
What could [Intent] normally do? Well, it made it possible for a person to activate a [Rune] at differing strengths. If properly done while [Engraving] an [Ignis Rune], it was possible to control how high the flame would go, even changing that fact after it had been put into physical form.
More importantly, however, was the question if Theo could control how strong the flame would be while making the command through a [Transmission Rune]. Two setups were made, one with just the new [Rune] and the other with the [Transmission Rune] connected to three separate [Ignis Runes].
Connecting the two [Transmission Runes] together was easier than expected, Theo just needed to order it during their initial connection. Even if they weren’t made at the same time, as long as he intended to connect them at a later time, they would show no resistance.
Is there a limit to how many can be connected to each other?
A thought for another time. Filling the different [Runes] with their needed energy, he sent the first [Intent Pulse] through the connection. He wanted the first [Ignis Rune] to fire at medium strength.
[Transmission Rune]
Mana-Purity: 41%
Tier: 4
Material: Steel
Capacity: 39/41
Activation: Intent Pulse
Durability: 60/60

A single order had a cost of 2 [MP]. Pretty cheap, seeing as it went through perfectly. While there was a delay of about half a second, a silver glow briefly emanated from the receiving [Transmission Rune] before the first [Ignis Rune] fired off its pillar of flame.
Theo was in love.
The next test was to see if multiple orders could be sent in one burst. The first [Ignis Rune] was to fire at full strength, the second at low, and the third at medium.
It worked flawlessly.
What about firing off with delays? Theo could somewhat do that with regular [Intent], though the final result was usually a very low-powered activation for a few seconds before the full activation.
Here, however, there was no activation until the required five seconds had passed. Whatever kind of encoding this [Transmission Rune] was doing, it was better than what Theo could do naturally.
But…he wanted to take this a step further.
While holding the [Transmission Rune], Theo noticed something rather interesting. Though the feeling was somewhat minor, and he had to focus hard to make sure it wasn’t false, he knew where the other [Rune] was without looking at it. Or maybe that wasn’t entirely true. He knew where it was relative to the [Rune] he was already holding. It understood directions and coordinates. And it could transmit that information with little delay.
The applications for the new addition to his repertoire weren’t too hard to figure out after that.
"Oh, I think she found it," Stig commented beside Theo, waking him up from his inventing mood. Looking into the connection, the [Space Mage] was spot-on, the rabbit standing next to the white door. It was located on one of the roofs deeper inside the village. How that made sense spatially was a question Theo couldn’t fully answer, but, regardless, it meant his little break was momentarily over.
With all their items packaged once again, they moved through the village streets without too much worry. The sun was slowly appearing on the fake horizon again, but the shadows were still too large for comfort. Even with the sharpest of senses, their nerves were still stressed from the last attack.
Nothing came at them, though. It was just walking and walking, and a bit of climbing during the last stretch to join Nero on top of the town hall.
The white door sat on the side patiently, offering no resistance as Theo grabbed the handle and pulled it open. The narrow hallway that came afterwards was exactly like the one they’d seen before. When nothing tried to jump out, they ventured inside.
It was a tight squeeze for some more than others, but ten more minutes of travel revealed the end of the corridor.
Or maybe "the end of the tunnel entrance" worked better, seeing as that was what it morphed into after a while. The [Dungeon Core] had apparently grown jealous of the people who lived under the sky, seeing as the next area had a very improved version of the former.
"Mountains," Stig muttered, shaking his head at the absurdity. "He built a damn mountain range underground."
They were hundreds of meters above ground level, overlooking a forest along with a dozen mountains settled around the area. Each direction had countless kilometers filled with trees, rivers, and…were those birds?
Why is it possible to spot them from this distance?
They had to be several kilometers away, and yet their size made it possible for the naked eye to spot those wide wings. They glinted under the morning sun like they were made of the finest metals.
"I’m not the only one seeing those, am I?"
"You aren’t," Miel confirmed, narrowing her eyes at the sight. "I’m not sure how much help I’ll be against giant birds."
"Oh, don’t say that," Stig rebuked. "With the size of those things, fighting them head-on isn’t going to be viable anyway. Sneaking in and planting explosives inside their nests, however…that sounds more like our style at this point."
"I didn’t think you liked my explosive ideas," Theo commented.
"I don’t. Mine are better."
With such nice commentary on Theo’s way of life, they moved along. The primary targets of this area seemed to be those flying beasts, and with the distance they needed to travel to get to them, it wouldn’t be a quick journey.
And it only got worse when another group of the beasts was spotted in another direction entirely.
The area was utterly massive, after all. It was a no-brainer that several broods would be hanging around in different areas. That they needed them all dead before they could move along was the issue, however.
"We did get in here to kill and gain experience," Stig said. "Is it really in our best interest to complain about the number of monsters being ‘too high?’"
Theo supposed it wasn’t. It was more the journey that was an issue. The second they descended the mountain and ventured into the neighbouring forestry, all sight lines were instantly destroyed. The trees were thick and they were grouped together tightly, making it impossible to look in any direction more than twenty meters. It was easy to get lost with the lack of straight paths.
The obvious answer was to just use the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] and fly all the way there, but that brought different issues. Namely, the lack of skill Miel had in the air, alongside Nero’s resistance to being used as a flying draft horse. Being spotted from a distance by their enemy didn’t sound fun either.
"Could use the artefact for that," Theo suggested. "I can be the chauffeur, dragging a rope with all of you attached to it. We’ll be safe from their eyes, and we can travel in straight lines."
"I think I’d rather keep my lunch inside," Stig said, rejecting the notion with all his might. The [Space Mage] could technically just continually [Teleport] from one tree to the other to keep up, but that would allow exposure, ruining the point of the artefact keeping them hidden.
So walking it was. Slow, boring, and utterly mindless walking. The others seemed to enjoy it, but Theo felt dread at the realization they would need to do it for what would likely turn into several days.
Just like the previous times something like this had happened, a distraction was needed. It didn’t take much for a problem to surface.
How could a group search through this forest and find all places where monster activity was happening as fast as possible while being limited in speed and not allowed to split up? The quick answer was that they couldn’t. The slightly better was that they couldn’t, but Theo could make something that could.
How? Well, through the power of the [Transmission Runes], [Gravity-Reduction Runes], [Force Runes], [Impact Runes], and more [Capacity Runes] than what was healthy for anybody to witness.
In other words, Theo was going to make floating orbs. "Drones" could also work as their name. He was certainly calling the individual [Circuits] [Drone Circuits], seeing as that was their function. Just droning around until they found something good.
How? First, he was going to steal the standard setup of a certain flying car. A [Gravity-Reduction Rune] would make a hollow orb that weighed basically nothing float, with the low mass making the upkeep almost nothing. [Force Runes] were then placed on the surface to allow for omnidirectional movement, each separately connected to the [Transmission Rune] inside as well as the [Capacity Runes] to allow for individual, high-precision activations.
With that, movement was technically possible. Theo was certainly able to order a drone around manually with the help of another [Transmission Rune]. He didn’t want to do that, though. He didn’t want a remote control. He wanted autonomous control. He wanted the drone to go out into the world and search for monsters without his involvement, and then somehow relay back its position.
For that, he needed it to move without his help. Which was easy…kinda. He could make it move forward in one direction and be done with that, but with how many trees were around here, it would just get stuck. It needed to be able to notice that it was bumping into something, retrace its steps slightly, and then try a new direction until it stumbled into something new.
And what kind of [Runes] did he have which reacted to bumping into something? [Impact Runes], with their small release of [Mana] once physical contact was made. With some extremely downscaled versions scattered across the surface of the drone, it could now figure out where it was bumping into something and try to go around it. Fun stuff.
After that came the actual navigation. Some initial issues came with it, such as Theo figuring out that the cost of sending messages through [Transmission Runes] started exponentially growing after a distance of a hundred meters.
That didn’t matter when he figured out how to link them up in a chain, though. With one drone being in a fixed position and all nearby drones working as relays to other drones further out, he was suddenly able to infix the entire area in a coordinate grid, including anything the drones stumbled into. With some finicking around, he could then export those impact coordinates as points on a three-dimensional grid and make a blue box show it off.
With enough collisions, he suddenly had a map of the area. One with several areas not revealed, only patches of trees revealed since drones wandered away afterwards, and a few small holes having several thousand data points because a drone or two got stuck inside, but it was a map regardless!
Theo was a genius.
"But how does that help find the birds?" Stig asked over dinner when Theo explained his master plan in great detail. "You know the landscape, sure, but the monsters are going to move around. When one of the flying orbs stumbles into them, they’ll just look like another impact point on your map. And, even more, they aren’t going to just stand in place. Might even destroy whatever hit them."
"Oh, I’m counting on that fact," Theo assured the [Space Mage]. The monsters inside the dungeon killing anything that looked to be living was the most important facet of this operation. "If we’re lucky, they’ll tear them to shreds."
"You won’t let me touch the orbs because you’re afraid that I’ll scratch them, but you’ll let a bird rip it apart and you’re even hoping they’ll do it?"
"See? You get it!"
"I really don’t, though."
But he did. At least after Theo explained how the drones were made to be curious about the deaths of their comrades. If a drone didn’t reply to the regular check-in, its last known location would be designated as its point of death, and other nearby drones would move to investigate. If none of those drones died, it would be a random encounter. If they continued to die in the same area over several hours, then there was something to look into. If they were lucky, it meant a nest. And if they weren’t, killing a few birds sitting around wouldn’t be too bad either.
This plan wasn’t too fast, though. The issue with three-dimensional volumes was scaling, and with such a large area, a lot of time needed to pass, and a lot of drones needed to be made. A few dozen wasn’t enough. They needed hundreds.
And then, when a few hundred wasn’t enough, Theo built another thousand of them. A thousand dumb drones floating around.
But if enough monkeys could write Shakespeare, then enough drones could pave the way to the future of scouting.
At least he learned something during the next six days of [Engraving], with how the [System] was happy to notify him about upgrades midway through it.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 9] to [Novice 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
It is now possible to [Compound Engrave], without extreme risk of failure. The [System] warns the user that this style of [Engraving] is suboptimal due to the lowered [Mana-Purity] in the creations.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 3].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 8] to [Novice 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
It is now possible to [Compound Air-Engrave], without certain failure. The [System] warns the user that this style of [Engraving] is suboptimal due to the lowered [Mana-Purity] in the creations and still contains a high risk of failure due to the mental requirements of internally visualizing entire [Circuits].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Novice 7] to [Novice 9].

Theo was almost sad that [Rune-Mastery] hadn’t increased in [Rank] like the two others. With how much of a benefit the [Compound Engraving] had been to his speed, it was a true tragedy. He could at least keep in his tears once it turned out he could create a drone in the span of two minutes.
And it was closer to a minute and a half once he really got into the groove, his mind so used to the process that he barely needed to think. [Mana] wasn’t an issue, since the high density kept him full, making it possible to churn out drone after drone for several hours.
By the end, it was always possible to see a drone somewhere nearby, just floating along while stumbling into branches and dirt alike. It was an orchestra that only Theo could truly understand the significance of and it was beautiful.
It was the greatest symphony ever presented to the fake sun above.
Even better was the fact that they had a slew of grouped drone deaths, ones hiding in strange spots that seemed perfect for nests.
"You have to admit it seems to be working," Theo commented as they climbed over a rather large grouping of roots. "Just got to follow the dot, and we’ll have a nest to blow up before we know it."
The further they went into the forest, the bigger everything became. It wasn’t noticeable at first, but as they’d started to travel deeper, it had become clear that everything here was just giantized. When the grass went to their shoulders in the small clearings, flying to their target was almost considered.
Almost. A bit of climbing seemingly wasn’t enough for the other two to consider being towed along just yet.
"The keyword there is ‘seemingly,’" Stig pointed out, offering Theo a hand atop the next root to get over. It was taken without comment, the group’s [Teleporter] having a jolly time while the two others had to make do. "But…I think you’ve gotten lucky with this one."
A raised eyebrow and a glance down at the blue screen made Theo notice they were meant to be close. Just under a hundred meters from where most of the drones had gone MIA, though there were supposedly a few in their area as well. Just where…
There.
Wiping away the wooden chunks that had half-covered the metallic sphere, Theo inspected the damage. A set of claws had almost ripped it in half, one end of the drone just barely holding the two sides together. It fell apart when he lifted it, so one could wonder if there was something about their target to fear.
"Long enough claws to go through most of this cleanly," Theo commented, looking over at the nearby tree which had been hit as well. That he could put his hand into its gouges made the strength and size clear. "We might need a few more [Explosion Runes] than I packed."
"Much more," Miel added, looking at the damage for herself. "With such depth, they should be easily as large as the bugs in the first cave. If there’s a group of them, the explosives need to be planted precisely in vital areas and activated simultaneously for optimal effect."
Activated all at once, eh? Theo could do that, [Transmission Runes] once again coming in handy. Pumping out a few hundred connected balls with the explosive engraving as well as the communicator seemed trivial compared to what had been required of him before.
And, after making sure that they were actually close to a nest, the production began.
"It’s not metal like we thought before, by the way," Stig said, returning from spying into the cave above them. "What they’re made of, that is. It’s crystal."
"Are their bodies completely made of crystal, or is it just the feathers?" Miel asked, sounding intrigued. Theo was happy to point an ear their way as he worked on the explosive charges as well. Linking them together was a surprisingly tense operation for some reason, so the distraction was happily accepted.
"Completely, I think," Stig replied. "I could see all the way through them. It was fragmented, sure, but when one of the birds walked by another, I could see it through the one in the front. It’s weird. I didn’t think golems like that existed."
"When you give a bored mind enough time to mess around, you’ll find that just about anything is possible," Theo commented. "Or perhaps that kind of golem existed at some point, couldn’t survive in the normal world, and got sent in here for preservation. Either’s possible."
It was certainly a thought. If the [Core] could create any kind of monster it wanted, giving it all the near-extinct types would be a perfect way to keep the species alive. In a sense, Monus was a living library, keeping the life of the past alive in his soul. A beautiful way of thinking about it.
Though that point was slightly dimmed when they were working to blow up their nests. Slightly. Not entirely.
A few more hours of working allowed the sun to fall and Theo to finish making all of the explosives while connecting them together with a remote trigger. Then it was just a game of Stig and Miel invisibly planting the explosives around the nest. It was just their luck that the birds had tucked in for the night. They didn’t notice a thing.
Thirty minutes later, and with the explosives planted, they could retreat. Just two hundred meters or so. Far enough away to be safe but close enough that they could run over and finish any stragglers.
"Mind the noise," Theo muttered as he looked down at the [Silver] plate, the [Transmission Rune] shining at him as he sent in the order. There was nothing at first, a second of peace before the earth below shook. That was only a warning, however, as the real impact came a breath later.
The trees bent away from the passing shockwave and the sound of an explosion that rattled just about everything in their bodies. Theo had trouble getting his body under control as he fell to his knees. That…had been more powerful than expected.
Maybe a few hundred had been overkill.
Theo guessed as much when they returned to the impact site and found the hill plainly gone. The area around them had been bathed in dirt and stone, and the nest had turned into a sort of crater. Crystal shards were sprinkled all over the place. None of the beasts were in one piece. They were fully and utterly dead.
And yet no level-up sprang forth. Stig had said there were a good dozen of the beasts here, and yet they weren’t enough to warrant an increase? That didn’t sound right. Were they truly dead?
"Not too different from regular stone now," Stig said, picking up one of the smaller crystal shards. "Surprisingly heavy, these things. Might be some form of crystal, but it’s nothing I've ever touched before."
Holding it for himself, Theo was surprised to find it weighing more than regular [Steel]. How strange. There were traces of [Mana] inside the [Material], but Stig was right. This was just a weirdly heavy crystal, no real sense of a soul inside.
They’re controlled by something.
Whatever that was was hard to figure out, so they were forced to simply replicate the previous strategy of going from nest to nest, planting the explosives and eradicating them. Tens of them were dealt with in a matter of two days, all the spots cleansed of any crystalline life.
But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t until the last bird had been hunted down and ripped apart that the truth was revealed.
As expected, the [Core] really did have a flair for theatrics. On the tallest mountain of the entire mountain range, a pillar of white light broke the darkness. It was a beacon, one that came with a surge of energy that felt stronger than anything else this dungeon had thrown at them.
"I guess that’s the enemy?" Theo suggested as the upper part of the mountain began to crystallize, forming a snow top made of a glinting blue instead of the regular white. It was quite beautiful when Theo didn’t think about the fact that he would have to scale that mountain. "What are our odds we can just blow up whatever is up there?"
"Pretty small," Stig said with a bluntness that would’ve made Jakob proud. Theo could almost feel the [Druid]’s eyes staring them down from above. "But whatever it is, we need to kill it quickly. We’re almost at the fourteen-day mark."
Oh, shit, Theo had forgotten about that.
"How many days do we have left?" he asked. "It was a day inside the first and second area, we spent like six days figuring out how to find the nests, and another two days were spent getting rid of the nests, so…we still have five days. That should be plenty of time to get over there."
"We need to kill it, Theo," Miel pointed out. "Merely looking at it won’t make that possible. If explosives aren’t guaranteed to work, and if the last location has a beast more powerful than the others, we need something new to come out alive."
Right.
Simple assumptions about what they were going to face wouldn’t offer much in the way of planning, so the group was forced to start their trek. Since it was a half-day trek on foot to get to the mountain alone, he was able to convince Miel to be dragged along in the air with a rope. Stig just [Teleported] from treetop to treetop, however, as not even the time-sensitive issue at hand made the [Space Mage] agree to the faster method.
And yet they were still able to make it to the mountain in record time, no moments wasted before scaling it began. A sense of cold did pervade the area, even with the fake sun shining from above. Lines of crystal were embedded in the stone, only growing more frequent as they got closer to the peak until they fully replaced the old material.
"It’s just a harder version of ice at this point," Theo said, floating down and touching the crystal surface. If they’d tried to scale it on foot, there was no chance they could get anywhere with how slippery this was. "Responds to heat as well. Not exactly water, but the melting point is still pretty low."
"‘Ten seconds of exposure to a blue flame before melting’ does not constitute a low melting point," Stig fired back, the only alchemist in the group ruining Theo’s observations. "Could be useful, though. Maybe an artificial landslide?"
"We’d have to get whatever’s at the top to be below the crystals first, but it’s something to consider," Theo supposed. First, though, they still needed to see who they would be fighting.
Floating further upwards, avoiding the last couple of extruding spikes of the crystal near the peak, they were able to get onto the rim of an open area where their final enemy was located. It seemed that a crater of sorts had been made by the pillar of light, a dome-like cut carved into the top of the mountain.
And in the middle of it sat the beast they would have to kill.
A dragon.
"It’s very similar to the one Jakob morphs into," Miel commented. "Might have the same range of attacks."
Theo couldn’t say she was too wrong, though this one was slightly bigger. He’d put it somewhere around a hundred and fifty meters going from the tip of its nose to the end of its tail. It was impressive that a beast of that size could even exist without folding into itself.
But even more impressive would be the second that they killed it.
"It’s big enough that there’s no shot at us using bullets against it, and your arrows are going to be like small needles to something as big as that," Theo supposed, studying the outside of the dragon. Scales lined its body from top to bottom, though its crystalline form did seem to be lacking protection on its throat. While the neck was shielded, that same quality wasn’t granted to the front. If only that head hadn’t seemed perfectly able to protect from the front. "I’m somewhat hoping it doesn’t have fire-breath, but I don’t know what to think anymore."
A few more minutes of studying its form from above revealed it did not, in fact, use fire as its primary attack. Instead what came out of its mouth were crystals, much like the ones which coated the top half of the mountain.
Only these ones were moving.
The twitching was weak at first, but the crystals began to assimilate into larger groups, forming into legs, heads, and wings until the sight of crystal birds was revealed. The creator had well and truly been found.
"Animated crystals or not, a direct hit from that would be lethal," Stig said, not looking too happy about the growing number of beasts below. "I’d say we should try and bomb them like we’ve done with the other nests, but I don’t think we can afford to let this thing create another army."
"We do still have a hundred charges left if we need them," Theo suggested, thinking back to the leftovers they’d thrown away close by the last few nests. When it had become clear their current usage was overkill, Miel just hadn’t bothered planting everything. "If that’s enough to actually kill it… Yeah, we’re going to do something new here."
And with a deadline of only an hour or two at most, it wasn’t a fun experience. Nevertheless, they got to work figuring something out, and, by the end, Theo could say there was only a fifty percent chance they would die.
It was honestly not bad odds when faced with an impossibly large crystal dragon that could breathe minions.
But having to enact the plan was even less fun, especially when Theo was sentenced to be the bait. He was the most agile of the group, sure, but that didn’t mean he liked his role.
Nevertheless, when everything had been primed, ready to be used, the [Gravity-Reduction Rune] on his armour was activated and he began to float into the crater. Not too far down, of course, since he didn’t want to be anywhere near the range of that massive beast, but just close enough to get its attention.
Not by being spotted, of course. He got its attention by being at close enough range to fire off his pistol at its back. Explosions were sent ringing down its body in quick succession, chunks of crystal flying off and hitting the minions down on the ground. Tens of them died, and the small dents in the crystal dragon became noticeable.
A slight upgrade to his pistol allowed for that. Through a [Transmission Rune] that sent the location of the gun relative to the belt where he kept spare bullets, he’d made it possible to reload the weapon without manual input. Instead of only being able to fire six times in a row, the only true limit was how many rounds he could strap onto his body.
Having been granted two hours to make them, he had enough to last for a while.
And…it’s angry.
While somewhere close to a ton of material had been ripped off its body, the only emotion from the crystal dragon looked to be one of annoyance. Pain was not in its vocabulary but hatred certainly fit in there. The second it got its eyes on Theo, the massive crystalline wings began to push against the air. Winds pushed the minions into the surface of the crater, some hit hard enough that their bodies formed dents in the stone, leaving them to watch as their leader started to fly towards Theo.
The game was on.
It nearly ended before it had properly started when the dragon fired off a volley of crystal, Theo narrowly dodging multiple tons. It tried to bite at him, which was even worse in too many ways to count. He didn’t try to think about it as he started swirling manoeuvres. Moving away from the dragon as fast as he could, he knew that the beast was faster than him. It had more raw power, more incentive to tear him into pieces, and it’d certainly gotten damaged enough to do it just out of spite.
But Theo was smaller, and more easily able to make sudden movements. Those saved him again and again as it tried to bite at him or fire off another stream of crystal. Each was dodged by very small margins, sure, but he lived.
It only got worse from there, though. When the crater behind them, the one they’d left a minute ago, began to ring out with explosions, the crystal dragon almost forgot about him.
Stig and Miel had taken care of the created army before they could follow. Good.
"It’s just you and me now, big guy," Theo shouted, firing off another couple of shots into the crystal dragon’s eyes. They didn’t do much more than annoy it, but the attention was back on Theo, at least. Adding an edge of [Oppressive Aura] on top of it, he was able to outright see that glow of anger inside the monster’s flesh. It didn’t hate him. It loathed him. "God, I hate this part."
Pulling a [Transmission Rune] out from his pocket, Theo waited patiently as the crystal dragon got into gear. With a roar that made his bones shake, the wings of the monster kicked against the wind, speeding towards him in the blink of an eye.
He could almost feel the heat of the dragon’s jaw before he sprang upwards, narrowly dodging the jaw while also getting a hand around the dragon’s right horn. It clearly noticed as much, instantly trying to shake him off.
"Not yet, buddy," Theo muttered as he stabbed his shield into its head as hard as possible. The [Impact Rune] was able to break through the defence, and the attached leather rope kept him properly attached. Shaking wouldn’t stop him now. "Stand still, would you?"
With the enhanced [Force Runes] on the next salvo of bullets, Theo fired into the exact same spot just where the dragon’s horn met the rest of the head. It roared in defiance and he shouted back a string of curses. He did not sign up for a vibrating head.
"Your temper tantrum better not ruin this," Theo ordered as he stuffed the [Transmission Rune] into the created hole. That some of the surface regenerated over it just helped him. "And…it has been activated. You can be angry all you want now."
The recall order had been sent out and the crystal dragon didn’t care. Maybe it just didn’t understand yet. Theo didn’t mind. It would get the memo soon.
Allowing his shield to go free, he leapt off the head of the dragon, going several hundred meters higher before it could bite at him. Distracted from the ground, it looked straight up at him.
It roared.
"Do you have nothing better to do?" Theo shouted down at it as if the beast actually understood him. Maybe it got the intent behind his words, at least, as it fired crystal up towards him. It didn’t get anywhere near him, though it provided a smoke screen that allowed the dragon to get near him before he could react properly. "Oh, you little—"
An attempt at dodging was made. It partly failed, the right wing of the dragon able to hit him. It was a glancing blow, but that didn’t matter much with creatures of this size. Physics looked at the difference in mass, wrote down a few extra zeros on his velocity, and Theo was flying towards the mountain they started at before he knew.
He didn’t really notice until he was halfway there because he’d been knocked unconscious, sure, but that was a small detail. Firing off a [Holy Rune] to get rid of his partial blindness, and some of the pain from a dislocated left shoulder, he tried to slow down as he neared the start of the mountain.
Again, it was partly a success. He didn’t die on impact. Almost wished he did when he hit the stone back first and felt something break, sure, but he wasn’t dead. He was alive and aware enough to see the dragon’s form fast approaching. It might’ve sensed his lacking demise and come to finish the job.
At least I landed in the right place.
Theo could almost feel the thumbs-up through the [Familiar-Bond], as the rabbit nudged at Stig to activate the second attack.
"Wait, shit, I’m supposed to fly out of here," Theo muttered, wondering how we would get to that condition within the next ten seconds. His legs weren’t really obeying him at the moment, the lower part of his back was leaking what he hoped was blood, and the [Tier 3 Holy Rune] wasn’t helping as much as he was hoping it would. "How about some change in body composition?"
Grabbing the nearest thing, he activated [Partial Shield-Assimilation]. His skin was remade, a glassy texture coating him before he knew it. The pain was dulled, at least.
Oh, I’m crystal now.
That was a fun revelation, that crystals counted as a [Material] he could turn into. Would’ve been more fun if he could use it to get out of the way, though. Even when the [Holy Rune] did somewhat start repairing his spine, it wasn’t fast enough to let him get out of the way.
Still, a [Force Rune] on his side allowed him to flop against the ground, narrowly dodging the right upper foot of the dragon as it slammed into the side of the mountain. In its delusions, it had forgotten about needing to slow down while chasing him. A blunder, but not one which would spare him for long.
‘Short man is gone.’
Huh? Theo didn’t understand until he heard a small pop and saw Stig standing next to him.
"Theo, you need to get out of here," Stig said, trying to help him up from the ground before he even finished talking. At Theo’s flinch and groan of pain when his core body was touched, however, the issue became clear. "You got hit."
"You think?" Theo replied, an edge of sarcasm just able to coat his tongue through the flaring pain. Just why did his nerves need to transfer over when he didn’t even have skin anymore? "Might wanna [Teleport]. Crystal’s meant to be crashing down onto it soon."
It would be the great avalanche, a wave of crystal so massive it would drown the dragon. Theo thought it a fitting way to end the beast.
"I haven't activated it yet."
What.
"Please tell me you’re joking," Theo muttered. This wasn’t good. Desperate measures were needed as he rifled through his pockets. The vials were still intact, and he had a [Holy Rune] to coat with [Liquid Mana]. "Get back and activate it. I’ll get out of here myself."
"You clearly can’t," Stig replied. "I’ll have to do this myself."
Opening a vial with a hand attached to a dislocated shoulder was surprisingly hard.
"I have an actual chance of surviving being buried in crystals. You don’t," Theo said, glancing at the dragon who had just about dug itself out of the mountain. It wouldn’t be long now. "Go."
With a painful twist, he got the vial open. A shaking hand tried to get as much of it as possible on the [Holy Rune] on the inside of the chest plate. Some of it touched his skin instead, making the crystal hiss, but it didn’t matter. The [Rune] was covered enough, making him activate it.
"You’re not going to survive this," Stig hissed, the dwarf likewise spotting the dragon’s opening jaw. The light blue shine of approaching crystals was frightening. "You won’t die here."
The inflexion in the last word should’ve made Theo realize this next part would be painful for both of them.
For a moment, the world became flickering. It was like the illusion that Theo had been forced through, of the purple monsters trying to make him see a fake world. Only this was real. His twisting body could confirm that as his chest was pressed in by the compressing space. Visions of everything and anything flew past his sight, and the eyes of what might’ve been a god looked at him with amusement. Theo couldn’t really tell, only realizing time was passing when he flopped onto the ground, three hundred meters away from where they’d been a second before.
"Avalanche, please," Stig croaked right beside Theo, the [Space Mage] looking about as dead as him at the moment. He was pale, a line of blood was running from his nose, and yet that shit-eating grin was on his face regardless. "Look at that. I can bring people with me."
The [Mana]-coated [Holy Rune] decided that was a good time to finally activate, its forcibly enhanced quality making Theo’s bone snap back into place with a loud crack. A rush of clarity was forced through his head, everything coming into perfect view. His shoulder fell back into place as well. He was in perfect health.
Except for the feeling that he needed to vomit for an hour, but that was another issue that couldn’t be fixed as easily. [Teleportation] was never fun.
"Shut up and get better," Theo said, getting back onto his feet and walking over to the edge of the small cliff. Below was the dragon, staring up at the approaching rumbling of crystal. Miel had obeyed Stig’s orders. The avalanche had been jump-started with explosions and deeply planted [Ignis Runes] alike. "With what I’ve seen of that monster in the past five minutes, I’m not sure this will be enough to kill it."
A thousand-ton wave of crystal shards travelling a hundred miles an hour sounded so impressive on paper, and Theo was sure he would’ve been ripped to shreds, but this dragon was just something else entirely. It was arrogant to the point where it fired a volley of crystals at the wave.
That it actually forced a stalemate for a few seconds was frightening. At least it got swept away afterwards, out of sight and hopefully out of mind.
"Did your system grant you an increase in level?" Miel asked when half a minute had passed. The avalanche still roared on, but the dragon couldn't be spotted anymore. It couldn’t even be heard. "Anything to signify its death?"
"Its body is still moving around, if that’s what you’re wondering," Theo replied, looking down at the blue screen filled with white spots. The three-dimensional map showed the [Transmission Rune] that had been planted on the dragon’s head below, and more precisely the fact it was moving sideways instead of further down the mountain. That wasn’t normal. "Yeah, it’s alive. The last attack might do it in, however. The dragon is slowing down."
"Then we might live through this."
Her words were sobering, but Theo just focused on the screen before him. While the dragon’s location was important, it was the thousand other points rapidly approaching that made his heart beat all the harder. Most of them were almost out of fuel, but it would hopefully be enough regardless. He just needed a last push from them.
Your sacrifice will be remembered.
"Dragon on the west side," Miel noted, making Theo look up from his screen again. She wasn’t wrong, the head of the draconic form peeking up from the rubble. The rest of its body followed soon after. At least the parts that were still attached. "No wings."
"Or tail or back legs," he added dutifully. Most of its body had been scraped away by the crystal wave. Even still, though, they would probably die trying to get at it directly. Massive beasts were just too powerful in that regard. "Let's see if it's enough to make it fall."
As luck would have it, this last part wasn’t going to be done by their hand. It would be done by Theo’s creations.
"Full force towards the origin point," Theo ordered as he held the last [Transmission Rune]. The thousand approaching drones obeyed, their steady pace turned frantic as they pushed the [Force Runes] for all they could give. "Overheat."
That second command was something Theo had figured out was possible not too long ago. It was less an actual function of the [Runes] on the metal spheres and more a consequence of the quantity of [Runes] on such a small surface. When everything on it was activated at once, the steel showed itself lacking in stability. At a smaller scale, it would mean fractures. At this level, it meant a full-blown meltdown at an extreme scale.
Whatever the melting point of [Steel] was, the crystals had one lower than that. The first drone impacting the top of the dragon’s head, the origin point of the coordinate system, proved that. The smoke alongside the dragon’s roar was so beautiful.
"I never really understood why everybody wanted drones until now," Theo said as he flopped to the ground in relief. The dragon was trying to fire crystals at the approaching molten spheres and failing, its body too broken to offer up a worthy resistance. "They seemed so weak alone, so fragile. As it turns out, their true strength is their ability to obey without question and the sheer quantity of them that can be made."
The dragon’s head was melting away, and it could do nothing. Its instincts rejected the act of fleeing, the [Core] forced it to stand its ground. They had won, even if it wasn’t dead yet.
"So you have created an abstract ant army," Miel surmised, forcing Theo to realize he was a bad copycat. "It is…effective."
Maybe not a terrible copycat.
"It’ll be even better once I put turrets on them," Theo promised with a grin. "If I figure out how to make them map out their surroundings without bumping into everything, we might just have our perfect warriors in the making."
"Perhaps."
She didn’t sound convinced, but Theo was happy enough for it not to matter. The second he figured out how to properly display the blue screen’s output on a physical device, he’d even  be able to outsource the controls to others. Hell, it wouldn’t be too hard to fashion it into a defensive system for a city.
In a world where most ranged combat was arrows from archers, not much could be done about aerial bombers.
"Did we win yet?" Stig asked when he was able to sit back up. His pupils were a bit too dilated for Theo’s liking, but he otherwise looked to be in good health. "We aren’t dead, so that must be a ‘yes,’ right?"
"Just give it another few seconds…" Theo said, throwing a [Holy Rune] at the dwarf as he watched the crystal dragon start to falter. Another hundred drones were still in the air charging towards the beast, but it didn’t seem like more were needed. It fell with a shake that could be felt even so far away. "We won."
[Skill] increase detected!
[Oppressive Aura] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 2].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 7].
[Mater Crystallum] slain!
Your [Level] has been increased from [24] to [27]. [6] points have been granted.
The [World] has seen your efforts. You have followed your [Path]. It is time to take another step.
Please wait while the [System] categorizes possible [Profession-Upgrades]. This can take several minutes.

These levels in one go? Theo supposed that was par for the course, with how painful this one had been. A week for a single kill. It was worth it.
"Oh, I felt this one," Stig murmured as he straightened his back, his eyes glowing purple with energy swirling within. "I might actually not collapse next time I bring somebody along."
"Bleeding and going unconscious every time you do it does seem like a bad strategy in the heat of battle," Theo agreed, looking at the blue screen again. A small loading bar was in the corner. He could just barely see it was being filled. It would be more than "a few minutes." "Can any of you see the way out of here? If there’s another area after this, we’ll have to be quick."
They didn’t have so many days left. Only five remained before Orion was meant to open up the gate to get them out of there.
Even when the white door couldn’t be seen at first, Nero’s scouting allowed them to find it on one of the other mountain peaks. Stig agreed to be flown there for a change, making it possible to get there within the hour.
"Does your back still hurt?" Stig asked as Theo opened the door to a tunnel. It looked wider than the ones before it, making it possible to travel along without too much issue. "I’m pretty sure your spine was bent to the side when you were next to the dragon."
"The [Holy Rune] dealt with it," Theo replied. "I hope."
…
"Maybe you should get that looked at."
"Most definitely."
"Quiet," Miel ordered them, stopping in her tracks. They did the same, Theo tapping into Nero’s range of hearing as he tried to figure out what had made the elf pause.
Voices.
Voices they knew.
They sped up once Theo could feel the familiar energies of a certain [Druid] and a [Core] who had brought them way too much pain in two weeks.
The white tunnel continued to widen until they finally went around a sharp corner and found what Theo could only think of as a regular living room. There was a window which showed an upper view of the forested area they’d spent the past week inside, a wooden floor that would fit into a modern home, a small kitchen in the side that seemed filled with everything a cook would ever need, some paintings, an utterly massive bookshelf that hosted books and trinkets of all kinds, and, finally, a pair of leather sofas in the middle of the room, a certain pair of bastards sitting on them.
"That took you…eight days, seventeen hours, twenty-three minutes, and six seconds," Monus said, checking his stopwatch as they stepped in. Three of them stopped to just stare at the pair. Nero didn’t seem to care, though, walking over to the kitchen area to see what was being offered. "They beat your time by two days, Jakob. You owe me another dragon."
"Of course I do," Jakob replied in his usual blunt manner, downing whatever had been in his glass. With the swirling red and the hint of alcohol floating around in the air, Theo had to assume it was a red wine. An old one. "Congratulations on making it out. I knew you could do it."
"You wagered three wyrms on needing to step in with the dream catchers."
"Shut up."
"You two bet on our possible deaths?" Theo asked, flabbergasted as he flopped down on the clean leather sofa. The amount of dirt and sweat that rolled off his body made Monus wince, but Theo couldn’t care at the moment. "That’s pretty messed up."
"You have to make watching people struggle for nine days straight fun somehow," Monus replied with a lack of embarrassment. "Without it, Jakob here wouldn’t have known when to jump in to rescue you if needed. He’s been awake since you got here."
"On that note, goodbye," Jakob said, standing from the sofa and walking over to a door not spotted before. Theo got a brief look at the bedroom inside before the door slammed shut. The snoring that escaped it regardless not long after was telling.
Monus brought them food and drink not long after. Real food, and not the dried rations they’d been put on for the past while. They got freshly prepared steak or whatever other meat they could think of, nearly any fruit they could name, and were even told stories about what was happening while they were inside.
"I actually had to stop Jakob from jumping in at the end, when you were thrown against the mountain," Monus recounted. "He knows how to throw a punch, I tell you, but it was worth it. You, Stig, finally got past your limit, and you were able to kill my little pet project without any losses."
"So you knew that we would win?" Stig asked as he went through another of the gell fruits. Theo didn’t understand just how the dwarf could get through so many of them in one sitting. He was getting close to Nero’s level of absurdity.
"I knew that you would grow, if you won," Monus corrected, taking a sip of his wine. How the crystal body could even drink was something Theo didn’t want to understand, though it certainly vanished after being swallowed. "Since that’s what you came here for, I prioritized it. The results were good in the end, so I see no reason to complain."
"We could’ve died."
"And you understood that from the start."
…
After eating, they were introduced to another part of the place. It was a rather large room, one with training equipment on one end, a track in the middle, weapons and armour on the side, and enough padding where they stood to sleep on. They could spend time in this area honing their skills before Orion would come around to pick them up.
"Rather nifty, isn’t it?" Monus said with a grin. "I haven’t needed to use it for 1300 years, but everything should still be up to standards."
A thousand years…with the time dilation, that would be about 210 years.
"Jakob was here before us, wasn’t he?" Theo asked. Monus just smiled. "What was he like back then?"
"About as eager to ask questions as you are," Monus replied. "It’s not a bad thing, I promise: I miss it, in fact. There’s not enough going on down here."
Miel moved over to the weight equipment not long after, and Stig left to venture into the middle of the field to practise [Teleportation] with others. Monus offered the [Space Mage] a bird to start out with, which the dwarf agreed to. Before long, the two were zapping around the place without any issues.
"If you’re missing it so much, why not go back to the real world?" Theo asked the [Core], the crystal eyes looking his way. "You’re clearly powerful. There shouldn’t be anything in the real world that could offer up much resistance to you building a home in one of the mountains."
"Oh, Theo, you really don’t know much yet," Monus said with a chuckle. It started out being filled with mirth, but ended on a sombre note as if reality wouldn’t stop crashing down on them. "The druids don’t take species like me into their realms if simply being more powerful would solve the survival issues. No matter how powerful I get, no matter how much my base of control grows, it would take just a few minutes in the real world before I’m dead."
The [Core] that sent a dragon of crystal after them while holding back thought it would die in minutes.
"How?"
It didn’t make sense.
"Well, if we ignore the multitudes of demigods who would try to steal my heart to fuel their final ascension into godhood, there’s a certain somebody who isn’t able to exist with my kind without one of us absorbing the other. You actually have a piece of her friend right there," Monus explained, tapping Theo on his chest. Or, more specifically, his inner pocket in his jacket, which contained a certain pink petal. A friend of the [Dryads]. The [World-Tree]. "Yeah, you’re seeing it now."
"Is that how she grew so powerful?" Theo asked, the gears turning inside his head. If the [Cores] were common before, and the [World-Tree] absorbed them all, then… A thousand times the power Monus held was something he could hardly imagine.
"Partly, yes, though there were a few other springs of energy which those tall trees consumed," the [Core] said. He didn’t seem bitter about it. "They helped the world, and the payment was total domination over the land. Not a bad price, even if it means that I need to stay here for a while."
"You think the [World-Trees] will go away?"
Theo could hardly imagine it.
"Nothing is permanent," Monus promised with a smile. "Change will happen no matter what."
That was certainly one way to think about it all. Theo left the [Core] alone after that, giving himself the needed time to relax. His body was tired, and Stig hadn’t been wrong about its need for healing, the kind only done through time. When his bones were finally back to normal, he could breathe calmly again. Theo did try to get some [Runes] from Monus, but that was apparently not possible without him going back into the main parts of the dungeon, which there was no chance of him doing.
Days passed and the final hours of their time inside the [Biosphere] arrived. At the same time, the [System] was finally done spending "a few minutes" gathering together his possible [Profession-Upgrades].
[3] of the possible [1138] professions have been deemed acceptable for a [Rune-Crafter].
Does the user wish to see them?

"Of course I do," Theo said, though he knew it wasn't the best time for this. They were about two minutes away from having to leave the dungeon behind. "Hurry it up."
[Runewrought]
Description: You are one with the [Runes]. Assimilation with the [Materials] isn’t enough. You must go further. You must take the effects of the runic realm and assimilate them with your flesh. You must become one with magic. You will be the anchor, the one-man apocalypse.
Rarity: Unknown
Requirements: [Partial Shield-Assimilation] at [Novice Rank], Body part with a minimum of one [Rune] engraved on it, [Oppressive Aura] at [Initiated Rank]
[Runic Archon]
Description: Who needs an army of men when you have an army of [Runes]? They will all bend to your will, obey without question, and move to conquer whatever you desire. An army of hundreds, an army of thousands, an army of millions. If you wish for it, you can make it.
Rarity: Unknown
Requirements: [Mana-Mastery] at [Initiated Rank], [Rune-Engraving] at [Initiated Rank], [Compound Engraving] Unlocked, Usage of a [Transmission Rune] of any [Tier]
[Runebound Artificer]
Description: Who needs a hundred men when you can make do with one? Who needs a thousand spears when one can outshine them all? You don’t care about quantity. You care about quality. Your visions are great and you will let them materialize in the real world. You are the sculptor who will shape the future of innovation.
Rarity: Unknown
Requirements: [Mana-Mastery] at [Initiated Rank], [Rune-Engraving] at [Initiated Rank], Minimum of 40 [Wisdom]
Possible paths displayed.Please choose one, after consulting with your [Mentor]. The [System] warns that the choice is non-reversible.

…Well, this wasn’t a choice he could make in the next minute. Theo had been saving spending the available points, but he somewhat regretted not doing it before, since it looked like there was a minimum [Stat] requirement with one.
"The time has come," Monus said from beside him, making Theo look up from the row of blue screens. He wanted the upgrade now, but making the wrong choice here wasn’t something he could afford. "Are you all ready?"
The [Core] stood just a step behind the endless fields of pink grass, the exact place where his domain ended and the grass began. He could walk no further, but that didn’t seem to deter him.
"I’m ready to see something new again," Theo muttered. He’d done next to nothing for the past few days except think about possible improvements. A slew of possible projects was on the tips of his fingers, ones that would be perfect to start on once they left the [Biosphere] behind. "Thanks for everything, Monus. We’ll visit again when we get the chance."
"No promises about going into the dungeon," Stig added. Miel didn’t comment on the matter. "Oh, I think it’s opening."
"We also have eyes," Jakob stated in a deadpan voice, walking forward when a swirling portal began to appear in front of them. It didn’t look too different from the one they’d stumbled into when first entering the grove. "Hurry it up. These aren’t meant to stay open for more than a minute."
"I’ll see you soon!"
A final wave goodbye was all they could afford before entering the portal. A slew of flashing colours passed Theo by before he stepped onto a wooden floor again, rows of bookshelves seen not too far away. The grove’s library. Exactly where they entered the [Biosphere].
A moment of fondness washed through Theo before he saw the dishevelled look on Orion, the old [Druid] covered in dirt and cuts.
What’s that sound?
Nero offered clarity as he tapped into her senses. It was the sound of battle, the sound of fighting, the sound of death.
The grove was under attack.




Chapter 30







 [Profession-Upgrade]


"The ants came earlier than expected," Orion began when they were all through. "The front parts of the grove have been lost. They took us by surprise. We still don’t know how they found us so fast, but they’re in, they were able to kill a dozen of our kin before alarms were sent out, and we were able to stall them." 
"What are their numbers?" Jakob asked, already starting to remove the more important clothing articles as he walked towards the exit. "Any of the known leaders?"
"Several thousand of the silver variants, a hundred or so of the berserkers, a chance of camouflaged attackers, and a commander wielding sound magic," Orion relayed, studying Theo and the others as they left the library. "You have grown."
"Not enough to take on a commander," Jakob said, giving Orion a serious look before starting his transformation into his draconic form. "Put them somewhere safe."
In seconds, he was up in the air, flying towards the sound of fighting while spewing balls of flame at who Theo presumed to be enemies.
"Running into battle without spending a second to think," the old [Druid] muttered, shaking his head at the younger one. "He never changes, does he? No matter. You four are going to stay in this area until I or somebody comes to get you. If ants get to this street, fight until you’re unsure of winning without major injuries and then flee. The cave is a safe haven if you need it."
Orion took a step towards the battle himself, likely to assist Jakob, before pausing to look at them one more time.
"Don’t die."
With that, the form of the old elf changed into that of a crystal bird, much like the ones they’d fought a week before. Only this one seemed more powerful by several magnitudes, lines of [Mana] swirling inside its crystal body.
And the crack of thunder that escaped its wings as it joined the dragon in the sky spoke highly of what they had been spared within the dungeon.
…
"So," Theo said, the sound of fighting increasing with the addition of the screeches from dying ants. "Staying put."
‘Staying here is dumb.’
The rabbit had spoken.
"Being on the ground isn’t safe," Stig said, looking up towards the walkways in the trees. "I’ll teleport Miel and me up there. You fly up. Should be a good vantage point to not get surprised by attacks from."
And it’d allow Theo to shoot whoever he could see. It was perfect, the [Space Mage] bringing the thief up to the walkway while he flew up there together with Nero.
The higher altitude only made the scale of the issue more prominent. The flooding of Linrel seemed like a joke compared to this. Every part of the streets was covered in [Silver Ants], ten-meter-tall variants spread out amongst them randomly. A horde of beasts and [Druids] alike met them a street away, creating a wall of battle to stop them from flooding the entire grove, but Theo could see they were being overwhelmed. The [Druids] were spread out to make sure they couldn’t be flanked, while the horde could simply focus on one spot until it broke.
"How many arrows do you have?" Theo asked as he began to line up the first salvo. He had about eighty shots saved up in his belt, and another fifty in his bag that needed to be manually reloaded, but he could certainly provide some assistance.
"I’ve just got the ones in my quiver, which is…around twenty," Stig answered. Not good. That would need to be fixed.
Touching the tree, Theo used [Partial Shield-Assimilation]. The properties of the [Arbor] linked him to the [Dryads] instantly, a few hundred eyes glancing his way.
‘Any chance we could get some arrows to fire with?’ he sent into the hive.
The answer came from all sides, and the group was forced to step away from the tree as it spewed out hundreds if not a few thousand of the projectiles. It was a bit disorganized, but picking one up revealed the arrowheads to be abnormally sharp. They were perfect for penetrating the exoskeletons.
"Perfectly balanced in weight," Stig mused as he put one of them on his bowstring and fired it. A quick [Teleportation] made it enter the skull of an ant in the distance, the distraction from the pain allowing a bear to bash the monster's head in with its paw. "Oh, this is going to be fun."
"Don’t get arrogant," Miel reminded the [Space Mage] as the ranged combat began, arrows flying through the air again and again. With the recent upgrades, [Teleporting] small projectiles had apparently become as easy as breathing. Paired with a longer range and higher precision, there was little chance of friendly fire.
That Stig could even accurately hit the sides of the [Giant Ants] that weren’t within their sight lines made it seem like a line of sight wasn’t even required anymore. The dwarf didn’t seem to have noticed it himself, so Theo wouldn’t say it for now, but there was little chance he wouldn't mention it later. Being able to [Teleport] through walls would be a game changer in more ways than one.
Infiltration would be a breeze.
Theo didn’t let his mind wander after that. He might’ve had a limited set of bullets left, but he made sure they counted. Exploding rounds were sent towards the largest of the ants, distracting them at key times or outright blasting the front of their heads right open. The falling corpses destroyed tens of the other [Silver Ants], like a domino causing a chain reaction. It was beautiful.
But power brought attention, and it was only Miel’s warning that stopped his demise.
An unholy sound came from behind him. Nero shouted at him to dodge, but it wasn’t needed. The assassin had a knife inside their left eye. Even when it was perfectly camouflaged, Miel had noticed the invisible ant before it could strike a killing blow.
"Help me," she demanded through gritted teeth as she twisted her knife inside its head. A vibration went through its body at that, and its ferocity only grew. An unexpected shake threw the assassin off, Miel flying through the air and over the railing. They were twenty meters above the ground.
Stig was on it instantly, and Theo was left to deal with the failed assassin. It might’ve noticed its current situation as it tried to run towards the front line. Even if the monster was part of its hive, a figure who lived to serve its queen, it was still smart enough to feel pain. It understood what Theo was going to do to it.
It wasn’t smart enough to understand that it couldn’t run, Theo bracing himself as he grabbed the back of its exoskeleton as it charged by him. While it might’ve had a higher weight than him, the difference wasn’t as extreme as the regular types. This variant was meant to strike unseen before going back into the shadows. It wasn’t meant to fight him head-on.
"Your fault for getting caught," Theo supposed as his skin was covered by [Orichalcum]. The extra boost in strength allowed him to dig his hands into the exoskeleton with ease. "This is a learning experience for us all."
The [Giant Ant] twisted its body to bite at him. The mandibles nearly got at his head before he ripped out the last part of its back, pain flowing through the monster again. It screamed, desperate to win.
An arrow to the head stopped it from being an issue, and the beast flopped over dead.
"Could’ve just killed it," Stig commented as Theo threw the corpse over the railing, letting it flop to the ground below. "No need to torture the thing."
Miel was right beside the dwarf, looking a little paler than usual but otherwise unaffected by the recent airtime. [Teleportation] didn’t stop the acceleration in the air, but the low time falling had apparently made it a nonissue.
"It’s about sending a message to the others," Theo replied with a shrug. "If they’re too afraid to attack, we won’t need to worry about them."
"They’re ants, Theo. They’re not known for prioritizing their own safety in combat."
This one most certainly had, but Theo didn’t press the topic. The grove was more important than idle discussion and their pause in putting pressure on the enemies had cost them dearly. Jakob and Orion could be seen in the far distance battling it out with the commander of the swarm, fire, crystal, and waves of force flying out into the dense forest around them. It was heartbreaking to see, but it was clear it needed to be done if they needed to win the battle.
Theo knew that the two [Druids] would win. The others just had to keep holding the swarm back, and they would win the battle in the end.
When he ran out of bullets, the next best thing was brought out in the form of [Explosion Runes] paired together with [Item-Teleportation Runes]. With the help of [Compound Engraving], tens of them were made every minute, thrown into the groups of ants haphazardly. With their range and disorienting effect, he didn’t bother too much about accuracy. Enough bombs would solve any issue.
"Too hard-skinned," Theo complained when the bigger ants began to charge towards the front line together. Five ten-meter-tall ants with enough weight behind them to uproot trees and people alike. And the other [Druids] around couldn’t stop it.
They would break through.
"They’re big enough to have open space in their stomachs," Stig commented as he fired off another dozen arrows in rapid fashion. It was like firing needles at them at this point. "Remember the giant rabbit?"
Oh this was going to be glorious. He threw five large [Tier 3 Explosion Runes] at the dwarf and they vanished into thin air a second later, reappearing on top of the charging ants a hundred meters away.
"What’s that about a giant rabbit?" Miel asked, curious. Theo promised himself he’d tell her the full story later. For now, he only smiled as he invited her to watch. Stig needed to spend a second on the first giant, but after that, it was a rapid exchange. Just a moment later, he was back in place, picking up his bow from the floor. "What did you do?"
"Just watch," Stig replied, an excited grin forming on his face as the charging ants stopped in their tracks. Some outright flopped to the ground as their lower bodies began to expand and contort while others were steadfast enough to stay on their legs momentarily. They all fell soon enough, though, when their lower ends exploded from the internal pressure. The exoskeletons couldn’t withstand the force from within, and their skin fractured to release the power of heat and expanding air. "I love this power."
"We all do," Theo agreed. The [Silver Ants] around the corpses didn’t know what to do with themselves once the giants fell, leading the front line to put even more pressure on the swarm. Disoriented and without their leaders, the ants were unable to form together properly. They were cut down where they stood, crushed, pulverized, and burnt by every creature that could get their claws into them. The [Druids] were winning.
And that win was set in stone when the commander of the swarm sent out a final attack, a wave of sound powerful enough that both ant and [Druid] clutched at their ears in pain. Theo could feel the blood running down his head instantly, but the ants and anybody else with a lower toughness had it so much worse. The parts of the swarm closest to the battle between the dragon and the commander outright collapsed dead.
But it was a victory, a pillar of flame and crystal melting into one attack, encasing the commander in a coffin of heated translucent metal. The final attack had failed, and the grove had won this fight.
While it took another twenty minutes to weed out the last bits of the swarm, and another ten to fully seal the entry point, the wave had been dealt with. The grove was safe, those who had survived were getting their injuries treated, and the dead were being buried.
"Five elders killed in their sleep, three druids who were still in training, and over a hundred of the ambassadors," Orion recounted as they met up in the grand hall inside the mountain. He stood on the pedestal while the rest of the elders sat around him, listening intently and with grim faces. Nobody looked pleased. Many were looking outright ready to kill. Others…"sadness" wasn’t the right word. A sad acceptance, maybe? It was an emotion that pervaded the room to a degree Theo wasn’t happy with. "We were arrogant, we thought our home safe from their eyes for a long time more, but they found a flaw in our design that we knew nothing about. While we killed who we could find, it is no promise that our secret hasn’t been sent to the Queen of the North. She will send her army here in full force, and not just a weak warning like she did last time. The other groves have been called to join us in full. This is where our stand will be made. Prepare yourselves, for we will soon be made to honour our oaths."
The shout of unity spread through the people there like a fire, but that edge of worry was present. The [Druids] had been peaceful for a long time. Theo didn’t need to consider the chance of anybody fleeing, but this group hadn’t been accustomed to fighting for the past many centuries. Except for a few like Orion and Jakob, they weren’t skilled in battle. Power might’ve been prevalent among the ranks, but putting it efficiently to use was the problem.
While others left to prepare for the oncoming battle, Theo and his group stayed behind. The cavern was empty in minutes, and a tense air formed.
"It was good to see you come out alive," Orion remarked, a tired voice leaving his body. The fight seemed to have taken a lot out of the old [Druid]. It was no surprise, since he had been forced to take the shockwaves point-blank to eliminate the commander. "Our scouts had promised that it would take another three days before their first waves could hope to reach us. From what we can discern, they used underground tunnels to hide their true speed."
"Clever," Jakob remarked. "How long until the other druid groves get here?"
"A day at most," the old [Druid] replied. "Maybe more if they’re attacked during their travels. If they are…it will be a hard battle."
"It will be a hard battle no matter what," Jakob corrected. "But the way to win is clear. You’ve heard the words of the scouts as well. The queen is travelling here in person."
The Queen of the North was leaving her home behind? Theo wondered how she could fit through the tunnels to leave.
It didn’t matter how, honestly. What mattered was the strategy it allowed. The ants in the previous battle had become disorganised with the loss of their leader. An army of a few thousand would be trivial to destroy from that point on. Theo could only imagine what it would do against an army of millions.
"Killing a queen who has reigned for a thousand years isn’t going to be so easy," Orion scolded the younger [Druid]. Jakob seemed unfazed by his words, though. "Even without her artefact, she could kill you without lifting a finger. It’s only her arrogant nature that stops her."
"‘Can’t even wipe her own ass, since it’s below her rank to move,’ yes, I know how she works in that regard," Jakob replied with a roll of his eyes. "The answer is to take her by surprise, to attack with enough power and speed that it kills her before she can react. One blow with enough power to kill somebody thousands of years old."
"If such a weapon existed, the world would’ve been conquered millennia ago," Orion said. "But putting pressure on the queen is required no matter what. The current plan…is that I take her on myself while the other elders deal with the commanders."
For the first time, Jakob truly faltered. His face fell, concern, anger, and betrayal washing over it. This was not meant to be.
"This is your condition after fighting one of her commanders, somebody a hundred times weaker than her," the young [Druid] said. "You want to fight her yourself? You would not survive it."
"But the grove would," Orion fired back, a faint sense of anger in his voice. "We hold our oath above everything else. You need to remember that."
"The oath can go fuck itself."
The final words of the conversation had been said, Jakob storming out of the hall with anger radiating off his skin along with mutterings in a plethora of languages that Theo dared not try to understand.
A sigh escaped the oldest [Druid].
"He’ll understand why it was needed after the battle," Orion promised the others, seeming happier than what one would expect from a person willingly walking into the maw of death in the hopes of killing another. "I would love to hear how you found Monus’s hospitality, but I’m afraid preparations need to be made for the oncoming battle. Prepare yourselves, rest when possible, and stand ready in the morning for what is to be the grandest druidic battlefield in the past two thousand years."
Orion bid them farewell after that, leaving them behind in the grand hall. A silence hung over their heads from that point on, an understanding of what was to come.
"If defeat is assured, I would recommend we flee from the fight and try to get access to the storage facility through other methods," Miel said after a minute, eyes pointing her way instantly. "If the ants could figure out the location of the grove, it should be possible for us to do the same. With the use of your illusion artefact, we should be able to go through their defences undetected."
It was a rather brutal way of looking at their current situation. Leaving behind the ones Theo had promised to help, the ones who had helped him so much… It was unthinkable.
‘Running is okay if you live,’ Nero sent through the [Familiar-Connection].
‘If we run, the [Druid] grove might fall,’ Theo shot back.
‘We are not important enough to make a difference,’ she calmly replied. ‘If we win, it will not be by our doing. If we lose, it will not be our fault. Why stay and die with them, if more can survive?’
Theo took back his previous statement. Miel’s way of looking at their situation was utterly optimistic compared to Nero’s views.
‘Every person in a battle has the ability to make a difference. I couldn’t live with myself knowing that we had a chance to be that person.’
‘You are stupid.’
‘I know.’
"I’d rather not bet the future of the world on that," Theo said. "Winning against the [Giant Ants] is our best bet now. We just have to make sure we survive it."
A day to prepare their way of winning. Theo could feel a challenge rising, one that he wanted to fuel his time with. After all, what use was the upgrade in power if he couldn’t use it to its fullest? The [World] was ready to let him take another step on his [Path], and it would be a sin not to obey.
Leaving the cave behind and splitting up to prepare, Theo found himself back on the platform where he had originally upgraded his flying car. It didn’t sit there anymore, still in the [Dryad]s’ storage for safekeeping, but he probably needed it out soon. He had an idea, one that could only be done after he had taken a crucial step.
Opening up the three possible upgrades again, he looked them over.
[Runewrought]
Description: You are one with the [Runes]. Assimilation with the [Materials] isn’t enough. You must go further. You must take the effects of the runic realm and assimilate them with your flesh. You must become one with magic. You will be the anchor, the one-man apocalypse.
Rarity: Unknown
Requirements: [Partial Shield-Assimilation] at [Novice Rank], Body part with a minimum of one [Rune] engraved on it, [Oppressive Aura] at [Initiated Rank]
[Runic Archon]
Description: Who needs an army of men when you have an army of [Runes]? They will all bend to your will, obey without question, and move to conquer whatever you desire. An army of hundreds, an army of thousands, an army of millions. If you wish for it, you can make it.
Rarity: Unknown
Requirements: [Mana-Mastery] at [Initiated Rank], [Rune-Engraving] at [Initiated Rank], [Compound Engraving] Unlocked, Usage of a [Transmission Rune] of any [Tier]
[Runebound Artificer]
Description: Who needs a hundred men when you can make do with one? Who needs a thousand spears when one can outshine them all? You don’t care about quantity. You care about quality. Your visions are great and you will let them materialize in the real world. You are the sculptor who will shape the future of innovation.
Rarity: Unknown
Requirements: [Mana-Mastery] at [Initiated Rank], [Rune-Engraving] at [Initiated Rank], Minimum of 40 [Wisdom]

[Runewrought] was the ideal choice for a frontline fighter. Theo knew how powerful [Partial Shield-Assimilation] was, how powerful it could become with more additions to it, but he likewise understood the absurdity of trying to take on a thousand-year-old being head first. A powerful body could perhaps be cultivated with this path, one more powerful than the Queen of the North could ever hope for, but it would require years that he didn’t have.
The next one, [Runic Archon], was more along his preferred path. The battle with the crystal dragon had shown the power of having a thousand drones under his command. While the way they’d been able to beat the beast was circumstantial, Theo knew that upgrades to the drones would make them deadly against any force. Equipping them with pistol rounds, a general area to fire upon, and the ability to spot enemies at a range would make them formidable against an army of ants.
But this wasn’t meant to defeat an army of ants.
This was meant to defeat the leader, the Queen of the North. While Theo did think highly of his pistol, and the lethality it could bring to most who were reached by its bullets, there was only so much it could do against giants. At some point, no matter their quantity they would do nothing. He needed quality over quantity.
Who needs a thousand spears when one can outshine them all?
The last possible path, [Runebound Artificer], was the one Theo truly had his eyes on. He needed, for lack of a better word, a nuke. A hundred missiles wouldn’t work here. He needed the Tsar Bomba, the magnum opus of weaponry. Not something as wide in destructive scale, of course, but something which could utterly annihilate a single entity.
It was too early to hope for it, of course, but Theo wouldn’t have minded the ability for orbital strikes. To get that level of power, however…he needed to specialise.
"[Runebound Artificer]. That’s my choice," Theo said. The [System] flickered for a moment as his choice was processed.
[Profession] chosen!
Please stand by while the [System] assimilates the [Path] into your mental, spiritual, and physical domains. This is your final warning to remember to ingest the designated anaesthetic, as pain will start appearing shortly.

"Right. Forgot about that," Theo said with a sigh. "Any chance we could just—"
He nearly bit off his tongue when the pain came along. The world went black. Then green, purple, black, a dark yellow, and finally just a mesh of colours on the entire spectrum. A few patterns sprung up here and there, maybe even some voices that were insistent on him listening to their words, but it was all too fast, too chaotic to really understand. Something about the answer to everything having a numerical value. Theo didn’t catch the question.
Not that it mattered. The second that his eyes obeyed him, or more like the second that his soul was hooked back into his body, everything was just clearer. Or, no, that wasn’t the right word. Everything was just…more. More detail, more understanding, more thoughts about what everything could be used to make. If Theo had been scatterbrained before, this was the ultimate popcorn spring of ideas. Everything had a possible purpose, and his mind was categorising everything into neat boxes whether he was willing or not.
It wasn’t too bad, though. After ten minutes of lying on the floor, staring into the air, the rate at which new objects entered his mind slowed. Most of the area around him had been considered, cut into pieces, and shoved into the thousands of possible projects that they could be used for. Nothing was repeated other than to be used as references for new assets. While some spiralled thousands of references deep, most were superficial. The woven connections held strong.
Theo was enlightened.
[Profession-Upgrade] successfully chosen!
[Shield-Manifestation] has been changed into [Material-Manifestation], with the preset model being the former shield-form.
[Partial Shield-Assimilation] has been changed into [Partial Material-Assimilation].
[Map-Engraving] has been fused with the [Reempowering Trait] of [Rune-Empowering]. It is now possible to branch into variants of known [Runes], given proper [Intent]. The [System] warns that this method can be extremely volatile.
Cost of standard [Reempowering] has been drastically decreased due to innate traits of chosen [Path].
[Rune-Mastery] has been forcibly upgraded to [Initiated 1]. The user is now able to have a limited instant understanding of what regular [Materials] can be used for.
The path of the [Runebound Artificer] begins now. The [System] wishes the user good luck!

"Not too bad," Theo muttered, getting up from his lying position. [Profession-Upgrades] weren’t too different from the original acquisition when it came to mixing around his [Skill-Collection]. This was mostly focused on upgrading his original repertoire rather than gathering groups of related [Skills] into one, but Theo wasn’t going to complain. The more general ability to create metal wouldn’t be hated, and the mention of a "preset model" made him very curious.
The current shape of his shield wasn’t a constant anymore. He could change the standard if he wished. It was…hell, was it possible to make the standard already have a certain set of [Runes]? Being able to simply funnel [Mana] into it to repair a set of engravings would be glorious.
On another note, losing [Map-Engraving] wasn’t the biggest loss, since it allowed Theo to get a type of upgrade he’d wished for, for a long time. The ability to get variants. He wasn’t sure what limits there were to this, or if he could just indefinitely try to get variants of variants. Since it was meant to be done while upgrading the [Tier], the latter was probably softlocked, but it didn’t matter. He had flexibility now, something he’d sorely wished for.
But.
The second-to-last upgrade was the most important one of them all. The cost of upgrading to the next [Tier] had been reduced. Drastically reduced. What did that mean, exactly? The [System] refused to specify, so Theo was forced to figure it out for himself.
Originally, it was 200 [MP] for [Tier 2], 400 [MP] for [Tier 3], and very likely 800 [MP] for [Tier 4]. It basically just doubled for every upgrade to the [Tier], slowly delving into numbers Theo couldn’t calculate in his head. Since it supposedly went up to [Tier 20], that would have to be…tens of millions at a minimum. Certainly more than Theo could ever dream of having access to.
But with the new system? It could be different. Conjuring up a [Tier 1 Impact Rune], he would know for sure. Activating the ability, he felt the lurch as…200 [MP] left him? That wasn’t a decrease at all. Looking at his [Status Screen] again, it was the same cost as usual.
Status
Name: Theo Locheim
Level: 27
Class: Mage
Profession: Runebound Artificer
Title: Herald of Fate
Health(HP): 200/200
Stamina(SP): 190/190
Mana(MP): 201/400
Stats
Strength: 24
Wisdom: 40
Agility: 15
Intelligence: 13
Endurance: 19
Perception: 16
Vitality: 20
Willpower: 15
Toughness: 23
Available Points: 6

Oh, right, the [Free Points].
He’d forgotten about them, having left them alone until he knew what [Profession] he would get. Though…putting them all into [Wisdom] now didn’t seem too smart either. The usual cost to upgrade a [Rune] to [Tier 3] was 400, so he technically had the minimum requirements. Using [Arbor] to increase the [Stat] by 4, he could repeat the upgrade once again.
This time only 300 [MP] left him.
Excuse me.
Checking the screen of the [Rune], he found that it was indeed [Tier 3]. The [Purity[ was higher than the usual upgrades too. This was…this was something else. What about [Tier 4]? Was that possible?
If it only increased by 100 [MP], which there was no chance of it doing, he’d only need 400 [MP] to do it. The worst case was that it would double in cost, meaning 600 [MP]. With his current [Mana-Capacity] being too low, that would nearly kill him, while also causing the [Rune] to explode. Not good.
"What are you trying to do?"
Theo sucked in his breath, his body tensing until he recognized the source. Asari, the [Dryad] whose [Mana-Signature] blended into the natural environment perfectly. She didn’t need to hide from his senses when everything around them was an extension of her.
"I’m figuring out my limits after my new upgrade," Theo said, showing the [Tier 3 Impact Rune]. "I wanted to see if I could take it a step further, but I don’t want to waste another vial for… Actually, could you do me a favour?"
As it turned out, [Dryads] weren’t too bad at transferring over semi-pure [Mana]. The precision in transferring a specific amount was a slight issue, since Asari didn’t have a perfect understanding of how much 1 [MP] actually was, but they managed to get within the needed range.
With 790 [MP] inside, alongside [Mana-Veins] that were screaming from pain, he tried to upgrade to [Tier 4]. After a rush of [Intent] leaving him alongside most of the [Mana], he focused on not letting it fracture while he was holding it.
A second passed in silence, the vortex of energy inside the metal swirling until it finally found purchase and solidified. With a cost of 500 [MP], it had been upgraded to [Tier 4]. He was one step closer to ultimate power.
[Impact Rune]
Mana-Purity: 33%
Tier: 4
Material: Carbon Steel
Capacity: 0/103
Activation: Passive
Durability: 82/149

Theo could almost cry.
"Do you want to try for Tier 5 now?" Asari asked.
"No… I don’t think I want to push it while not knowing the formula," Theo said. Was it a recursive addition of the previously added amount plus 100? He wouldn’t know until he tried for [Tier 5], but if it wasn’t he could very likely die. Anything above 1000 would be lethal, and the old system would’ve put the price at 1600. Best not to risk it. "Thanks for the help, though. Is there a chance you could help me upgrade some more [Runes] to [Tier 4] in a bit?"
"Of course," Asari said. "I’ll be busy repairing the front part of the grove in the meanwhile. Those ants were too happy with collateral damage, and Jakob certainly didn’t help with this fire."
Theo could imagine. With the revelation that the costs were decreased by quite an amount, he put the 4 [Free Points] into [Wisdom], bringing him up to 44. Not too terrible, though he probably needed to focus on his other [Mental Stats] after the former reached 50. They were starting to lag behind.
Something to do after they’d dealt with the Queen of the North. For now, there was one last addition to Theo’s [Skill-Collection] that he was happy to see. The improvement to [Rune-Mastery], and what had caused his temporary paralysed state when first getting his new [Profession]. The understanding of what [Runes] could work with what [Materials]. He was sure he was getting more than that, but the [System] refused to confirm it.
How were his other [Skills] looking, anyway? It’d been a while since he’d checked. Opening it up, he glanced through them.
[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
[Barehanded Mana-Channeling]
[Novice 3]
Allows the user to [Channel] [Mana] into an item or person without the use of a [Conduit].
Variable costs.
[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]
[Novice 4]
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 7]
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

Passive Skills
[Mana-Sight]
[Novice 6]
Allows the user to see [Mana] internally and externally.
User can also see unique [Mana-Signatures].
[Mana-Mastery]
[Initiated 5]
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]
[Initiated 5]
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 3]
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 1]
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]
[Novice 9]
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]
[Novice 5]
Allows the user to manipulate an existing [Rune], making it possible to refill [Mana] and make minor alterations.
Also allows the user to increase the [Mana-Purity] of a [Rune], at the cost of a decreased [Durability].
[Rune-Mastery]
[Initiated 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].

Upgrades upon upgrades. Most of the more vital [Skills] had reached [Initiated] now, and others were just on the cusp of breaking through that barrier as well. Theo wasn’t exactly sure what the next [Rank] would bring, but he could hardly wait anymore. If it was anything like what he’d been given now, he was sure it would be immensely useful.
For now, however, it was time to try and use his new understanding of the world. With the help of Asari, he brought the [Force Runes], [Item-Teleportation Runes], [Holy Runes], and every other [Rune] in his repertoire to [Tier 4]. He didn’t mess around to find variants just yet, more focused on just upgrading his current methods to a new apex.
And that meant letting his previous creations be serviced as well.
"Could you bring the car out of storage, please?" Theo requested, Asari doing as much a second later as he watched on. Most of the repairs left to do for the grove were simple things like fixing streets and fractures running alongside various buildings. Nothing that she needed to be there in person for, allowing the [Dryad] to watch him work.
"It really is a strange contraption," Asari commented as the vehicle rose from the ground. Dirt particles covered its surface, but they were easily wiped away. The [Runes] below were still intact as well. "The rune-crafters of old never used anything like this."
"They didn’t?" Theo asked, unsure of why that would be. Who in their right mind wouldn’t want a flying car? With the upgrade to the [Force Runes], it would be an easy and incredibly fast method of transportation. And with the way his mind was trying to attach the crystalline metal from his pouch to the [Capacity Runes]... This was going to be fun. "No floating vehicles at all? They, what, just sat on the ground all day long?"
"Oh, I wouldn’t say they had something against the idea of floating around. Their very citadel was located on a massive floating island they had created themselves," Asari explained as Theo began to take apart chunks of the car. The metal that it was made from was still usable, but he needed to delicately remove the various [Runes] on its surface before reapplying the upgraded versions. Doing as much without disrupting the interwoven connections would have seemed impossible an hour before. Now it was just about being slow and careful. "However, I can’t say I understood how they ever travelled to and from it. Even when it floated above this grove, I never saw them leaping off the edge, contraption or not. They were just…here one moment and up there the next."
Oh, why had he welded the different parts together so well? Theo cursed his former self for trying to make sure everything wouldn’t be ripped apart in a fight. The front parts of the car would need some more force applied if he was going to have this done before the end of the day.
"[Teleportation], then," he assumed. "A very powerful kind, if they could [Teleport] from a flying island to somewhere else, but if they had a flying island, then I assume a lack of power wasn’t their issue."
Where was that island supposed to be, anyway? Theo hadn’t heard anybody mention it before.
"Perhaps," the [Dryad] replied, a little quieter now. "Their power was felt, during the times when they flew over our heads. The heart of their citadel always looked down at us, alive, almost waving at us in greetings. When it flew by, it would even carry messages to our distant relatives."
As Theo finally got the front plates of the car away from the rest of the welded material, he caught onto the sad ending notes of her tale.
"I assume that doesn’t happen anymore?"
"No…it doesn’t," Asari confirmed. "From what I heard, it fell into the ocean close to the southern parts of the continent. Some say it was attacked, and others assume it was a form of self-punishment for what was unleashed onto the earth a few years later."
The scourge of death, the reason Theo was here to begin with. Two events which nearly coincided, and one which he needed to know more about. He wanted to visit the [Citadel] if possible, even if it had fallen into the ocean already.
A diving suit didn’t sound too hard to make, if given the proper [Runes]. Some metal to handle the pressure, something to create fresh air, and a movement system to navigate the depths. A submarine would certainly be a fun project if he was given a few months to prepare in advance.
When no words were exchanged for a few minutes, Theo asked, "Were there no [Rune-Crafters] who visited after the fall of the [Citadel]? Even if the floating island was their capital, I can’t imagine that they would all be holed up in there. From what I know, they had several facilities strewn across this continent, and it wouldn’t surprise me if there were more other places."
He had to focus on doing this right, the application of the new [Runes] harder than previously assumed. Their ability to work with specific [Materials] hadn’t changed drastically with the upgrade, but they had a slightly more tenacious bite to them. They didn’t like being wrangled and connected to the other parts. Theo just forced them to shut up, willpower allowing the engravings to settle properly. With a burst of relief, nothing exploded. One part of the car had been upgraded. If he ever needed it, he was able to fly backwards much faster. Now he just needed to do the same for all of the other sides.
"Nobody came to visit us, no," Asari replied after studying his work a bit longer. "They didn’t come often to begin with, of course. It was my sisters further up the mountain range who were tasked with keeping some of their belongings safe, though I don’t believe they were seen after the fall either. Some of the druids spotted the rune-crafters while on their travels, however. They were in hiding, taking odd jobs, or just becoming hermits deep inside uninhabited parts of the world. For better or worse, the age of the rune-crafters ended two hundred years ago. Excluding you, I don’t think any of us have heard about rune-crafter activity for the past five decades."
That did give Theo pause, the [Rune-Crafter] putting down the current part of the work as he looked over at the [Dryad]. She wasn’t lying, there was no chance of that, but it was still hard to believe. He’d read the logs left behind in some of the [Facilities]. The ones who had stayed behind had been overrun, and killed by the runic beasts. Running away from that life had been a requirement to survive, and some had certainly done as much. They had hidden themselves from the world, living their lives out of sight from those who wanted to catch them. With two centuries passing, Theo supposed some could have died of old age, though the more powerful [Mages] were likely just hiding better nowadays. He was relatively sure that swimming down into the ocean was possible to do. What people with centuries of experience could create was something he didn’t even want to try figuring out. They were in another league. If they didn’t want to be found, they would be unknown to the world.
I can only hope to reach their level.
The other sides were finished at a quick speed, [Runes] replaced with their superior variants while still being connected up to the control system properly. A bit of testing allowed Theo to realise that it was slightly more sensitive than he would have liked it to be. The range of speed was too much to fully take over for a gas pedal, making him add in a side panel that allowed different modes of speed. City-manoeuvring, casual stroll, chased, and crazy maniac. Four modes, each one coming with an exponential increase in speed.
If Theo had spent a few months learning aerodynamics, he was relatively sure he could have gotten the car to 900 kilometers an hour if he got some time to accelerate. 750 sounded more reasonable now, but actually testing that out would be a challenge. He was sure the others would agree to try after the fighting was done.
"I am surprised Monus allowed you to take those crystals with you," Asari commented as Theo pulled out the handful from his backpack. He’d borrowed from Stig’s example and scooped some of it up before they had left the area behind back then. Everything could be useful, after all, and his sixth sense on its possible effectiveness with a certain [Rune] made that fact solidify. "It took me several hundred years of bargaining before he would let me have some of it for safekeeping. He is known for being rather…protective of his belongings."
"A trait of being a [Core]?" Theo asked.
"One can only assume," the [Dryad] replied. "It must be a consequence of playing through his games. There are not many who would agree to do such a thing, no matter what the potential rewards are. Many think it a risky endeavour only fools would agree to."
"I take it you are one of them?"
"There are safer ways to grow."
"But not ones which are near as fast," Theo fired back. Asari didn’t reply to his argument. Not letting that fact stop him from continuing, he took one of the larger pieces of crystal before [Engraving] a [Capacity Rune] on its surface. The [Material] was surprisingly easy to meld into the needed shape, but it hardened to an extreme degree when the [Rune] was finished. A strange reaction, but one Theo was more than fine with once he looked at the blue screen which popped up in response.
With [Orichalcum], the metal that was previously seen as the best for this [Rune], 40 [MP] could be stored optimally.
[Capacity Rune]
Mana-Purity: 91%
Tier: 0
Material: Thaum
Capacity: 86/86
Activation: Passive
Durability: 61/61

[Thaum], as he now knew the crystalline [Material] was called, could hold 86 [MP], and probably 90 [MP] once he got the hang of making the [Capacity Rune] on the new [Material]. This was a game changer, though the decreased [Durability] in comparison to regular [Steel] was slightly annoying.
He was trading power for weakness in his power source. A risk, but one very much worth it if it meant he could double his range.
"You said that you were able to get larger amounts of this crystal from Monus before?" Theo asked, Asari nodding. "Is there a chance I could…get some of it?"
"If it would help the grove win the fight, I would give you a barrel of diamonds," Asari replied with mirth as she lifted a hand, plates of crystal rising from the ground just a few seconds later. The dryadic transport system was truly unmatched. "Do you intend to use it all for flying around in your vehicle?"
"Partly, yes," Theo said as he got the car up on its side. A bit of wrangling made it possible to remove the [Petrification Rune] on the bottom and then the layers of metal meant to protect the old [Capacity Runes]. Theo would have to strengthen them once the new ones were installed. "They’ll make moving long distances easier, sure, but they’ll also allow me to power a few extra features without me risking a lack of power in the middle of a fight."
On that note, what were the chances he could make the [Dryads] plant a hundred or so [Transmission Runes] around the grove? Theo would need them for one of his ideas.
Asari was a little concerned about that, but she gave in once Orion gave them the green light for doing whatever Theo thought was needed. The trust the old [Druid] showed him was touching. With the help of the [Dryads] passively fueling him as he continued to [Engrave] en masse, a hope began to brew within. A hope that they would come out on top.
Hours passed, the afternoon became night, and stars shined brightly while none slept. Rest was important, but the thick air of an oncoming battle kept the world of dreams away. Theo didn’t mind, since it allowed him to create a masterpiece. It was perhaps not his magnum opus, but he was happy.
And when morning came, the group gathered around one of the many outdoor kitchens for breakfast, the others could finally bask in his glorious work.
"Drones again?" Stig said with some level of weariness as he saw the metallic spheres flying up in the sky. "I thought you were done with using them."
"Never," Theo replied as he checked the blue screen for any inconsistencies. Everything seemed like it would work as designed, and they weren’t bumping into anything. They had near-perfect artificial sight. "Don’t mind them, anyway. They’ll only be important later."
Hopefully.
"Right…" Stig said, sipping whatever concoction the [Druids] had created. Theo wasn’t sure what to really call it. Fruit juice with a hint of magical enhancements? His blood flow was certainly improved when he drank it, a feeling of good health spreading through him. It would be good for the battle, at least. "I heard from Orion that the druids from the other groves should be showing up just about now. They got here quicker than expected."
"No resistance from the ants at all?" Theo asked, surprised by the speed.
"Well, no. It’s because of the ants they got here so quickly," Stig corrected. "Once they felt the power of the Queen of the North, they apparently sped up."
…
The fight was going to be hard. They knew it. Theo had already told them the plan, the ideas on how they would survive, how they would win. He’d been up all night just forcing it through his head, Asari letting him know where and how the elders would fight. There wasn’t more that could be known, more that could be prepared with the time they had left.
The only thing they could do was stand ready in the broken forest outside the grove when the army of monsters arrived.




Chapter 31







Regicide


A few thousand against a million. Each animal, beast, and [Druid] needed to kill several hundred [Giant Ants] to win. Several hundred ants together was an army in its own right, and every defender had to win against one before the battlefield could be covered in silence. 
Easier said than done.
Theo could feel the air growing thick, the morning sun just beyond the mountain behind them as the exoskeletons of the ant army were illuminated. Silver and gold armour glinted in the sunrays, portraying a beautiful gathering of beasts who were ready to tear everything Theo had ever loved apart.
That wasn’t to say that his own side didn’t want to do the same. Snarling, growls, and the odd roar escaped the defenders, transformed [Druids] and regular animals alike having trouble standing in place. Orion had ordered that no attacks whatsoever, including magical or psychological ones, could be sent out before he was allowed to say his piece. And, luckily, it seemed that time had come.
Over the horizon, twice as large as the largest of the berserker ants, was the queen. Out in the open, towering over the few remnants of trees left, she seemed so much taller than what Theo had seen in the hive so many days ago. But if there was one quality which still rang true from the day he’d first laid his eyes upon her, it was that untamed fury which covered every inch of her body. It was a miracle she had the self-restraint to not instantly order her army to charge.
Best that she doesn’t. We’re not in the car yet.
Theo would have to run ten paces back and through an illusion barrier before he could do that. Hiding the truth from the enemy was a priority, after all.
"Queen of the North!" Orion called, the area growing quiet as the magically enhanced voice rang into all ears. "We know why you have come here, but I promise you that we do not possess what you seek. Please, stop this madness. There is no need for blood to be shed today."
A desperate final plea for peace. It was expected, just like the reaction to the plea. Even Theo could feel the waves of anger flowing through her now. She was more than angry, more than furious. The Queen of the North had ascended in emotion.
"Madness? You dare, you despicable thieves," the queen roared, her army echoing her voice until it nearly made their ears bleed. Theo had to transform into his metallic form early so he wouldn’t hunch over from the pain. "Even now, you deny your crimes for the small chance of salvation? It will not come. You will all die, your land will be ripped apart, and I will not stop this destruction until I rip the staff away from your shattered corpses."
Her piece had been said, her mind had been set, and the only thing that could come now was conflict. Many had already died, many more would die now, and, if the staff was nowhere to be found, everybody nearby would also die in the coming weeks. Linrel, and the other small villages that had nothing to do with this controversy, would be overrun and killed without mercy. The horde would take all.
And the [Druids], the keepers of the past and present, would not let that happen.
"As you wish, old friend," Orion said. It sounded soft and yet it still travelled just far enough to be received by all. Muscles tensed, breaths got caught in the throats of man and beast, and the understanding of what was to come reached Theo’s mind. "For better or worse, we can begin. If you will, Asari?"
"Of course, Orion," Asari’s voice said as the trees behind them began to shake, the earth below rumbling like an earthquake had suddenly been forced to start. Nobody fell, as one side already knew it would come and the other had six legs balancing them, but the next part couldn't be prepared for. When [Dryads] were angry, all who stood on their land were in danger.
Roots reached every [Giant Ant] they could find. No resistance was found as they went through the exoskeleton and into the hearts of the monsters. While the roots were meant to harvest nutrients from the earth, it was clear they could do so much more if they wished.
And when a sea of bodies needed to be dealt with, the [Dryads] proved why they needed to be feared. Theo had been told not to transform into [Arbor] during the initial attacks because his mind likely couldn’t handle the feedback of the current wave of death. Nearly all individual souls within the dryadic hivemind were meant to have melted into one, controlling one part of the world on a microscale never done before. Millions of roots moved individually, each striking an ant and ripping apart their insides in milliseconds. It was fast, complex, and so vast that Theo’s brain would likely liquefy if forced to look at it.
He had taken the warning graciously and stayed clear of it.
"Enough," the Queen of the North ordered as another few thousand of the front lines collapsed. It was only the fodder, the weakest of them all, but fifty thousand dead within the first thirty seconds wasn’t to be overlooked. "Your desperation is clear if you go to such low standards."
"We only do what we need to," Orion replied back.
"How fitting."
Her words were put together with the gathered vortex of power from her countless commanders, each working together to create something Theo didn’t want to get near. Thunder, fire, and flashes of white light came from a giant orb that manifested in the sky. It looked big enough to swallow the grove entirely and kill most of their army in one strike, but it unexpectedly fell right into the earth instead.
Brief confusion was followed by the sounds of the trees screaming, of the [Dryads] screaming. Between the millions of voices, Theo could hear Asari most of all. That her pain could be heard meant she was alive, but she was out of the game for now.
It’s time.
Theo was in the car before he knew it, and the charging army beside him was the call to get into the air. Every beast and [Druid] had heard the call for the front lines to clash, and all were happy to do as much. The [Dryads] had been struck by the enemy, and anger was flowing through the veins of the defenders.
"Please remember the strategy," Theo prayed as Miel and Stig joined him, Nero already sitting in the back. "Did you bring the—"
"Of course I brought it," Stig cut in, sounding tense as the car was activated, flying upwards in the same second. Theo could feel himself being pressed into the seat, but they’d tried worse. "Is the artefact ready?"
"Of course," Theo repeated. His heartrate was increasing, but he forced himself to remain calm. Their part hadn’t been properly signalled for yet, even if he could see below as the elders began to fight against the commanders of the ant army. Orion was especially easy to spot, the crystalline dragon outright flying towards the Queen of the North. While met with countless attacks from all sides, every wound and injury seemed to regenerate in milliseconds. When the two leaders got close, fire and steam erupted and it was impossible to see what was going on. "That’s our cue."
Where was Jakob? Theo couldn’t see him, though it didn’t matter now. He pressed down on the [Transmission Rune], sending out the command for the drones to rise as well. They’d hidden in the background, obscured from the fighting through both distance and stealth, but now the time had come for the hundreds to reach the battlefield as well.
"Dive," Theo absently ordered when they reached the deeper parts of the ant army. Some of the smarter ones had noticed the countless flying orbs, but none were prepared for the level of destruction that would come from it. With [Force Runes] on the spheres put to the maximum, at a level where metal turned red from both velocity and overcharged magical mechanisation, they flew towards the ground and countless surrounding [Giant Ants]. When nearly all had reached the ground, whether that was on the actual earth or atop a random monster, Theo’s next command brought some fear. "Explode."
[Tier 4 Explosion Runes] brought with them power unrivalled by the previous [Tiers]. While it came at a much larger cost of energy, the [Dryads] had been more than willing to assist him with filling them all. Nearly 800 [MP] was stuffed into every sphere for the explosion alone, and Theo couldn’t disregard the effects.
Coordinated missile strikes were the future of large-scale combat, as could be seen by the shockwaves that came from hundreds of different places at once. Those within twenty meters of one of the drones were instantly dead. Those within thirty were heavily wounded, and those within fifty were shaken up. Tens of thousands were killed from that alone, and the organisation in the [Giant Ant] army was briefly put on hold while each of them tried to figure out just what had happened.
"You should’ve made more of them," Stig said, looking down at the destruction. Theo found himself agreeing. "We’ve got their attention!"
Glancing over and forcing down the gas on the car, Theo also agreed with that observation as they narrowly dodged a bolt of [Iron] or some other metal. One of the commanders had won against an elder and was given the freedom to target others. Maybe it was lucky they’d drawn its eye.
Diving under the next dozen bolts sent their way, each of the metallic chunks as large as the car, Theo forced the vehicle’s abilities to their maximum. Sudden brakes, turns, and everything else imaginable in three-dimensional space was tried, each about as headache-inducing as one would expect. They were pushed into their seats to the point where they were nearly one with the cushions, but Theo didn’t care.
"Get us closer to the next few!" Stig ordered, getting a confused look from Theo. "Trust me."
Theo didn’t mind the request, seeing as it was almost self-fulfilling, but even he felt fear as their heads were almost ripped off by the next meteor-sized projectile. It had to be countless tons in weight, but the [Space Mage] beside him didn’t seem to mind that detail.
Especially not when Stig put up a hand to almost make contact with the flying rock. Theo thought him crazy until the meteor vanished from sight. Brief confusion went through him until the sound of impact on the ground reached him, the original source of the rock crushed by his own power.
[Teleporting] giant rocks was overpowered.
"Didn’t think you could do that," Theo commented as Stig just shrugged and leaned further into his seat. It had taken more out of the [Space Mage] than he was letting on. He wanted to help somehow, but it wasn’t meant to be. Nero was already warning Theo that they needed to move their plan forward. "Orion is losing."
The wall of fire and fog obscuring the fight between the two leaders was dissipating, and the older [Druid] had lost more chunks of crystal than he had left. His wings were outright gone, parts of his head were missing, and his core body had deep scratches. A normal beast would already be dead with such injuries, yet he still stood tall, giving it everything he could to inflict as much damage as possible on the Queen of the North. Their speed was daunting in Theo’s eyes, the oceans of crystal flying through the air with every strike making it clear who was fighting. If this wasn’t the peak of power, Theo wasn’t sure what was.
"This isn’t going to be fun," Stig muttered, putting his hand on the egg-shaped artefact. Theo didn’t have the extra focus to do it himself, forcing the dwarf to take up that role. "We need—no, yeah, no, of course. Thank you. We owe you."
Always with one-sided conversations. Theo didn’t comment as he saw the flickering view outside, the car’s outward appearance twisted into something else. Everybody around would hear the roars of a dragon, see it flying, and feel the fire that "dragon" sent towards the weak below. Nero was the source of the latter, though, liquid fire hitting everybody foolish enough to be down on the ground still.
They were getting the attention of the masses. Perfect.
Another few precious minutes were spent flying around, throwing fire and [Explosion Runes] into the army. Nothing too serious. Theo and the others only worked as support where it was needed. It worked well, their army gaining ground and losing few while the ant army felt massive losses. Hope began to grow, a feeling of possible victory daring to infest their hearts.
Then the final roar of a crystal dragon rang through the battlefield. It was powerful, it made the hairs on Theo’s neck rise, but the overwhelming presence did not hide what would come soon. This was not the roar that would come from striking down the enemy. It was a last attempt to attack, a desperate final stand. Theo knew it from the power alone.
He almost didn’t want to turn his head and look at the sight. The Queen of the North was bleeding heavily, a river of insides flowing from her sides, but Orion had it a hundred times worse. His regenerative abilities were still trying to keep up, but so much mass had been lost. The limits were being reached, and even as hundreds of smaller crystal dragons sprung up from thin air, there was little difference. The weaker versions were killed instantly, and the original was left alone.
Did they need to make it to the next phase already? Orion had told them he could weaken her enough that they could take her out if needed, but…Theo wasn’t sure anymore. The old [Druid] had overestimated himself or the queen had grown more powerful since they’d last faced each other. No matter what, it was clear Orion wouldn’t win alone.
In the distance, though, a roar made it seem like the old [Druid] wouldn’t be alone for long. The roar wasn’t alone a second later. Another joined it before an entire symphony was created by the hundred-strong flying army.
"Are those—" Stig began, but Miel cut him off.
"Dragons," she said, breathlessly. Shock was all they felt, and hard to contain. Real dragons, and not the ones the [Druids] transformed into. Real dragons, primal, powerful, and large enough that Theo wasn’t sure he felt safe being in the same air as them. "Jakob is back."
In front of the oncoming army of dragons was the transformed [Druid] himself, as large and imposing as Theo remembered. He looked angry, radiating worry and bloodlust alike.
The pause in the leaders’ fight ended when Orion seemed too shocked by the sight to dodge the next attack, the Queen of the North moving faster than her body should’ve allowed. Her mandibles were around the crystal dragon’s throat before anybody could even think of twitching. Orion sent out a burst of crystal, the shards digging right into the Queen’s head and beyond, but it was too late. While a final barrage had been made, the last blow of their fight was done.
The sound of crystal shattering reached the entire battlefield, a last roar cut short as the head of the crystalline dragon was ripped off. It hit the ground with a mighty impact, the earth shaking while the trees cried out. They felt the death of Orion, just as every other [Druid] had. One of the brightest stars had flickered out, leaving a vacuum consumed by the nearest entity. The Queen of the North had won her battle.
"Weak."
A single word was all she needed to say before every beast, [Dryad], and [Druid] aligned with Orion seemed to go into a frenzy. Maybe it was because of their connection to the natural world, or maybe the centuries of knowing Orion made something inside them snap, but the cumulative anger was another to shatter any semblance of coordination. They demanded blood, and they were all happy to suffer every injury imaginable if it meant taking out more of the enemy.
They wouldn’t last like this. Theo knew he had to help if they were to win then, but the sound of Jakob approaching made him falter. The younger [Druid] had seen an old friend fall, and logic had been thrown out of the window. While the other dragons flew to assist against the general army, Jakob alone dived towards the Queen of the North.
The impact this time wasn’t as much crystal and fire as it was just fire, everything within a hundred meters of the two powerhouses burnt to a crisp. Jakob had thrown away precautions in favour of offensive capabilities.
"He’s going to die," Miel said bluntly. "I think they all are."
"Maybe," Theo said, his mind forced into a state of tranquillity. He had prepared for this. He hadn’t ripped the car apart and put it back together yesterday night just for the aesthetic. He had planned for this.
"We could run," Miel suggested. "We might even survive."
"We might," Theo agreed, touching the artefact to deactivate it. Handing it to Stig, he looked at the [Space Mage]. "If I fly close to the ground, can you take this and [Teleport] yourself and Miel to the back line?"
"...Probably," Stig answered, though he didn’t sound happy about it. He’d been told about Theo’s final plan for if it all went to shit, and he understood why they couldn’t stay in the car anymore. "Don’t die, Theo."
"Never planned to," he said, though he might just die from a heart attack at this point. His pulse was reaching beyond two hundred beats per minute, and the blood flowing beside his ears was deafening. His mind might’ve been calm, but his body refused the idea. Firing off a dozen explosives towards the ground, briefly eliminating an area of enemies, Stig grabbed Miel before they [Teleported] to the ground. Theo could briefly see them on the torn-up grass before they vanished into thin air, likely bunny-hopping to get somewhere safer. "No plans at all."
With the extra space freed from the two others leaving, Nero moved from the back of the car to the middle. Her head almost hit Theo’s as she looked ahead. Jakob wasn’t winning against the queen, but he wasn’t losing just yet either. With so many injuries present on the ant, the [Druid] could just barely hold his own.
‘If you die, I will kill you,’ Nero said through their connection.
‘It’s going to be hard to kill me if I’m already dead,’ Theo replied.
‘I’ll make somebody revive you so I can kill you,’ she fired back, trusting the chances of that ever happening. ‘...You’re not allowed to die.’
"If that’s your way of letting me know you care about me, I’ll take it," Theo said, a hand scratching his furry friend. Even if she radiated annoyance, deep within he could feel she liked it. Small comfort when facing the jaws of death. "Get ready to jump out, please. This part isn’t going to be fun."
Before Jakob had run to wherever, Theo had told him about the [Rune] on the underside of his car. He didn’t know if the [Druid] actually remembered it, or if there even was lucid thought inside his head with the current debacle, but he gambled and just hoped it would work. Making sure the car wouldn’t swerve, he stood up from his seat and honed [Oppressive Aura] to its fullest. Orion’s loud orders were an inspiration.
"Jakob," Theo shouted, his voice reaching the dragon. Whether his words actually reached the mind within wasn’t known, however, as Jakob fought with the same intensity as before. "Get away."
Praying that the [Druid] had some semblance of intelligence left in his skull, Theo hit the red button with his foot. Inside the car, the last dozen vials of [Liquid Mana] broke at once. Ten hit the [Petrification Rune]. The last two hit the [Sight-Charm Rune] right next to it.
Theo felt the sheer heat instantly radiating from the car, everything inside starting to overload as the energy contained in the [Runes] went beyond what could be survived. They were tearing themselves apart, not far away from outright exploding. Theo didn’t let it shake him, the power below was just a sign that the next step could work.
"Turn to stone," he said, the command word uttered as the car turned on its side, so the underside pointed straight towards the head of the queen. Maybe there was some brain cell still present inside Jakob, as the draconic form immediately used its wings to fly straight into the sky and out of the area Theo’s machine could reach.
Even he had to look away as he jumped from the car, Nero following along as the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] were used to keep the car in the air. He didn’t dare actually look at the car, however, as the green light that covered the battlefield even directly behind the [Rune] was more than enough to prove it had been activated. While Theo didn’t feel himself freeze up, the indirect exposure was enough for him to feel temporarily weak. When that was from the kind of exposure that was meant to do nothing, he could only dare dream of what looking into it directly would do.
When the car exploded right beside the head of the queen, the 14000 remaining [Mana] used as a bomb, he finally worked up the courage to turn his head.
She wasn’t dead, she hadn’t been paralyzed, but the damage was incurred; she was bleeding heavily from the side of her head, and she wasn’t moving around with the previous speed. Still enough to instantly kill Theo but not enough to make his corpse burn up in the atmosphere.
Progress.
"You dare?" the Queen of the North said, something within her nearly erupting as she began to stand tall. "You human vermin don’t deserve to stand on this planet. My army will crush your festering cities, and crush each and every one of your young. The peace I granted you is no more. You will all—"
She didn’t get to finish when Jakob dove at her directly from above, landing on her already-fractured back. The massive exoskeleton bent slightly when hit by the sheer weight of the draconic form before outright breaking, the top half splitting in two and letting the legs of the dragon reach the insides of the queen.
For the first time since the start of their battle, the Queen of the North showed pain. A rumbling escaped her, growing to volumes where even switching to his metallic form didn’t save Theo from bleeding from his ears. Every ant, animal, and [Druid] couldn’t handle the sound. All except for Jakob, who kept on the attack, claws reaching just under the part of the exoskeleton connected to the back half before ripping it upwards. In an instant, half of the queen’s internal body was exposed to the open air.
"You insolent pest," the queen roared as she twisted, her mandible able to get a grip around Jakob’s left front leg. Even if it meant ripping more guts out, the leader of the ants pulled the dragon through the air before slamming him into the ground. The dirt couldn’t take the pressure and caved in, Jakob falling several meters down before stopping. He didn’t look good. Theo wasn’t sure he could do this himself. "A fitting end, to die in a hole."
‘We need to help,’ Theo sent to Nero, though the message was unnecessary. Their thoughts aligned exactly, the [Familiar] already flying for the target. She was truly bold enough to take on the Queen of the North without fear? ‘You’re the crazy one, between the two of us.’
‘Hardly,’ Nero replied in short, diving for the back of the queen. Theo surged towards the head, his pistol already in hand as he fired off round after round. Nothing was spared as he aimed for the eyes, previous wounds, and anything else that might prove painful. He didn’t truly care, only happy to see the queen look his way.
"Hello there," was all Theo could get out before narrowly dodging the giant head that swung towards him. Only the aftereffects of paralysis together with the broken body allowed him to live another second. "Nice weather today?"
The next attempt to crush him wasn’t fully escaped, Theo hitting the side of the queen’s head while getting away from the mandibles. It hurt, his grip on the pistol was lost somewhere along the way, but he didn’t lose heart. His free hand let him hold onto her head, and his shield was still in the other.
"Insolent—"
"Oh, shut up," Theo cut before she could get going again, morphing the end of his shield to be much sharper than normal. With the help of adrenaline-fueled muscle and a [Tier 4 Impact Rune], this weapon of choice pierced the defences, with half his shield cleanly inside before he knew it. "Perfect."
The [Gale Rune] activated, the enhanced [Rune] forcing a bubble of air inside. The shield was already working as the perfect seal, forcing the air to expand inside the queen’s flesh. It was perfect for a distraction.
And just as perfect for making her get serious. A wave of power rushed through him before a faster-than-life shake of her head made him fly up through the air. The crystal dragon had nothing on her power, and Theo felt himself penetrating the skies as flew.
‘How are you doing down there?’ Theo sent to Nero as he studied his broken metallic arm. It had been used to hold the shield for the last few seconds. For all he knew, the hand might still be holding it, seeing as he was currently lacking the lower part of the arm. Even the upper parts had a few lines ripped away. This wasn’t fun.
‘Eating.’
…What?
‘Could you run that by me again?’ Theo requested, honing in on the [Familiar-Bond] while he flew towards the fight once again. Gravity was finally pulling him back down, and, though he didn’t mind having taken the previous moments to use [Holy Runes], they had a fight to win.
‘I am eating,’ Nero repeated. It had to be a lie, right? Theo refused to believe it.
But, looking through the eyes of the rabbit, he found she wasn’t lying at all. There were next to no light sources, but her eyes still allowed just enough visual input to prove her current position somewhere inside the body of the Queen of the North.
Nero was eating the ant queen alive, fully protected from her wrath through the exoskeleton.
Theo didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the sight, as he flew towards the ground at peak velocity.
"Die, you bag of—" the Queen of the North commanded, stopping as another cry of pain escaped her. Whatever organ Nero tore through, it had been a good choice. The queen was flailing as her broken body tore into itself to remove the parasite that Theo loved. "Do something, you useless idiots."
Moving as one, the entire army of ants was forced to ignore their current foes, turning their bodies to charge towards their queen. No resistance was offered as they were cut down from behind. An enemy not fighting back was not alive for long, and even the injured Jakob rose from his place to attack those who thought to assist the queen. He must’ve understood that she would die if given time.
Thank the heavens for that.
Theo felt some kind of peace as the screams continued, the army of ants overwhelmed by nature itself. The [Dryads] had recovered enough to return to the fight, roots shooting out from the ground in larger numbers than ever before. Even those that weren’t killed instantly were held down to make it even easier. It was a slaughter.
A thousand to one, and they were winning.
A smile crept upon his lips as Nero sent the best message of all.
‘This looks important.’
Her guess was more than right, as spitting liquid fire onto the convulsing organ made the head of the queen crash onto the ground, the body twitching in pain yet unable to move. Theo wasn’t sure if she’d hit the heart or something else, but the Queen of the North wasn’t able to fight anymore. Her injuries were too heavy, and she had fallen.
All ants stopped in their tracks. Their order had been to save the queen, but she was no more. They were without order, without a system, and without cohesion. Theo barely had time to land before most of them were dealt with.
Settling down only a few hundred meters from the Queen of the North, Theo was dismayed to find that holding up his own weight was harder than it’d been a few minutes ago. Getting thrown several kilometers through the air was overrated.
"I am happy to see you alive, Theo."
Turning his head, he saw Asari standing beside him, her green skin looking as perfect as ever. There was something akin to tiredness in her eyes, but it was subtle enough that he couldn’t focus on it. He just smiled and sat down on the ground.
"I’m happy to see you alive as well," he replied. A hand softly touched his shoulder, a burst of rejuvenation running through him. While the injuries were still present, and his right arm was still gone, it was enough for his eyes not to drop. He just needed a few hours of rest, once this was over.
"The last of the [Giant Ants] are dealt with," she said. "We’re counting up the dead now."
The dead. Theo had been able to forget about the dead, including the one he’d watched die in front of his eyes. God, he needed to get to Jakob, to Nero. Why’d he land this far away from the queen?
"How many fell?" he asked as he got up from the ground, almost stumbling as his legs nearly gave in on him. A [Gravity-Reduction Rune] took care of that issue, floating him along quickly enough.
"We’ve counted seven hundred for now," Asari replied, that slight cheer from before entirely gone. "We know there’s many more, but the amount of dead filling the forest is making our sight blurry. There’s just…too much for us to take in."
"Nobody is asking you to burn yourself out on this," Theo said, putting a hand around the [Dryad] as she flew along with him. "Take it as slowly as you need. Rest, even, if you feel it's needed."
"We couldn’t forgive ourselves if we did, Theo," came the reply. "Meet with the others. I must take my leave."
She was gone before he could look at her again. Theo didn’t complain, just trying to breathe properly as he flew over the hills of corpses. A million ants dead. A million lives cut short because of misplaced anger. It didn’t sit right with him, but it was over now. He could feel Nero steadily moving around inside the queen, getting back to where she’d entered. She would be out soon, in perfect health and covered in blood and whatever else could be found inside that body. Theo found it utterly disgusting, yet the image still brought him some joy somehow. Maybe it was the familiarity. Maybe it was the understanding that Nero was alive.
‘You’ll die before me,’ Nero commented as the thoughts ran inside his head. Listening in, was she? How rude. ‘You’re too loud. Impossible not to hear.’
‘Is that an insult, or…?’
‘It is a fact.’
Insult, then. Theo waved it away from his mind as he finally reached the head of the queen, including the small crater it had made on the ground. The earth hadn’t been able to withstand her weight and had been compressed where she’d landed.
"In the earth, you were born, and in the earth, you will decay," Theo muttered as he watched the corpses of the queen. Even when still, even when her head was pushed several meters into the earth, it still towered above his standing form. "People were right to fear you."
…
Theo almost turned to join Nero at the main body before a voice reached his ears.
"Do you want to say water is wet as well, human?" the queen asked. She spoke softly, weakness clear. She was meant to be dead, but it seemed that one as powerful as her wouldn’t fall so easily. Still…she did not try to attack. There wasn’t any actual movement, no sign of life other than her voice. "Stating the obvious is too common for your kind."
With no attack sent his way, Theo just leaned against the crystal block next to her. She was harmless, in her last moments. Aggression had no reason to appear now.
"We have to make sure everybody knows the obvious, or we’ll eventually find ourselves fighting friends instead of foes," he answered. The queen laughed at his words, though it was barely able to be heard. She was becoming weaker. Nothing could save her anymore.
"Even now, you cling to the lies you were told," the Queen of the North said. For a being as close to death as one could be, she sounded…tranquil. Maybe even happy. "Maybe I was wrong. Maybe, even with your arrogance and idiocy, you didn’t steal my people’s artefact."
"To the best of my knowledge, we had no part in it," Theo replied, a sigh escaping the queen.
"I don’t have enough in me to see whether you lie anymore," she said, a long pause before she spoke again. "If you aren’t, then I ask you, human, to find who did. Stop them from using it. Destroy the staff, if you have to. It no longer has a home."
"You are willing to see an ancient artefact destroyed so others can’t have it?"
"I’m willing to see it destroyed so others can’t use it," the Queen of the North corrected, the slight edge to her voice seeming to take more than she could spare. "...Please."
This wasn’t an order from an arrogant ruler anymore. This was the request of somebody on their deathbed, looking out for those still alive. Theo couldn’t see a way she would benefit anymore.
"I will try."
If the Queen of the North heard his promise, she didn’t show it. She showed nothing afterwards, no voice escaping the unmoving body.
The blue box appearing in his vision made her death official. They had won the fight, but victory tasted bitter. There was no joy to be found, for their losses were too great and the reason for the fight had been meaningless.




Chapter 32







Storage Facility


When the count was finalized, nearly two thousand had died in the fight. Several hundred had been elders, holding the most powerful at bay so the others could live. They were hailed as heroes, but that didn’t stop them from being dead. So much had been lost, many of the oldest [Druids] gone from this world. It was a day that would be remembered for all the wrong reasons. It was the day they fought the Queen of the North and won just as it was the day when aeons of memory and wisdom were lost in the name of nothing. 
Theo didn’t speak of it all out loud, though still his voice became duller. Not that there was much time to speak after the battle. With no true celebrations to be had, organizing repairs became a priority. With Orion dead, the people chose the next person to fight against the queen as the next leader. Jakob tried to throw the title at somebody else, but having to help carry the body of an old friend made him reconsider. The [Druid] would stay at the grove until somebody else deserved the position, and, with how much had been lost, estimates were that he would stay in charge for a few hundred years at a minimum.
At least he seemed to fit into the role perfectly. Jakob was a little strict, but he cared enough that the next days went smoothly. When the days became two full weeks, and the battlefield had been cleaned and the corpses absorbed into the earth to make way to a new forest, the time had come for Theo to finally see the [Storage Facility].
It was the entire reason they’d met with the [Druids] to begin with. Theo could hardly believe it’d been so long since they had originally met with them to gain access, and he’d nearly forgotten about it entirely amidst the repairs, but the time to visit the [Facility] had arrived.
With the new car created within the past weeks of free time, they reached the area in only a day’s worth of flying. It looked entirely mundane, just a large snow gathering with nothing artificial. There wasn’t even a forest, only hills of snow next to the mountain wall.
"Looks are always deceiving," Asari said as she joined them at the wall. Her hand glided across the rocky surface, making golden lines appear with every stroke. "This is what we always thought of as our most safe home, the place nobody would find even if given a thousand years. Maybe it was because of that trust that it was the first to be found."
Soon a vivid painting of an old battlefield was shown to them, rotating in place until it broke away to reveal a large gate. A light push was all that was needed before it opened, and on the other side was what could’ve once been a beautiful village.
Where there had formerly been mighty oaks spiralling into the sky was burnt wood, branches chopped off and thrown onto the ground. Some of the trees further in hadn’t sustained as much damage, but a raging fire had clearly swept through the area without mercy. Buildings were ripped apart, outlines of old bodies were clear to Theo’s eyes, and the air was still thick with a battle that had destroyed a historical place of peace.
War had not been kind to this sanctuary.
"Did any survive this attack?" Theo asked as they ventured inside, stepping over branches and rubble alike. They did their best to avoid anything sacred, and Asari was more than happy to create a path they could tread without worry.
"Most of my sisters were able to transfer over to us without loss, but…a few refused to leave their first home," Asari explained. She sounded guilty, the pain of fighting still standing firm in her heart. It had been several weeks, but those who were long-lived did not easily forget. "Maybe their sacrifice was for the best. Dozens were able to flee from here because of them, living another day and perhaps even creating somewhere new."
"They don’t want to return here and rebuild?"
"They do not."
Theo didn’t pressure her for more answers as he, Stig, Miel, and Nero did their best to get through without disturbing the village any more than they already had. Structures groaned as their movements caused vibrations, and even Asari’s guiding hand couldn’t stop their influence from wreaking havoc. The stones that had already been balancing on a needle between stability and chaos were pushed over the edge, falling into a thousand pieces as the group walked by.
Maybe it was a good thing that none wanted to return here. There was very little to be salvaged, the village now closer to a massive graveyard than anything which could be looked at as a home.
‘Pay attention.’
The order came from Nero, along with the sounds that her enhanced ears could detect. It had been more common for her to notice something before him now, after the upgrades that had settled in from the queen’s demise. Eating through a body which had controlled a million-strong army was apparently a very positive bonus for somebody low-level.
Even now, Theo couldn’t truly believe what the [System] had sent along.
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of a stronger being!
Progression for the next [Level]: 1474%

14 levels in one go. There was something broken about it, though Theo couldn’t explain it. Maybe he was just so used to the small pieces of progression, but this leap…it was something else. It almost made him jealous that he wasn’t the one to get the full piece of experience for killing the queen.
Nevertheless, Nero had been granted 28 points to distribute. With her highest [Stat], that being [Physical], only having 20 points inside it, there was no easy way to explain just how extreme this increase had been.
Wait. Yes, there was.
Nero had become an arrogant prick.
‘Giving you another 10 points in [Soul] was a mistake,’ Theo sent when a certain [Familiar] continued to berate him. The remaining 18 had been evenly placed amongst [Physical] and [Mental], though that hardly made things better. She was bigger than before, smarter than before, and way more self-loving than she had any right to be. If she had previously been a selfish glutton, it was nothing in comparison to her current build.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 18(74%)
Profession: -
Health(HP): 87/87
Stamina(SP): 110/116
Mana(MP): 72/72
Stats
Physical: 29
Mental: 28
Soul: 20
Available Points: -

‘You are jealous of my greatness,’ Nero fired back at him. ‘I understand. You are too stupid to ever reach my level, but you too can dream.’
‘Keep that kind of talk going, and I’ll stop Asari from giving you dessert tonight.’
‘Try and blackmail me like that again, and I’ll remove your head from the rest of your body.’
It was strange how much she had improved in sending through those mental images. Maybe even a little disturbing, if Theo didn’t know how much Nero would do to make sure they never really happened. She had gotten a little protective nowadays, to the point of removing Stig’s eyebrows when he had [Teleported] close to them without warning.
Making the [Space Mage] trust her had never been harder.
"If you would both quiet down, I believe now is the time you want to focus," Asari said, breaking the silence that had pervaded the regular world. That she could listen in on Theo and Nero’s banter had never been more obvious, that hint of a smile on her face betraying just how much she could hear and see. "Theo, if you would step forward?"
A pedestal had emerged from the ground, with complex engravings on top. Given the bare surface further ahead, Theo didn’t have to think hard of what would happen once he stepped up and touched it.
Please work.
Taking the needed steps to stand before it, Theo placed his left hand on its surface. When he flinched from a shooting pain flying through his veins and into his head, Asari stepped back. Maybe she knew more about the process than he did, or she was reacting to the whirlwind of mechanical eyes instantly upon him. Theo could feel the artificial minds that were studying every inch of him, nothing left hidden in their wake. The pressure inside his head was never-ending, his skull warning him that it would soon break if he wasn’t released from this torment.
There was a moment when he feared bone would be the first to give in until a blue box appeared and he was granted temporary rest.
The [System] of [Storage Facility 003-B] greets Theo Locheim!
Warning: Only [Directors] and above are permitted in [Storage Facility 003-B] locations without a direct invitation.
Notice: Rejection overwritten because of [Emergency Protocol "Last Salvation"]. Theo Locheim has been deemed worthy.
Notice: Hello, whoever you are. You found the key, and you’ve gotten here in one piece. Or maybe the key was stolen from your corpse and some lunatics are breaking inside instead of you. Either is fine with me, as long as the next steps are followed. Somewhere inside are the original blueprints of the enhancement program that Elgriva Dulka was working on. You’ve been granted full access to them from this moment on, along with some related documents I thought would be helpful. I urge you to study them and figure out any flaws. Anything that can be used against them is a tool you dearly need. Don’t try to break into anything the internal [System] doesn’t give you access to, or the place will eliminate your existence. (This is not a joke. I know the ones who helped build the security features, and I’ve read their thesis on communicating with the [Abyss]. Don’t push it.)
I wish I could offer you more help, but time is running out, and the [System] is already warning me that there’s no more influence I can have on something so far out of my jurisdiction. I wish you the best of luck, whoever you are. May you accomplish what none of us could.
- Thomas Futhark, a desperate fool.

"Thomas, you were desperate but god damn were you a wonder regardless," Theo said, letting air into his lungs once more. His vision was blurry, and he couldn’t even hear his own thoughts anymore, from the loud grinding in front of him. The empty area ahead wasn’t empty anymore, the stone slabs that weighed more than a few tons moving around to reveal a grand staircase downwards. Was it even stone? Shards within the material glinted in dangerous blacks. "Have you ever seen the insides of this place, Asari?"
"I can’t say that I have, Theo, and neither will I today," Asari replied, simply smiling when confused looks were sent her way. "The rune-crafters, while brilliant, were likewise distrusting of the druids. While they were granted boons for letting the facility be within their grove, your people worked hard to make sure no eyes could enter to study their creations. Even now, with the entrance wide open, a dryad or druid could not enter no matter how much they wanted to."
By the sound of it, the fact she couldn’t go down with them was a painful truth. When Theo walked down the grand stairs with the others right on his tail, Asari could only look from the top, wishing them all a safe journey. Theo’s promise to let her see his memories of everything below barely softened the blow. She’d wished to see it all herself for so long.
Give me a few years, and I’ll let you see everything.
‘Don’t anger something that will kill us just to feel good about yourself,’ Nero said in reply to his own musings, but Theo just threw away her judging looks. ‘Everybody can see it. Don’t deny it.’
‘Being good to others is selfish now?’
‘Being good to others when it doesn’t benefit you is stupid.’
‘Your logic is flawed.’
‘My logic is perfect,’ Nero corrected as the stairs finally ended, seeing a long hallway ahead being lit by a purple flame that emerged from the walls. ‘Your perception of the world is riddled with flaws. You help, you sacrifice, and you gain too little. I’m going to change that. We will benefit from everything you do in the future.’
Nero was mad, but Theo couldn’t find it in his heart to argue at the moment. The world in front of him distracted him too much, the black stone making his heart flutter. Each piece of brick was outlined by the bluish flame, lighting up the world beautifully. As the tunnel ended, it led into an impossibly massive room. Leaning over the railing, Theo could see hundreds of floors down with hundreds of doors to other tunnels sticking out on each. It was the same when looking upwards as well, making him wonder just how space had been bent to such a degree. They hadn’t gone down more than fifty meters, but it seemed like the building was several kilometers tall. Clouds even seemed to gather at more extreme heights.
Or were those clouds? The sparks of thunder inside them were too close to looking like eyes for comfort, making Theo step away from the railing.
Something to wonder about, whether he could survive being struck by lightning. Having an arm made of metal didn’t make it seem like a fun time being close to a lightning cloud.
"Right," Theo said, looking down the two possible paths. Each had hundreds of possible tunnels, though some were closed off by gates with adjacent [Terminals]. "According to the message I got, we have access to the part of the [Storage Facility] containing Elgriva Dulka’s work along with some of the works that the [Director] thought would be useful."
"Doesn’t sound too bad," Stig said, more than happy to lean forward against the railing to stare at the living thundercloud a few hundred meters above them. "Where are they?"
"Good question."
…
"Please tell me we won’t have to manually search through this place," Miel said, taking a deep breath when Theo scratched his head. "There is no chance the former rune-crafters would allow such a system to persist in an archive location. There is a way to get a list of items with locations."
As it usually was with the elven thief, she knew more about the past than anybody else. Though it required a bit of fiddling around with one of the [Terminals], Theo was able to make it give them the needed directions to find Elgriva’s storage room.
"Thirty-seven floors down by the elevator, leave at the southernmost option, go left for five rooms, and request entrance at the room numbered ‘13308-ED,’" Theo recited. He would soon be repeating the door name several times while being more and more confused each time.
The name very clearly indicated that the place used a numbering system for the different doors. And yet, as they walked down several hallways, none of the doors they’d seen had anything like it on them.
"Please tell me that it’s just my inability to read that’s stopping me from seeing it."
"It is," Stig confirmed, squinting at the silver plates which were sitting above some of the tunnels. They had strange carvings on them, though not always in linear form. Some were written vertically while others were written horizontally. If there was order within the shown chaos, Theo couldn’t decipher it. "I think?"
"You should at least be able to understand old common," Miel critiqued from her high horse as she led them down a hallway. Her eyes barely needed to glance at the silver plates as she read aloud the words without hesitation. "‘13305-CD,’ ‘13306-MD,’ ‘13307-OD,’ and…‘13308-ED.’"
The tunnel was a perfect copy of all the others before it, nothing special about it in the slightest. Theo would’ve never been able to guess it himself. The only proof of it being the right place was the instant confirmation of access as he pressed his hand on the [Terminal] before it.
Access Granted!
Does the user expect to visit the storage room for more than thirty minutes?

"Most likely?" Theo replied, feeling antsy as the gate opened up to reveal the room inside. A metal table with schematics could already be seen, but his hand was still glued to the surface of the [Terminal]. "Can I enter?"
Access has already been granted!
The longer stay inside [13308-ED] 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 [13308-ED].
Access granted on account of [Emergency Protocols].The [System] advises the user to investigate the entry.

…Right.
Going inside, the group could see a large stone disk in one corner. It was several meters across, the entire surface covered in various [Rune-Circuits]. Theo couldn’t recognize any of it, except for the stray [Connection Runes] and the rare [Capacity Runes] on the edge of the creation.
So much wasn’t put together yet, either. Theo didn’t doubt it was meant to be an early prototype, even if he didn’t understand more than the general ideas. Taking a look at the schematics on the table, however, he found some magnified illustrations of the [Runes], along with a handful of notes at most of the major [Connections].
"‘Remove this. Is unstable at lower levels. Try Bergakker Split at section 6 instead,’" Stig recited for him, seeming entirely befuddled by the words. Theo tried to follow along as best as possible, however, once he realized that the schematic had been split into chunks according to x- and y-coordinates. Figuring out where it started helped the notes make slightly more sense. "This is way beyond what you’ve done before, Theo."
"Don’t remind me, please," came the reply before he realized it. His mind couldn’t focus on the real world anymore, entirely diving into the work before him. Maybe it was a side effect of the [Runebound Artificer] profession, but it all came together the more he looked at it. Stig’s words bound the truth together in pieces, and it all accelerated. The [Strength], [Reinforcement], [Resistance], everything about what he was looking at. It was perfectly orchestrated, a showing of what could be done with even the simpler [Runes]. Everything seen was below [Tier 9], ludicrously powerful by Theo’s standards but nothing compared to what others worked with, and yet…it was easily at the same level as, or even above, what was meant to overpower this creation. Intricate in detail, carefully charted, and this wasn’t the final version.
It wasn’t just [Connections] through regular [Mana] anymore. The [Connection Runes] were too large at points, which forced the use of [Transmission Runes]. Such small messages between mere centimeters had almost no cost, and the area around each send point was littered with absorption to make sure nothing was actually lost. This was efficiency beyond madness. Did this actually cost anything to run? Was anything at all lost, other than the initial starting requirements?
"Fuck, this might actually create energy," Theo said. 
This urged Stig to repeat the notes from one specific section which was meant to be settled near the heart of the vessel. It would increase the effectiveness of the blood flow, basically make a wall of [Cold Iron] around the organ, and then leech off the kinetic energy that was wasted during the final contractions. The cost of enhancement was low already when done biologically, and the act of breathing allowed more energy to enter at little cost to anybody but the world, giving the system and person a net gain. This was insanity.
"And it can be scaled to every inch of the body. You can see without eyes, hear without ears, smell without a nose. If every surface is harvested and repaired… I need to do the math on this."
"Theo, are you awake again?" Stig asked hesitantly as Theo stood up from the ground, trying to find some spare paper and a pen. His legs were unexpectedly tired during the motion, and his back made weird popping motions. "Oh, you’re not muttering weirdly, at least."
Theo stopped in place, looking at the dwarf. The bags under Stig’s eyes hadn’t been there a moment ago.
"What are you talking about?"
"I told you he wouldn’t notice anything," Miel said as she sat against the wall, putting away a deck of cards which had seen heavy use in the past while. "We’ve been in here for several hours, Theo. Didn’t you notice?"
Several hours? Theo swore it had been less than thirty minutes. He’d barely gotten started on the schematics, there were still so many fragments to piece together and… Nero was more than happy to send him her memories of the time inside the room.
‘I had two naps while you were hunched over on the table,’ Nero explained, showing how she’d settled down in two different places in the storage room before Theo had finally risen. It made slightly more sense why his back ached now.
"Oh," Theo said as he tried to get back into normal space-time perception. "I’m sorry for that. Not sure what came over me."
"We might have a few guesses," Stig said, pulling a schematic from his hands, along with the pencil in his right. There were countless lines of notes on the side written in English. "I’m not entirely certain what you’ve written down, but I have to admit that you get too wrapped up in your studying. Maybe save this for another time?"
What? No, Theo still needed to do the approximations of how much could be generated passively. It was vital if he needed to understand how…
What am I doing?
‘Something stupid,’ Nero helpfully replied.
"Right," Theo said, putting everything away as he stood to his full height. His body complained, but he paid it no heed. "I think…we all need to get out of here for a while."
"No desire to take everything with you before you leave?" Miel asked playfully, getting some chuckles from Stig. "I’d never thought it possible."
"This place wouldn’t let me if I tried," Theo replied, already feeling the pressure as it eyed him. The thought alone was enough to put the security features on edge. "But it doesn’t matter. I have enough to work with for a while before we go back here. The concepts alone are going to take a few months to get through my skull."
Theo had only gone through the most basic improvements, microscale communication schemes, and self-sustaining [Circuits], and even then, the latter was still beyond him. He could see the concepts that powered them, but replicating the setup would require more than he currently possessed.
As they left the room, the [System] notified him that his studies had at least helped him in one regard.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 4].

In one fell swoop, [Rune-Mastery] had matched his highest-ranking [Skill]. It was beautiful and made his desire to return to study more later all the greater. Before that, though, a break was needed.
What else do I have access to, anyway?
The [Director] had mentioned other resources in his note, but the [Terminal] hadn’t mentioned anything the first time around. Not wanting to be left out of anything that could be deemed interesting, Theo took it upon himself to figure it could.
Putting a hand on the [Terminal] closest to him, he could barely make himself care about the jolt of pain that ran through him.
[Rune-Crafter] detected!
What can the [System] of [Storage Facility 003-B] help the user with?

"Any chance you can show me a list of the storage rooms I’ve got access to?" Theo asked. It hadn’t worked with the [Terminal] to the door he hadn’t been granted clearance to, but one could hope.
Request detected and rejected!
Note: Rejection overruled due to [Emergency Protocol "Last Salvation"].

Theo Locheim has access to the following storage areas: 13308-ED: Apocalypse Bringer, 10308-PL: Long-Distance Mobile Communication Iteration 4.2, 20678-ET: Macro-Scale Mover Prototype Based on Bathsheda’s Babbles
Theo Locheim has access to the following general rooms: 00: Library of Storage Areas, 000001-00: Arch Portal

The other storage areas were further away than Theo could currently deal with, even if they were both interesting when it came to large-scale usage, so it was actually the last part of the message that got his attention.
The very low number was curious. The name of it was enough to grab him. That the elevator could bring them to it directly was even better.
"A portal?" Stig asked again, seemingly refusing to believe that such a thing existed inside here. The rejection of spatial norms was looked at as expected, but the idea of going from one place to the other without being in the middle was ridiculous? Big words from a [Space Mage]. "The other places mentioned portals, sure, but…it can’t mean what I think it means."
"I can make items [Teleport] from one place to another that’s several hundred meters away, Stig. Expecting those who actually know what they’re doing to not take it a step further is wishful thinking," Theo fired back. Those more connected to the craft somehow couldn’t believe that it could be replicated with artificial minds. "And, more importantly, do you not see what that there is? We’ve seen it before."
Maybe a less flashy version, but that metallic structure which met them as they stepped off the elevator was without question familiar. That interface on the sight along with the big lever certainly brought back memories of disappointment. A large metal arch just like this one had been seen in one of the smaller [Facilities] back in Rootdale, the ones made to keep an eye on the artificial ley lines.
When they’d tried to activate it back then, nothing happened, but…one could dream. Theo certainly did as much as he carefully walked up to it. Nothing happened when he touched the metal, but he could feel there was something inside.
"Are you sure that’s a good idea?" Stig asked as Theo grabbed the lever on the side. A few previously unseen lights in the metal lit up at his touch. He didn’t touch any of them, instead starting to pull the lever down.
"Oh, no, this is a terrible idea," Theo said, getting the mechanical switch to the other side without issue. A loud click could be heard inside as what sounded like thousands of gears began to turn.
There was no magical presence at the start until a spark flew out into the centre of the arch and hovered there. Something inside him knew to stand back, and Stig likely felt the same with how quickly he grabbed Theo and [Teleported] them both back to the elevator. Miel and Nero were already there, having enough sense to not get near the construct which was tearing apart space in front of them.
It didn’t explode in the next few minutes, luckily. The sparks in the centre became more common until they were relatively constant. From there, they slowly stretched out towards the corners of the arch, becoming a half-circle of liquid swirling colours.
Except when it changed. It was like a snap, the gears inside the arch stopping all at once when a clear image left the mechanical monstrosity. Light flew from their current [Facility] into the sight in front of them. It was…no, it was too hard to believe.
"Anybody have anything they wouldn’t mind throwing through to be—" Theo began to suggest before quieting down. Stig was on the case before anybody else, pulling out a set of rocks from his pocket. Each was thrown through without issue. If the difference in lighting on the other side of the arch weren’t clear from a distance, Theo would’ve fully believed them to be right next to the [World-Tree]’s roots. Instead, he had to accept that they were standing in front of a fully working portal.
It didn’t flicker out in the next minutes, no danger to be seen even after an hour. They put a branch into the middle, letting it rest so each half was inside separate [Facilities] several thousand kilometers away from each other, but it wasn’t damaged either. It was in perfect condition without a scratch.
And after accepting any possible consequences from it, Theo stepped through himself. Except for a slight change in humidity and air temperature, he felt…nothing wrong.
"I don’t think we’ll need to take a boat anymore?" Theo surmised with a shrug, walking over to the control panel of the arch close to the [World-Tree]. He didn’t dare touch anything for fear of accidentally stopping the connection, but it had lit up with the same lights as the one in the [Druid]s’ grove. Curious. They seemed more than stable, even when such a long time had passed. "If we could move these around a little, this would be perfect."
Sadly, that was just a faraway dream, else so many issues would’ve been—
Request detected and rejected!
Transporting an [Arch Portal] is only allowed to be done by [Directors].
Note: Rejection overruled due to [Emergency Protocol "Last Salvation"]. Please state where you want the [Arch Portal] to be placed.
Note: So you found the portal. I don’t blame you. We had to close all of the networks down when that bastard figured out how to connect to them, but I suppose it might not be an issue for you anymore. Or, if it is, close it down immediately. If it isn’t, however, I’ve granted you the ability to do with them as you wish. Open them, close them, move them around.
If the [Facility] allows large-scale transports, that is. The places that store the [Arch Portals] should have access to it, but I know some of the more far-off areas didn’t see a reason to install them. In the words of my good friend, Alfred; ‘Push until you hit a roadblock. Then figure out where to place the dynamite. There’s always a way forward if you work hard enough.’

…
Theo could feel the well of ideas switching on once again. This was going to be fun.
[image: image-placeholder]Alen could feel his veins fill with power as the muted screams of his underlings reached his ears. Their skin shrivelled, their limbs became dust, and their remnants collapsed onto the cave floor without proof they ever existed. Only the masks remained after a minute, and those would soon be worn by others. More would join the former, and Alen would only become more powerful.
It was intoxicating, it was glorious, and it was everything he ever needed. He craved it, that feeling of progression. If this was an addiction, then the world had deeply misunderstood the concept. There was nothing negative about this. There was only bliss, only the knowledge that the next hit would be all the sweeter. This would never end, and he would never tire. He couldn’t get tired anymore. He was wide awake, always at his peak, always seeing, hearing, and smelling everything. He was omniscient in his realm, omnipotent.
"You’re coming along great, I see."
Almost omniscient. Almost omnipotent. There was one final obstacle to take care of, one final piece to deal with before his status as the ruler would be solidified.
"Rina," Alen said, his voice vibrating as it travelled through the air. In the darkness, the glowing blue dust that left his body could be seen. He was filled with [Mana] to the point where his skin couldn’t contain everything anymore. It didn’t matter, however. He had more than enough to regain his powers. His body would adapt soon. The cracks would be fixed, and he would be perfect. "What do you want?"
"I just wanted to check up on you, to make sure my favourite pet project was going along splendidly while I checked up on the weekly joke," Rina explained, her words incomprehensible to everybody but herself. Alen had given up on deciphering the words of that ludicrous fool of a woman. "A little harsh for a glorified meat puppet, but I’ll let that one slide. I’m just in too great a mood right now, and you know why? I just gained access to a place that has been locked away from me for hundreds of years. Barely a blink in the grand scope of life, sure, but impatience is my true flaw, you know?"
Alen pushed the [Mana], ordered her execution, and watched on as several stalactites speared the precise location she’d stood a millisecond before. She had been watching him the entire time, that smile never leaving her face, those excited eyes empty of emotion. Irritating. He wanted her dead.
"You’re just filled with practical jokes nowadays, aren’t you, mister puppet?" Rina said, clapping him on his shoulder as she stepped back into her previous place. The remnants of the attack were gone. Alen hadn’t removed them himself. Why did his home look different? "Caves aren’t my favourite aesthetic, honestly. I much prefer this small period in the moon elves’ past where they focused on marble. Marble statues, marble houses, marble monuments, everything marble. All their wealth was spent on it, to create the most beautiful structures in a hundred-year game of having the best of the best. Quite beautiful at the end, though the memory becomes all the sweeter when I used it to enact their downfall. One king was influenced to tell the other something about what they’d done with the queen the previous night and suddenly the downfall of an entire race happens because of a mere jest. Who would’ve expected it?"
The elven woman lazed around on a marble sofa, reminiscing about the past while eating grapes. Alen tried to make the room swallow her once again, but it failed. She didn’t even move. Nothing around them moved. He was powerful. He was mighty. Why wasn’t anything moving?
"I like this decor, that's why, you doofus!" Rina said without prompting. She sat up from the marble sofa, pulling out a staff from behind her. It was large enough that it would’ve been impossible to hide, but Alen overlooked that logistical inconsistency. Instead, he merely took the staff when it was handed to him. "This is what you get as a gift, now that you won’t burn up from its touch. How does it feel?"
When his hand touched the silver metal, Alen felt his mind expanding further than ever before, the world becoming a pebble compared to the vast infinite scape of magic. There was so much to see, so much to harness. At a push from his mind, a push he didn’t initiate but one that came from him regardless, everything shifted.
"You love it!" Rina said as Alen flopped to the ground, staff clutched in his hands as his eyes began to be covered in blood. "A bit too weak to properly use it still, but we’ll deal with that soon enough. We’re going to have so much fun!"
Alen couldn’t understand her. He just knew he would get to destroy the tree. It would shatter at his command. He just needed to get there first.




Chapter 33







Futility


For Theo, the next two days could be described as hectic. Emerging from the [Storage Facility] with a still-functioning [Arch Portal] was one thing. Suggesting that it could be placed somewhere with people was nearly enough to make Asari faint. But she was less frightened than excited, the aeon-old [Dryad] shaking as she was allowed to inspect the contraption. 
As it turned out, excited [Dryads] were allowed to spend slightly more energy than normal to transport objects, the self-sustaining portal swallowed by the earth before appearing once again at the other grove. From there, the thousand-ton contraption was easily pulled down to Linrel, where it settled in nicely.
Of course, there had been initial worries about the possible danger of the portal. The message by Thomas Furthak had outright said that "that bastard" was able to somehow influence the portals and their connections. They could only assume it meant somebody associated with the scourge from two centuries ago, but other than that, they didn’t know much. Whether they were still around or not wasn’t clear, though they could only assume the worst.
While agreements were made to make use of the portals, so were precautions about their placement, coupled with the [Dryads] in Linrel being given orders to shut off their side if anything seemed amiss. After that came a cylinder nestled inside the portal so one half was on each side. If the connection between the two arches was stopped, or it was changed to somewhere else, the cylinder should cause a reaction on Rootdale’s side that automatically shut off the portal. A controlled experiment showed it would technically be able to turn it off, but there was still a chance it could malfunction in the moment. They could only hope.
When the [Druids] came around to explain the situation, pulling some gold out to help rebuild as well as improve life for Linrel massively, the citizens were happy. And when granted a direct portal to Rootdale, a place they’d had a trade route with for the past two hundred years, they were more than ecstatic.
On the other hand, transporting the portal to Rootdale was both harder and easier. Easier in the sense that it was only a few hours of regular travel across grass hills. Harder in the sense that they didn’t have the easy access to a horde of dragons who didn’t mind helping them fly from one place to the other that they’d expected. As it turned out, regular dragons did not have the ability to shift into smaller forms, and their large size made it impossible to go through the arch. The solution was to use a [Biosphere] to act as an intermediate, but the dragons were too prideful and the [Druids] too busy. That left Theo as the one to carry the thousand-ton construct himself.
As the only positive side to that, Theo got really good at using [Gravity-Reduction Runes]. By putting the 8 points he’d gotten from reaching [Level 31] into [Wisdom], he had 520 [Mana] to work with. That was over 1000 when using [Overfill] and [Arbor], granting him enough confidence to try and upgrade his [Runes] to [Tier 5].
It cost 1100 [MP] to upgrade to the next step. He had 1160 to work with when only doing 100% [Overfill]. If he went above it, he had room to work with. He would use it to its fullest. [Tier 5 Force Runes] and [Tier 5 Gravity-Reduction Runes] went too well together, and a skeleton set up around the [Arch Portal] allowed him to make it float the entire way in ten-minute segments. The upkeep was still an annoying [Mana] cost issue, but he could make that work properly later. For now, selling the idea to the royals was more important.
Or maybe "selling" was an overstatement. There weren’t really problems when it came to giving them a portal to the other part of the continent. No, it was the placement that began an issue.
"Your majesty, please understand," Reginald tried again, but the elven king didn’t seem to listen properly. They, along with Theo’s group and a slew of royal guards, were standing in a section of Rootdale’s streets cleared of common people. One of the hired architects was talking in the king’s other ear about tearing down one of the street corners to have the arch near the middle of the town, the perfect placement for delivering goods to vendors if Miel was to be trusted. "This is a security risk. It has already been shown that our walls have weakened in the past decades. Creating another entry into the centre of Rootdale through an area we have no power over is something I must heavily advise against."
"It’s in the middle of nowhere in the northern parts of the continent, Reginald," King Aydan refuted with a smile. The old elven guard looked heavily displeased, but there was little that could be done against the king’s word. Only when the attention was put onto Theo, the one who would have to move the [Arch Portal] through the city once the time came, could the opinion change. "Rune-crafter, what do you think? Is it not safe?"
"I…would advise you to put it outside of the city as well, actually," Theo said after some thought. "On one hand, it is technically possible for you to cut the connection with the other gate at any time you desire. Anybody with the power to twist the lever after inserting the proper inputs on the panel could deactivate it at a moment’s notice."
"Then the plan can go through as intended!" the king began, clearly wanting to say more before Theo’s raised voice stopped him.
"But trusting your men to deactivate it in time would be arrogant and a massive risk in layered safety," Theo continued. Had he just cut a king’s words short? Yes. Would a normal person lose their head for something like that? Maybe. But Theo had seen the king’s dead body and was friends with the one who stopped that from being the case, so he thought himself safe enough for the time being. "A sneak attack on anybody manned to deactivate it given a signal could likewise be easily disposed of, stopping any chance of halting an attack from inside the city. The only way to be extra sure would be to put it outside the already-established walls, as Reginald recommends."
Two commoners’ word against that of a royal was still without enough weight, though the entry of the queen was enough to get the safe option rolling. Before long, Theo had been granted an area just outside the city gates where the portal could sit. It was just within the established safety perimeter in case of another massive wave, but it was otherwise disconnected from Rootdale as a whole. If any attackers thought to use it to easily infiltrate the city, they would be sorely disappointed.
"What do you plan to do now, rune-crafter?" Queen Loriel asked when the [Arch Portal] had been proven to be stable. An extra road had been established to make it easier for horses and wagons to travel through, and there were already hundreds of wagons moving to and from. Much of Linrel’s current stock had only been kept there because the ships weren’t ready to bring it to the warmer lands yet. Now? The business was accelerating, and everybody wanted a piece of it. "We will gladly pay you to stay in Rootdale for another month if possible. If not, we promise to reimburse you for your travels if you visit again within the next three months."
"Oh, you don’t—" Theo started before he could hear Nero shouting at him through the [Familiar-Bond]. "I’ll gladly take that payment for staying in Rootdale, along with a room or three at one of your inns. My friends have had a rather stressful month, and we would not mind the ability to rest peacefully for some time."
"I will make the arrangements, then," the queen replied, nodding to one of the many guards around the area. They were quick to run for her, already shouting at others to follow. "If you will excuse me, I believe I have to find my husband again before he tries to make another major change to this fragile city’s structure."
Almost all of the other well-dressed royal guards followed the queen, making sure all others had to keep their distance. Theo was unsure of why they even went out of the castle area if this was the requirement to travel. Almost the entire street had been evacuated, along with all rooms directly facing it. Were the people even seeing the queen as it was right now?
Theo didn’t understand their reasoning, and from how Stig was shaking his head at him as he approached, he thought the same.
"The king apparently changed his mind on a lot of traditions when he was brought back from the dead," Stig explained, watching the queen’s guards escape down another street. The people slowly repopulated the area left behind afterwards, seeming wary of others pushing them back. "More attention was put into reinforcement for the poor, a lot of the richer population was outed as criminals, and he’s tried to make people consider letting more foreigners into the higher floors."
"Letting others into more than the ground floor?" Theo repeated, chuckling at the thought. "These people aren’t stopping foreigners from coming up those stairs because the king demanded it, you know."
"Maybe," Stig said with a shrug. "But the guards are enforcing foreigners’ ability to go wherever they wish. And they’re taking it seriously as well. No overcharging in inns or shops, no hostile attitudes, and nearly no elitist views. It’s still a work in progress, but, hey, it’s a step in the right direction."
Theo supposed it was, though he had trouble believing that it would actually make a real impact within the next few years. People were not known for changing their views quickly when it was so ingrained in their culture.
While they were buying rations to eat for lunch and dinner, a messenger reached them about their desired accommodations. One of the top-floor inns had its luxury suite emptied, one with room for all of them and then some. While Theo yet again thought it overkill, Nero pressured him into accepting it.
"What would you even need two extra rooms for?" Theo questioned her as they flew up to the inn in question. Stairs were a possible travelling alternative, but, honestly, just who would willingly travel by stairs when flying was possible? "You sleep in my room anyway. Do you just want the bragging rights?"
‘Having enough to spare is what sets apart the poor from the rich,’ Nero sent along. ‘We are going to have much to spare.’
‘I feel like your greed is getting too serious nowadays,’ Theo commented as they landed at the entrance. Talking out loud to a rabbit who wasn’t audibly replying back was maybe respectable in their group, but it was another case in public. ‘Having a fund for a rainy day is fine, but we shouldn’t let it cloud our judgment this much.’
‘Say that again when you have lost everything, and I have enough for both of us,’ came the reply.
Too protective, too easily provoked, and too happy to jump on the bed and take a nap when they reached their room for the month. Food was apparently included in the package, but it would be rations for them for the foreseeable future. ‘Wake me up if you leave.’
‘Will do.’
Putting the bags and other assorted items on the floor, Theo felt the weight lifted off his shoulders. He might’ve had strength beyond regular human limits, but even he could feel the toll after a few days of not having a permanent residence. He had to figure out how to give his bags reduced gravity permanently.
…
That was actually not too bad an idea.
While Stig and Miel left to explore the city once again, apparently determined to see if they could find some new outfit options after being trapped in the same clothes for so long, Theo settled down at the table in the room to start his studies anew. He hadn’t been able to truly focus on what he’d read inside the [Storage Facility]. His memories about the texts and schematics were eerily perfect in his head, as if he were still looking at them. Maybe it was some kind of photographic memory as an effect of his acquired traits, or maybe his mind was just that determined to make him crunch through the potential usages.
Whatever the reason, he needed to sort through it. The [Reinforcement], [Resistance], and general [Strength] boosts were too foreign for him to do without having more reference material, but…the general technique to acquire [Mana] was something.
A common issue that had plagued him so much recently was the large [Mana-Costs] of his creations. [Capacity Runes] could lengthen the time between recharging, sure, but they still had a finite amount. They didn’t replenish themselves. Theo wanted to change that, through something called an [Absorption Rune].
[Absorption Rune]
Mana-Purity: 45%
Tier: 5
Material: Orichalcum
Capacity: -
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 90/90

It was a very curious [Rune], due to its unique lack of a [Capacity]. While it did technically have something akin to one, it was more of a trigger button than anything. If a pulse was sent to the [Rune], it would try to [Absorb] a given [Material]. This could be a [Material] that it was directly touching, the [Material] that it was made of, or a [Material] a short distance away. How much could be absorbed at what distance with what efficiency was a matter of [Tier] and [Mana-Purity], both of which Theo couldn’t get proper metrics on.
The [MP] amounts attained from [Absorption] were too varied, changing depending on speed, the [Material] of the [Rune], the [Material] that was being absorbed, whether or not Theo was in the room and some other scales he had no clue about. An absorbed [Silver] fragment could give anywhere from 10 [MP] to 50 [MP].
Theo guessed that the original schematic likely had everything chosen to work perfectly in very specific situations, but figuring out everything by himself was a chaotic mess. He knew that mass had a very high amount of potential energy, but properly extracting it was a massive issue.
And, soon, he didn’t have enough testing [Material].
"Just how did you do this yourself, Elgriva?" Theo muttered, before acknowledging the annoying answer. "You had several centuries' worth of data from other [Rune-Crafters], of course. Why can’t I have that?"
Being blind to established information and forced to rediscover basic formulas was more than annoying, but Theo persevered. Each attempt allowed him to get closer to basic truths. Nothing serious, of course. Just a few pushes here and there.
Low difference in density gives higher efficiency, unless [Material] is at least ten times as dense as absorbed [Material].
So many edge cases. So little linear increase in efficiency. It would’ve been easier to measure if Theo just had the ability to adjust one factor at a time, but life wasn’t so easy.
"You’re meant to have this on living tissue, though," Theo said through gritted teeth as he loathed the cost increases from using [Tungsten]. Getting that stuff required paying a blacksmith an obscene amount, but here he was with a proof of concept. "You have skin that somehow outperforms this. Is that the secret? Just slap it onto some meat and make it absorb—oh, god, please don’t let this be true. Nero, wake up! We’re going to the butcher."
‘If you wake me up from my nap a third time to do a quick run to a store, I am going to burn your hair off.’
"Yeah, sure, whatever, come quickly," Theo said, barely listening as he hurried the rabbit down a flight of stairs before outright diving towards the lower floors.
Activating the flight armour, he glided for a few seconds before his eyes caught the signpost of a butcher. Descending again, narrowly dodging a pair of old folks sitting on a bench outside, he hurried into the shop while trying to not mind the deeply horrified man at the other side of the counter. "Do you have any somewhat large slabs of meat with a strangely flat surface? And if not, is there a chance I could get some cut out?"
It took three repeats before the butcher had enough lucidity to oblige Theo’s request, cutting out what was apparently the stomach of some giant horse. Theo couldn’t say that he truly cared where it was from, simply happy to see it somewhat looking like the flesh of a person. It had close to the same magical structure, at least, with not too many differences, and if he were forced to point out the difference between a regular person’s insides and this, he wasn’t sure he could.
But could the [Absorption Rune]? Well, he was certainly about to find out. With Theo making sure to have a bucket of flesh from the same creature just by the side, the engravings were made.
[Absorption Rune]
Mana-Purity: 88%
Tier: 5
Material: Flesh
Capacity: -
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 67/67

"I don’t like how high that [Purity] is, but whatever," Theo muttered as he prepared the first test. Did the [Rune] just prefer [Flesh] over all other [Materials]? "Don’t try to eat my hand."
The engraving didn’t have a mind to actually process his words, but it was the thought that counted. Putting the slab of meat on top of the engraved area, he sent a pulse through the [Rune] before the process began. It was only a small absorption, a minor test, but Theo couldn’t have predicted the results.
A crunching noise left [Material] at a record pace, a crackle as organic matter burned, and finally, a squelch as everything was gone. A piece of meat the size of Theo's thumb was gone in an instant, and the [Capacity Rune] that had been attached to the side had exploded. Shards had dug into Theo’s skin, some of the fragments making smoke leave the wounds, but he didn’t seem to mind at the moment.
That [Rune] could contain 100 [MP].
A piece of meat the size of a thumb had just produced more than 100 [MP] in an instant, to the point where the [Capacity Rune] had exploded. There was a chance of other factors being in play, like the impurity of the produced [Mana], but…no, this was revolutionary. Theo didn’t even care about the others on the street looking at him with fear in their eyes. To them, it looked like he was just playing around with slabs of meat, but in reality, he was producing the technology of the future.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Novice 9] to [Novice 10].
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
When [Reempowering] a [Rune], the user is now granted a list of possible upgrades. The [System] warns that this should never be used due to the large risk of failure.

"Oh, sure, sure, I won’t use that in my life, why would you ever think that?" Theo promised the blue box with about as much sincerity as a gambler holding a pair of golden dice. Even Nero understood that it was a good idea, and she was half-asleep while munching on the piece of meat from the bucket. "Can’t upgrade to [Tier 6] just yet, but…let's save that for later."
For now, he wanted answers. Setting up another three [Capacity Runes] and connecting them in parallel to the [Absorption Rune] to even out the distribution of [Mana], he repeated the experiment. Though there was still some heat carrying over due to the extremely quick transfer, Theo was able to see that 160 [MP] was being absorbed. It was beautiful.
More meat could be absorbed in a higher speed, but the efficiency became exponentially worse with time. It could likewise be slowed to a crawl in exchange for better effectiveness, but the gains weren’t worth it after setting it to a full minute. Still, though, getting an extra 40 [MP] by extending the absorption of the meat wasn’t terrible, and it was clear this could work on a large scale.
A single [Absorption Rune] had an upper limit in its [Spectrum] of about a hand-width, and its lower end was that of a fingernail. Surprisingly varied, though it then required him to actually work within those limits. Carving it out by hand at those sizes was next to impossible, forcing him to use [Air-Engraving] for everything. Working with organic [Material] made it all the harder.
"But is it organic [Material] overall, or just meat?"
Buying some dried wood planks from one of the merchants that had recently travelled to the city, Theo found that it was organic [Material] in general.
[Absorption Rune]
Mana-Purity: 83%
Tier: 5
Material: Elm
Capacity: -
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 95/95

A higher [Durability], slightly lower [Purity], but an absorption rate that was so close to the [Flesh] that Theo didn’t give a damn. This [Material] was much more valid for usage in long-term constructs, had already been prepared for a lot of use in the outside weather, and the type of plank was something that could handle a lot of stress before breaking. Granted, Theo was only intending for it to be used as the placement for an [Absorption Rune], with everything else located on another [Material], but it was perfect to see regardless.
"But then comes the question of how to integrate it into current designs, right?" Theo asked the sleeping [Familiar] next to him as they sat on the bench at the small park area. "We want it to be used to extend the amount of runtime a construct has by absorbing prepared fuel during its usage. Of course, that also brings up some potential limiters."
‘I thought you wanted to break all your limits.’
‘Different kinds of limits being talked about here.’
‘...Right.’
The different limits came from how Theo wanted to use the [Absorption Rune]. The basic setup was one where the output from the fuel would have to match the [Mana-Cost] of the construct while in use. There would be regular [Capacity Runes] in between to act as a buffer in the event that the construct used more than what could be produced.
A small issue here was that Theo would need to check on the amount of fuel contained periodically, as it would be used at any point where it was possible. Even with short-term usage of a construct, where it would be more than able to use only what was in the [Capacity Runes], this extra fuel would still be consumed to stay as close to the peak as possible. That…wasn’t something Theo truly felt was needed, which meant putting limitations in place.
The fuel would only need to be consumed during times where there was a longer-term [Mana-Cost] which was expected to deplete the total amount of [Mana] remaining, when less than twenty percent of the total [Mana] was left in the construct, or when user input requested fuel to be used. The last requirement would, of course, need limitations to stop the [Capacity Runes] from being overfilled, and a time limit to make sure that rapid absorption wouldn’t happen for a long time, since it would apparently cause heat to gather. Theo had no desire to see wood burning inside a machine if he could help it.
And…shit, he also needed a way to automatically check how much fuel was left. Testing showed that the [Absorption Rune] had no real care as to what it was meant to consume. If the designated spot was empty, it would simply search around until something was found. That could mean an attempt to absorb regular air, the walls of its container, or maybe even the [Absorption Rune] itself. Self-cannibalisation with a system meant to convert physical matter into energy was a very dangerous concept. Einstein had already proven mass had untold energy. Theo had no desire for a construct to accidentally show that off to the maximum.
"A rice grain meant to produce heat could turn an entire city into a pool of lava," Theo recited as he tried to optimize the insertion of wood into the cube-shaped container. There were [Transmission Runes] on either side, bouncing a message to each other every few seconds. "Resistance brings answers."
While the change was incredibly minor at such short distances, having the transmissions go through any medium other than the air did slightly increase the amount of [Mana] required to send them. If the cost to send a message was checked on different heights within the container, it was suddenly possible to figure out how much was left of the inserted fuel. It wasn’t entirely perfect, seeing as wood wasn’t a liquid and Theo couldn't promise that the construct would always be upright. Instead of a height check, he would make something closer to a volume check.
How much of the space inside the container gave resistance? That then required a doubling of checks each round to get accurate answers, since he could only know resistances on lines between two points, but a lot of logic statements made it possible.
"The things I do in the name of safety," Theo complained. A low-powered piston was also put inside to make sure that the fuel would always be close to the [Absorption Rune], but…that was the last of it. In the end, he had a scalable engine that could produce [Mana] by absorbing wood. "This is going to be so expensive to run. Wood can’t be cheap in these amounts."
‘It is,’ Nero corrected as Theo began figuring out how to make the design connect to his car. ‘You know dryads.’
‘That actually makes this more messed up, though,’ Theo fired back. ‘Asking them to cut off chunks of their friends so I can use it to run my machines.’
‘They already do that with buildings. As if they would have an issue with this.’
It wasn’t fun that Nero seemed to be right. Nevertheless, he paid a messenger to make a trip through the portal to Linrel and get the request to one of the [Druids] stationed at the brewery. Theo wanted to go himself, but a promise to Rootdale couldn’t be broken so quickly. He’d only been here for a day, after all.
‘It’s been three days.’
‘Really?’
Looking through the amount of rations he’d gone through, Theo cursed. Why was he in a group that supported his hyperfocus tendencies? It didn’t help anybody.
"Or maybe it does," he supposed, looking at the drawn schematic of the back of his car. He’d originally wanted to put it in the front, but there wasn’t proper space for it due to the steering methods. "This…I could see it extending the maximum flight time by another five hours. Twelve if we remove your seat."
‘Don’t remove my seat.’
"Wouldn’t dream of it."
Theo removed her seat within the next hour. It was only temporary, of course, as he had to get at the [Connection Runes] beneath. Too many vital points had been gathered below where the rabbit sat, the main one being the final connector to the car’s battery. Theo was forced to split that up into two different points on the sides to allow for the generator, though that wasn’t too bad either way. Having more redundancies never hurt when it was meant to be brought into battle.
After the twenty minutes required to position the generator, and test its connections to make sure that it didn’t make anything explode, Nero’s seat was then given a little latch on the side to allow for easy refueling of the container below. It was a brilliant design, and one that Theo was more than happy with.
"Mid-flight refueling is going to be a nightmare, though," Theo commented as he tested the car out. With a full battery, it could float for seventeen hours straight. In regular flights, that was downgraded to twelve. At peak speeds, it could barely stay above eight. The usage of the generator could add somewhere between six to four hours. Not terrible, though Theo knew he could do better if allowed to work on larger constructs. "Maybe a tank."
The only real limiter now was how much metal he could acquire. The money would be tight if he actually tried to copy over the old machines of warfare, but…okay, he really wanted to try doing something like it at some point. The ideas for high-altitude bombers were still fresh in his mind, even fresher now that he understood how they could be done, but maybe he could save that for later. After all, a bit of patience could potentially save him from a lot of guesswork.
In the [Storage Facility], he still had two areas to visit. The [Long-Distance Mobile Communication Iteration 4.2] and the [Macro-Scale Mover Prototype Based on Bathsheda’s Babbles]. Quite the titles, yet they still inspired much hope in Theo’s mind. Before he tried to set up an army of massive planes, maybe getting the notes from the experts wouldn’t hurt.
Until the time when he could visit again, which would be after the end of this month, he was forced to survive with the information gained from Elgriva Dulka’s work. That fact didn’t hurt too much, since he still had access to the basic enhancement [Circuit], but the knowledge of more being currently out of reach did create a small ache in his soul.
"Wiping away tears with [Runes] I’ve dreamt of having for a long time," Theo said, chuckling to himself as he wrote down the four different types of engravings he could work with. "[Strength] buffs that enhance the force output of muscles and general functions, body [Reinforcement] to make sure that sneezing in an enhanced body doesn’t break every rib, the coordinators to make sure it all works in tandem, and…the repairmen to keep the [Runes] in mint condition. Not too terrible."
The first two types were together composed of about twenty unique [Runes]. While there was an extreme amount of overlap between the effects, there were apparently some long-term issues and lost efficiency with only using one. Some of the [Runes] worked best on a specific type of muscle, for a specific type of movement, and some were outright incompatible with particular muscle bindings. Theo certainly remembered the issues that came with producing the enhancements for the lower spine that had been written down. There’d been almost too many warnings to count, a list of five [Strengthening Runes] written down as usable in that area in a very specific pattern. The worst thing of all was that the pattern wasn’t globally defined among body types and species, which then forced a mess of [Coordination Runes] to sit around it so the initial creation actually fit properly, and—
And, in essence, Theo was out of his league with most of it all. Trying to figure out everything about one type regarding the entire body was too large of a mess, which meant he would instead be starting with one part of the body and working his way from there.
His left hand wasn’t too bad of a starting point. Most of the [Strength] enhancements were focused around the forearm, while the origin points for the [Reinforcement Runes] were put onto the tops of the finger bones before working their way downwards. [Coordination] was on the back of the hand and slightly wrapping around to the palm between the thumb and index finger, mostly focused on making each of the different [Runes] activate at the same time. The more [Strengthening Runes] needed, the more the [Reinforcement Runes] were activated. There was also some automatic [Reinforcement] done as a response to physical trauma, but Theo didn’t understand that section too much. It tied into the magical [Resistance] network, which was an entirely new type for him that sprawled over the entire body, so he saved that for later.
For the repairing of the [Runes] put into place, there was a special [Rune] system from a document called "The Mechanics of [Runic Regeneration]" which was cited often in the notes. It basically involved having a perfect imprint of what the [Material] and [Runes] looked like, by scanning them both before and after the initial creation. The [Circuit] would then constantly attempt to restore it to the previous version. This required a variety of different [Runes] to manipulate skin into a shape without destroying the engravings on top, something that needed to be done in an incredibly specific pattern detailed in the [Intent] during the creation. Theo could somewhat understand the theory, but the actual application seemed rather strange.
So, as he always did when given information that could only be understood if seen in practice, Theo got to work preparing a large mistake.
Some modifications had to be made to allow him to only do it on his forearm, but an hour of fiddling around with the schematic allowed it. The issue from that point was the act of visualizing all the different [Circuits] within the design with [Air-Engraving] simultaneously, and the entire work of genius needed to be applied at the same time. This would normally have been fixed by using some form of trick to transfer the [Runes] from one [Material] to the other, but Theo had no clue how to do that properly, which meant that he’d need to spend thirty minutes just sitting on the floor preparing the [Runes] in the air.
But after almost emptying everything inside, he was able to come out with a product that didn’t look too flawed. With a steady hand, he positioned the [Runes] in their required places before allowing the lines of [Mana] to solidify on his skin and bones.
Again, Theo was an idiot.
Forcing thousands of lines of engravings to be made on his flesh within the span of one second was slightly painful. He certainly felt it when several of his nerves were chopped up and reformed, and when most of the skin on the back of his hand was knitted into a more optimal pattern.
"How the hell was this done to an entire body?" Theo hissed as he clutched at the pain-riddled arm. Everything felt like it was on fire. Everything burned, but no amount of clutching fixed it.
Then, in the span of an instant, a switch clicked inside him and the limb was entirely free of discomfort.
"What?"
No pain, his fingers moved without issue, and, if you ignored the countless lines of glowing [Mana] on his skin, it was in perfect condition. He could actually move the fingers much faster than he usually could. They felt light.
"This isn’t too bad," Theo confessed, inspecting the hand with the metallic variant. Was the repair option still working as it needed to? "Nothing too big to start with. Just a small scratch on the finger, and…"
Using the thumb of the metallic hand to scratch at the bottom of the flesh hand’s index finger, a small area left empty, it took only a second before it regrew. An incredible recovery rate, especially when Theo could use [Mana-Sight] to see the logistics used and figure out exactly what had been damaged. Even having spent so long on it himself, to see it in action was something else. For a moment, he could actually see why Elgriva Dulka had made this.
‘Your other hand is turning blue,’ Nero sent through the [Familiar-Bond], along with an attached visual of her perspective from the bed. There was a blue light, something Theo quickly confirmed as he turned his head to look.
It was spreading to his metallic hand. The small piece of skin had been trapped on the metallic hand, and the [Runes] on it was smart enough to realize it was still Theo’s body, swiftly latching on to the [Mana-Veins] before spreading out. The lack of proper sensation stopped him from feeling it, but his eyes were more than happy to alert him.
"Oh, no, not today," Theo said with his voice raised a little too much. Not wanting the slightest chance of an issue spiralling into something terrible, he sent an apology to the consciousness inside the metal arm before ripping off a chunk of the forearm. The [Absorption Rune] sitting on the table was then quite happy repeatedly taking chunks out of the metal until the regeneration stopped. "That was…not a good test."
Looking at the hand on his left, flesh arm, Theo could actually see that it was trying to spread up to his elbow. It couldn’t do it properly, since he hadn’t supplied the proper schematics for a stable build, but the fact that it was trying made it clear there was something deeply wrong here.
At least it still obeyed him when he sent in the command to hibernate. It was a neat function, though it wasn’t in the original schematic and instead was something Theo had haphazardly added in through [Intent]. Not the most perfect kill switch, but good enough that he could pull out a [Holy Rune] and wipe away the [Runes] from his skin fairly quickly.
A few more uses made sure the ones deeper inside were dealt with as well, leaving him with a regular hand.
"Again, not the most perfect test in the world," Theo surmised as he began the slow process of letting his metallic hand regenerate. He’d taken enough of the forearm that it would be an hour-long ordeal. "The brief experience with the enhancements proved to be partially successful in making me feel stronger. Reflexes certainly increased, though I can’t promise if the increase in [Strength] was actually there. No certainty on the stronger flesh and bone either, but I was still able to peel off a bit of skin, so that might mean it wasn’t too good. As for the accidental spread…"
Picking up the few remaining pieces of his former forearm, Theo grimaced. The [Runes] were inert, split too many times to activate again, but they set a dangerous precedent.
"Even when partially formed, they were eager to try and spread to the rest of the body," Theo recounted. "That was actually an intentional function of the design, since Elgriva wanted people to have the ability to regrow lost limbs if required. That means the design of the rest of the body would be saved in all other chunks. Quite forward-thinking, though that might be what failed in the end, and made it possible to unintentionally transfer it over to another person."
There was also the ability to intentionally transfer it, but Theo hadn’t inserted that feature into his own version yet. Partially because it was a safety concern and mostly because the [Rune] used for it was [Tier 9].
"Dangerous, possibly a huge boon if used properly, and something I don’t want to touch again until I read more of her notes," was the final verdict. It was disheartening that the notes didn’t actually detail how to fix it, as they didn’t know that either. At least Theo didn’t think they did, lest there probably would’ve been a solution proposed centuries ago. "Instead, I get to solve this."
Truly a glorious endeavor, if Theo didn’t think of the implications of not being able to solve it.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 3].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 4] to [Initiated 5].

The increases to his [Skills] weren’t something to complain about, however. With enough extra time spent on the problem, there was a chance Theo could solve it with his eyes closed.
Spending the rest of the afternoon just lazing around in the inn room, Theo almost jumped when three sharp knocks hit the door.
"What?" he called, standing up while Nero stretched. She supplied him with the fact that it was Stig, along with the hint of sweat from the dwarf. He wasn’t one to run, since he could just [Teleport], meaning he was most likely nervous.
"We’ve got a message from the castle," Stig explained, opening the door while Theo gathered his belongings. "They want to meet up with us in person."
"Did the portal stop working or something?" Theo said, expanding his senses to find any hint of it. Space had been stable around them these past days, and none of the warping that would come from the portal opening up or shutting down had been detected.
"Not from what I can tell," the [Space Mage] said with a shrug as the two left the inn behind. Miel waited for them outside, grabbing Stig as the duo did a few rapid [Teleports] to the top of the tower. Theo and Nero took the scenic route, steadily flying up and landing right as the guards opened the gate into the meeting room.
The sofas seen last time were still there, though some cushions had been removed so Nero could settle down easier. They’d apparently gotten wind of the fact that she was a little smarter than she looked.
And the fact Theo had rambled to her while sitting on the street had maybe helped as well, but whatever.
"Hello to you two," Theo said, settling down on the sofa. A servant tried to offer him a glass of something that smelled like white wine, but it was politely refused. "I heard you wanted to speak with us about something?"
"...Yes," the queen said. Her smile was muted, and the king didn’t have the same energy he’d shown off the previous week. "We have a problem with the ley lines again."
Oh. Theo could already feel the headache this would cause.
"What kind of problem?" he asked.
"The roots of the world tree are rotting."
…
"Oh."




Chapter 34







 [Corrupted Mana]


It wasn’t  all of the [World-Tree] roots that were rotting. It was one of them in one section, though that section was growing with time. At its current rate, it would be a week before another handful of roots would become diseased as well.
From that point, it was a massive disaster in the making.
"It’s just strange, you know?" Theo said as they flew through the air in the car, observing the damage from above. "The [World-Tree] could handle losing nearly twenty percent of its upper body mass and be fine the next day, but a single root rotting isn’t repaired at all? If rot was everything needed to cause it to decay, I feel like it wouldn’t have survived this long."
"I know," Stig said, paging through the book he was somehow able to read while they sped through the air. It had been taken from the royal library, a place with more leather-bound tomes than could be read in a lifetime. Many of the historians were already searching it for anything that hinted at this happening before, and a certain [Space Mage] was trying to assist the search. "There was a spike root infection during the third age, but that apparently passed without outside intervention."
"How many ages ago was the third age again?" Theo asked.
"About four, depending on what historian you ask," Stig asked, turning to another page. "If the rot is causing faces to appear in the roots, we might have a possible link between a form of ghost infestation during the second age."
"Ghost infestation?"
"A mad spiritualist sacrificed the royals at the time to summon and enslave the Goddess of Souls," was the explanation. "Didn’t end too well. The Goddess cursed the spiritualist and their followers to assimilate with the tree, causing some uproar. It says that the curse was lifted some hundred years later, but it doesn’t say how or by who."
A very vague description of something that happened a long time ago. It was the best they could get without actually going down and looking at it. From what Theo could spot from above, the origin point was at one of the [Facilities] housing an access point to the ley lines. That meant there was a chance that the [World-Tree]’s condition was entirely unrelated to old diseases and was because of an affliction brought in from the outside. The only way to be sure was to investigate in person.
After they let the car land just outside the entrance, an initial inspection of the surrounding root didn’t bring much joy. The surface of it crumbled when Theo touched it, only the parts deeper in still being solid.
"That can’t be healthy," Theo muttered as he wiped away the remnants of the rot from his metallic hand. Some fire from Nero helped take away the more prominent chunks. "I don’t think we should use these outfits after this. That rot doesn’t seem good to bring into the city."
And if the chunks of rotten root were enough to spread it, they could doom a large part of the city by simply walking inside while being covered in fragments.
Going inside the [Facility], they found the stone at least looking like it normally would. The roof made of the root wasn’t looking good either, but it was still solid enough to not come crashing down on them.
User detected!
The [System] of [Outpost-041 "Split-63"] welcomes you.

"[System] is still working fine," Theo reported to the others as they entered the main room of the [Outpost].
Nothing was different from the last time they’d visited, no damage to be spotted. At least…that was how it went for the [Runes]. When it came to the actual ley line, it looked darker than usual. Not by a lot, but enough that Theo had to take a step and study it. "Are changes in colour normal in relation to seasons changing, or is it meant to be constant?"
"Constant," Miel said bluntly, her eyes narrowing as she looked at the river of [Liquid Mana]. "The ley lines are meant to be unchanging, never wavering with seasons, people, or any other piece of nature. It might have spots, but this isn’t meant to be possible."
Several million [MP]’s worth of [Mana] was flowing through every second, and all of it was somehow turned impure? It required a scale of [Corruption] that nothing alive should’ve been capable of. Theo wasn’t sure that, if this actually was the case, there was anything they could do. Walking over to the [Terminal], he was able to connect to its [System].
Hello, [Rune-Crafter] Theo Locheim!
How can the [System] of [Outpost-041 "Split-63"] help you today?

"If you can, do a diagnostics check on the ley line," Theo ordered. "Anything that checks the [Purity] or something close to that. If there’s anything that is abnormal compared to the standard, note it down."
Request accepted!
Please wait while [Full Diagnostic Check] is ongoing. Do not remove your hand from the [Terminal].

…
[Structural Integrity] is at 100%.
…
All [Rune-Circuits] are at 100% [Durability].No abnormal usage detected.
…
WARNING: LEY LINE IS EXPERIENCING ABNORMAL LEVELS OF CONTAMINATION AT SECTION 63, SUB-SECTION 2.
Purification procedures are already ongoing at [Section 64] with reports of positive results.
No abnormal contamination located at [Section 62]. No purification procedures ongoing or deemed necessary.

That the [System] could detect the contamination was good news. That the section after this had already started to decontaminate the ley line was even better. That the section before needed to do nothing, however…that was a problem.
"There’s a good chance whatever is causing the issue is between this [Outpost] and the one before it," Theo told the others, wondering just how they would locate the source. There was a chance they’d have to dig if it was down in the ground, which meant bringing an [Earth Mage] out here. "System, have you started purification procedures?"
Question accepted!
Purification procedures are ongoing.Attempts to purge the source of contamination have proved unsuccessful.
Due to the long-term loss in integrity possible from this contamination, the [System] of [Outpost-041 "Split-63"] urges the user to request help from the [Citadel] manually, as automatic attempts to communicate have failed.

"Of course it doesn’t work, that floating island’s gone," Theo muttered before relaying the information to the others again. "We might have to get Reginald to find us somebody to help dig."
"Maybe not," Stig countered. "If the system has located the source, shouldn’t it be able to give us the precise location? You were able to get a three-dimensional view of the dungeon not too many weeks ago. This should be much easier."
Huh. Theo couldn’t say he wasn’t onto something, bringing the [Terminal] forth again as he requested just that. While it took another few seconds for the [System] to respond, an outline of the ley line was shown just as requested.
It was nearly identical to the maps that they’d been given all those months ago while originally searching for damage to the artificial splits. Only this time Theo could move it around, zooming in and rotating it as he wished. It was a pity that the others couldn’t see, but…Theo forgot about that detail as he finally found the indicated marker of where the source of the contamination was meant to be.
"It’s just a few meters further up than where the room starts," Theo said, zooming in as much as possible. Then he figured that the visual indicator wasn’t actually to scale, as that wouldn’t make sense. "System, how large is the contamination source?"
Request detected!
Please wait while precise measurements are made.
…
The approximate volume of the source is 0.519 cubic meters.

"Can you relate that to some animal? I need a comparison."
Request detected!
The approximated volume is close to that of a tinker horse.

Right.
"Is a tinker horse an extremely large horse?" Theo asked Stig.
"No?" came the response. "It’s the type we used while in the eastern forest."
…Right. Looking back at the indicated spot on the map provided by the [System], Theo came to terms with the fact that it was actually to scale. The source of millions of [MP]’s worth of [Corrupted Mana] was the size of a horse. That was not something he enjoyed knowing.
Even worse when the indicated spot moved on the map. Just a little, enough that it could’ve been a trick of Theo’s own making, but then it moved along once more. A step closer to the [Outpost] they were in. From what the readers on the side stated, the [System] was still trying to purify it. Maybe this was just a by-product of that?
Please don’t be a living organism.
"The source is coming towards us," Theo said, pulling out his pistol as his hand left the [Terminal]. The map remained in his vision, showing the steady approach. It was meant to be at about the centre of the ley line, five meters deep inside the river of [Mana]. "It might be alive, and it might just be a rock that fell out of an offshoot after three thousand years. Whatever it is, it’s coming."
Three meters until it reached the room.
Two meters.
One.
Theo expected some kind of big effect from its entry, some explosion of a demonic presence. Anything. Instead, he was greeted by the ley line slowly becoming brighter, its former colouring regained. It was being purified.
Maybe it was a false alarm? The indicator still remained on the map, but walking over to the edge and looking down didn’t allow Theo to see anything amiss. There was [Mana] like always, with enough strength that the slightest touch was deadly. In a way, it was arrogant of him to think anything would have survived down there.
"We’re in the clear," Theo said, taking a step back before looking over at the others. They looked on edge, but the lack of an attack made them relax. "System, how are the purification efforts going?"
Purification efforts have been deemed a failure!
Level of contaminated material has increased. [Sector 64] is reporting a lack of ability to limit the spread of contaminated [Mana].
The [System] once again requests that the user manually contact the [Citadel]. New readings indicate the presence of a [Corrupted].

"What is a—"
Theo didn’t even need to ask before he got his answer in the form of [Liquid Mana] sprayed on him, the claws of a half-formed being nearly gutting him then and there. Only Nero’s warning made it possible for him to lean forward and leap away from danger before his death warrant was fully signed.
"What in the unholy is that?" Stig asked as he [Teleported] forward, grabbing Theo before returning to his previous position. An explosive arrow was fired, hitting the head of the flickery beast before doing nothing. The arrowhead was obliterated on impact, with no chance of activating. "Theo, what did the system say it was?"
"A [Corrupted]," Theo replied as he raised himself from the floor. The claws hadn’t reached him, but he could feel the muscles in his back making mild spasms. It wasn’t too far from what electricity could do, but this felt more… Theo couldn’t describe it other than the fact that it was wrong. "Ever heard of them?"
Nero went to the side and fired off a steam of flame towards the being. Unlike the arrowhead, it couldn’t be absorbed in time, and the high temperatures made the incorporeal monster scream. It echoed, shifting in tone and volume, but the damage was only temporary. As it briefly dived back into the ley line, all wounds were removed and it was rejuvenated.
"I know of mana corruption but not a physical manifestation of it," Stig said as he fired another arrow. It landed right next to the beast instead of directly in it, exploding and taking a chunk of its body. The monster could absorb direct physical hits from solids, but impacts and liquid weren’t as easily dodged. "This thing shouldn’t exist."
"Yet it sadly does," Theo replied, copying Stig’s strategy. He fired off a set of explosive rounds, and they exploded just around its head. Or was it heads? The thing was too blurry to tell what was what after the first few impacts. It was too fuzzy. At least the parts blown off lost their traits, evaporating as they hit the floor and walls. "It’s not going down."
Maybe it was his words that caused it to be more aggressive, or maybe it had gotten enough hits to the head to be stupid. Whatever the reason, it grew four legs and something akin to a wolf’s head before leaping towards the group. The speed was more than Theo could counter normally, but Stig was ready with a [Teleport], getting them away from the danger zone instantly.
Was there a limit on how fast it could absorb physical material? Not the worst time to find out.
Bringing out another round, Theo applied an [Explosion Rune] to the core of the bullet as well. Activating it, he waited for a full second before [Teleporting] it straight on top of the beast’s back. Gravity took hold, and it penetrated the ghostly skin briefly before exploding. The outer layer might’ve been absorbed instantly, but the machinery within had been allowed to do their job.
While the unsteady root above them shook, chunks of the rotten parts falling down because of the continued explosions, Theo was granted the sight of the [Corrupted] falling to the ground. While it twitched for another dozen breaths, it became still soon after.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Aim] has been increased from [Novice 4] to [Novice 6].

Nice to know the aiming was appreciated.
"So," Theo said. "That happened."
"Never thought I would kill a manifestation of pure mana," Stig commented, walking over to the corpse. Bringing out a larger vial, he scooped up a good chunk of the material, putting a cork on it before more could think to start evaporating. "We need somebody smarter than us to look at this."
"I agree," was the easy answer. Looking over at the map provided by the [System] again, Theo couldn’t see any trace of the [Corruption] source anymore. If the [Outpost] couldn’t locate it anymore either, then they truly were some lucky bastards. "System, please run another diagnostic to check for contamination levels. Are they dropping?"
Request detected!
Scanning for changes from previous assessment.
…
Contamination levels have dropped 39% since the last check and are continuing to fall at a linear rate. Expected full purification of ley line in: 00:03:10

It barely took half that before everything was cleared up, the river of [Liquid Mana] fully returning to its healthy colouring. There was peace once more, and the signs of rot that could be spotted on the roof of the [Outpost] began to disappear, growing healthy.
Once the [World-Tree] was actually given the proper conditions, it really could regenerate in record time. Theo was more than ready to go outside and see if the rest of the root was recovering at the same rate, but Nero’s thoughts stopped him.
The pool of translucent smoky meat had won her over, and he could feel it as she bit into the flesh.
As it was a manifestation of [Corrupted Mana], the immediate reaction was not a positive one.
Your [Familiar] has consumed the flesh of an [UNKNOWN]!
Progression for the next [Level]: ??%

‘This hurts,’ Nero sent through the [Familiar-Bond].
Theo was next to her before he knew it, an overcharged [Holy Rune] in hand as he pressed it against her stomach. He could see deformations in her fur as something ravaged inside. The healing energy knitted back the tissue about as quickly as it was damaged, but this was a losing battle.
‘You call me stupid all the time, and then you go ahead and do this,’ Theo sent as he switched out the [Holy Rune] for the next one. Looking at Stig, who was already preparing a third by dipping it into the ley line, Theo switched over to using his regular voice. "The [Corrupted] flesh should still be somewhat solid inside her. Any chance you could [Teleport] it out?"
"I—maybe?" Stig said, unsure of himself but nevertheless [Teleporting] to her side. Handing Theo the [Holy Rune] before it could explode in his hand, the [Space Mage] put his focus on the rabbit. Nero muttered countless curses through the [Familiar-Bond], but Theo just looked on as the dwarf’s eyes became a bright purple. "If this works, it’s going to hurt a lot."
"And if it doesn’t?"
"Then she won’t feel it after a while."
Grim odds, but Theo didn’t have any [Holy Runes] that weren’t half-dead yet. After Nero sent her curse of approval, Stig’s glowing eyes became all the brighter, purple lightning seeming to push through the veins on his face. Blood fell from the [Space Mage]’s nose, dripping onto the floor as resistance was apparently felt.
But there was no sign of Stig giving up, Theo holding Nero down as he worked. She screamed curses at him without relenting, threats of violence just scratching the surface of what she was going to do if he didn’t let her go. She understood that Stig was causing her pain, and the murder rabbit in her made it clear he was going to pay for that.
Sadly, that pain could also let her live, so Theo wasn’t going to let Nero have her way this time. Instead, he just held her tightly while she fought against his grip. Stig shouted in pain as his veins were nearly overloaded, but he didn’t stop for several more seconds. When a wet squelch hit the floor, an instant stream of smoke formed from it, Theo understood it had worked.
‘Hurts.’
‘I know,’ Theo replied. ‘I feel it too.’
[Familiar-Bonds] were terrible like that. Every step of the way, he’d been sent every nerve on fire while her insides had been ripped apart and then put together again.
Using [Material-Manifestation], another [Silver] plate was formed. [Air-Engraving] allowed the [Tier 5 Holy Rune] to form on its surface instantly afterwards. Even when tired beyond belief, Stig waved his left hand, briefly [Teleporting] the plate into the ley line before returning it to Theo’s hand. With a small muttering of the command word, a golden stream of light entered Nero a final time.
‘That’s better,’ was received from the [Familiar]. Theo wasn’t sure what was actually going on with her anymore, since her insides weren’t reforming like they’d been before. And…why was her fur smoking a little? ‘Because you’re stupid.’
‘Glad to hear that your brilliant wit has returned,’ Theo supposed, standing to his full height as he continued to observe the changes to Nero’s outsides. He wasn’t just seeing things. Her fur was actually smoking, a very slight grey fog leaving her body at a constant rate.
Your [Familiar] has absorbed the essence of a [UNKNOWN]!
Changes located and noted.
[Profession] has been designated to acclimate the adaptations.
The [System] welcomes the new [Mana-Walker].

"Excuse me, what?" Theo said, staring at the message. Stig glanced up from his lying position on the ground at his words. "Nero here got herself a [Profession]. It's called [Mana-Walker]."
"You mean a profession like your Runebound Artificer?"
"Yeah."
"Huh," Stig said, lying in silence for a moment before a flash of purple signalled his return to good spirits. Picking up one of the [Holy Runes] and applying it to himself, he regained his will to live somewhat. "What can you do, Nero?"
‘Call him an idiot for me,’ Nero requested as she got back on her paws, trying to shake off the never-ending fog. It didn’t work. Her imitation of dry ice was too good. ‘Do it.’
"She can call you an idiot, apparently," Theo answered, Stig nodding wisely in response. "As for what she can actually do…give me a second."
Opening her [Status Screen], Theo tried to see anything different.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 18(74%)
Profession: [Mana-Walker]
Health(HP): 69/87
Stamina(SP): 22/116
Mana(MP): 71/75
Stats
Physical: 29
Mental: 28
Soul: 23
Available Points: -

Her [Soul] had increased by another 3 points, but there otherwise wasn’t anything too groundbreaking. How about the [Skill-Collection]?
[Skill-Collection]
Active Skills
[Fire-Breath]
[Initiated 1]
Allows the user to send out a burst of fire.
7MP/use
[Corruption-Breath]
[Initiated 1]
Allows the user to send out a burst of [Corrupted Mana].
7MP/use
[One with the World]
[Novice 2]
Transforms the user into [Corrupted Mana], passively damaging the structure of anything organic nearby. With enough time, it can kill anything.
4MP/sec
[Corruption Conversion]
[Novice 4]
Allows the user to inject [Corrupted Mana] into anything they're physically touching, with varying levels of destructive abilities in relation to the amount of [Mana] injected.
Variable costs.
[Corruption Absorption]
[Initiated 1]
Allows the user to absorb [Corrupted Mana]. It will not be mixed with the user's regular [Capacity-Pool], and can only be used for [Corruption]-related [Skills].
Variable costs.
Passive Skills
[Biting-Mastery]
[Novice 2]
Allows the user to bite with more finesse.
[Flying-Mastery]
[Novice 9]
Allows the user to fly with more fluidity and skill.By exerting [Mana] during flight, the user can also manipulate the winds to gain more push.
[Movement-Mastery]
[Initiated 2]
Enhances the user's overall ability to move.

Most of the physical attacks and movement abilities had been gathered into [Movement-Mastery]. That was nothing too serious, but…[Corruption-Breath], [One with the World], [Corruption Conversion], and [Corruption Absorption] were all new. Theo could easily see the pattern, though he wasn’t sure he liked it.
‘My [Skills] are perfect,’ Nero countered as she spread her wings. The white fog spread into the air in response, thickening and blurring their vision for a moment. ‘You just don’t know how to appreciate them.’
‘Oh, I know they’re powerful,’ Theo assured her. ‘They’re just a little…too focused on destructiveness.’
"She’s taken the abilities of a [Corrupted]," Theo explained to Stig, the dwarf looking more and more curious by the minute. "She should be able to turn into that blurry form on command, as well as [Corrupt] physical objects and areas if she exerts herself. And…apparently, she can also absorb [Corruption]?"
"Absorb it?" Stig repeated, Theo nodding in response. He’d seen the potential of it too. "...Does it cost more or less to infect the area with corruption?"
They had not seen the same kind of potential, but Theo could work with this too. The next step in the [Space Mage]’s plan didn’t seem too bad. If the cost to infect something with [Corruption] was less than what was gained when absorbing it again, they might’ve just found a way for a certain [Familiar] to regain her [Mana] easily.
"Only one way to be sure," Theo said, getting back up on his feet as they left the [Outpost] behind. Up on the surface again, they were able to confirm that the root was returning to its normal state of being, a healthy brown colouring going along its outside. Walking a fair distance away, where there was no chance of the [World-Tree] being hit, the time to test the [Skill] had come. "Let’s see what you’ve got."
‘I’m not a circus animal, you know,’ Nero grumbled, readjusting her position on the ground before activating [Corruption Conversion]. A layer of blurriness came from her feet in response, and crackling noises left the grass surrounding the [Familiar]. She seemed entirely unaffected by the conversion, but the area around her began to quickly deteriorate. While grass stalks didn’t fall to the ground grey and dead, they didn’t look too alive either. Standing strong, their surfaces created hundreds of small bubbles while they gained that blurry colouring as well. ‘This is stupid.’
‘It’s not stupid if it works,’ Theo said. When Nero stopped the conversion, he stepped forward and crouched down to touch the [Corrupted] grass. He was relatively sure it wouldn’t harm him to any serious degree, as the material wasn’t automatically spreading its affliction to the nearby living plants. Without Nero to pump more [Mana] into the process, the grass just stayed in place. Some of it even degraded further, dying and taking its own [Corruption] out with it, decreasing the level of influence the [Corrupted Mana] had on the area. The world didn’t seem to appreciate its presence.
When his hand touched it, Theo was reminded of the time he’d licked a battery so many years ago. It felt like a current running through him. Not strong enough to bring physical pain, and not nearly enough to actually be harmful, but enough to create a sense of discomfort. If he hadn’t been sure that the sensation would stop at the cessation of physical contact, it would’ve been enough to cause panic.
"I can actually see the damage to the veins," Stig said, crouching down to let himself be infected by the [Corruption] as well. Looking over at him, Theo could just barely spot those purple eyes in the afternoon sun. They didn’t shine as hard out on the surface, hidden by the natural light around them. "My body is counteracting it quicker than it can attack, but…this could actually be lethal at a higher concentration."
"The [World-Tree] is proof of that, yes," Theo agreed, the two stepping back and joining Miel at a safe distance. "Whenever you’re ready to absorb it, Nero."
‘You’re stupid.’
Whatever her actual thoughts about being ordered around were, she did oblige his request. [Corruption Absorption] was activated, and Theo was granted the sight of her legs becoming… They weren’t blurry in the same sense as before. He could very much still see them. The only proper descriptor for it was that the lower part of her body became more clear, the world around seeming blurrier in comparison. Whatever the actual mechanics behind it were, the [Corruption] on the ground was quick to be swept up into Nero.
Before Theo could blink, the small area was again free of the contamination, though with a slightly more grey colouration. The infection had taken its toll on the plants, but that was perhaps a positive for a certain rabbit?
At the end of the absorption, when everything was swept inside, Nero’s wings pushed out an extra-large burst of fog, and the level of white clouds leaving her body increased by quite an amount. Theo couldn’t be sure of what it meant until he opened up her [Status Screen] to inspect the change.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 18(74%)
Profession: [Mana-Walker]
Health(HP): 87/87
Stamina(SP): 110/116
Mana(MP): 58/75(20/75)

Next to the indicator showing her current [MP] was another separate indicator now. It had the same maximum [Capacity], but the number showing the current amount of energy stored was different. 17 was missing on the original, and 20 was seen on the new one.
…
"Oh, damn, she can absorb more energy than she puts out," Theo said, a little surprised that it actually worked. Was it the deterioration of the grass that made it possible for more [Mana] to be harvested? Theo supposed that the grass looked thinner than before, which meant that it was actually converting the covered area after Nero had already finished the general manual conversion, which… Well, it was proof that she could cause long-term afflictions. The warning about structural damage was not a lie. "This is brilliant. A little scary to consider, but brilliant regardless."
"Destroying the natural world to gain energy does seem a little questionable from an ethical standpoint," Stig somewhat agreed. "But this could be very helpful in a battle. Were there limits on what the absorbed energy can be used for, or is it just like the regular mana?"
"It can’t be used with abilities that aren’t focused on [Corruption], sadly," Theo answered, which caused some dismay. "But that shouldn’t matter too much, I think. She has [Corruption-Breath] and the ability to apparently fully transform into [Corrupted Mana]. Nero, would you mind showing one of them?"
‘I want payment for this,’ Nero replied.
‘Is my love and attention not enough?’ Theo asked.
‘No.’
‘That’s fair. How about we visit one of the butchers, get a well-sized cut of that horsemeat from before, and then have one of the chefs cook it in incredible amounts of fat?’
‘Two cuts,’ Nero demanded.
‘Deal,’ Theo agreed, more than happy to oblige if it meant she would put on a good show. ‘Let's do the [Corruption-Breath].’
Quickly using [Material-Manifestation] to form a one-meter tall cylinder made of iron, Theo stabbed it into the ground before returning to safety. Giving Nero the thumbs-up, all three watched as her front body briefly contorted. Blurriness covered her chest as a warning sign before a pillar of [Corruption] left her mouth. It behaved like fire would, the [Familiar] acting as an organic flamethrower. Except the flames were almost transparent, lacking in colour and instead just contorting the light that travelled through. It was obvious to spot where it was, but there was no distinctive shape to it.
Nevertheless, the appearance of the [Corruption] didn’t stop its effects, and about three full seconds of being fired upon were enough for the metallic cylinder to show extreme deterioration. By the time Nero settled down on the ground to recover from the attack, the others just looked at the metal object wondering if it would shatter.
It didn’t, though the middle point where it had taken the brunt of the damage did collapse. The top half made a small thud as it hit the dirt, the bottom half still planted in the earth like before.
"I think…" Stig began, seeming to be at a loss for words. "That we should be happy that the thing we fought didn’t do that to us."
"More than happy," Theo corrected, walking over to inspect the damage. When he briefly touched it with his left hand, the jolt of pain was much more significant than before. Even when letting go immediately, it took several seconds before the feeling of current went away completely. "Much more concentrated this time."
The trade-off was that it evaporated much quicker as well. By the time Nero walked over to absorb it again, she could only gain 10 [MP] back instead of the 27 she spent on it.
‘I don’t want to do that again,’ Nero commented. ‘Throat is itchy.’
‘Does it feel that different from when you use [Fire-Breath]?’ Theo asked, getting a mental nod from the rabbit in response. It was apparently separate muscles, akin to the difference between swallowing and breathing. Though…one didn’t stop the other from being possible as well. At least it seemed like that to Theo. ‘Is there a chance you could do [Fire-Breath] and [Corruption-Breath] at the same time?’
Nero didn’t refuse the possibility after he added another cut of meat. Manifesting another iron cylinder and planting it next to the old one, Theo and the others stood back as she prepared the new type of assault.
"Isn’t it dangerous to push her like this?" Stig asked. Both were curious, but they’d also saved Nero from a very painful death just thirty minutes ago. Adapting to new situations quickly was the reason they were still alive, sure, but maybe there had to be a line drawn somewhere. "Pushing new mana veins to the limit isn’t going to be good for her long-term health."
"Which is why we’ll stop after this test," Theo agreed. There was still the transformation ability, but that could be saved for later. For now, he just wanted to see if this combination was possible.
Giving Nero the thumbs-up, they watched the [Familiar] steady herself before aiming at the cylinder once again. With her wings pressed against her sides, a rumbling came from her as a spark of blurry fire came flying out.
The damage when combined wasn’t additive. It was multiplicative. The [Corruption] degraded the structure of the iron enough that the instant flash-burn made it collapse in more ways than one. Air bubbles must’ve somehow gathered within and rapidly expanded, as the iron became an unsalvageable puddle of [Corrupted] metal just two seconds later. Even when the temperature decreased to the point where it should’ve become a solid again, it didn’t.
"That is a very viable strategy against anybody using metal defences," Theo surmised, scratching Theo’s fur as they gathered up their things. She sent in that she was tired, and he helped her up into the car so she could nap while they rode back. "The physical exertion is a problem, but I’m hoping that can be solved with practice."
"Should be," Stig guessed, the dwarf looking down at the root they’d left behind. It was as healthy as ever, the effects of [Corruption] entirely removed. "Though…I’m still not sure what could’ve caused the corrupted monster to even appear in the ley line. They aren’t natural."
"Maybe they’re just so rare that none of the history books had the chance to note them down?" Theo said, getting a "maybe" said back his way. "The [System] of the [Outpost] knew what their name was, so that must mean they’ve been seen before."
"Don’t they know the names of every monster, though?"
"Somehow not," he answered. "It didn’t know what the dream monsters inside Monus’s dungeon were."
Everyone and everything had gaps in their wisdom, and they’d hit a massive one in theirs. In the thirty minutes that it took for them to return to Rootdale, Stig was still unable to find the slightest hint of such a description in the tome. There were still a few thousand of them in the library, ready to be searched through, but there was only so much that manual searches could do.
Would be nice to fix that, honestly.
A small pet project did get through while he stayed at Rootdale. Theo wasn’t too sure how large pieces of information were usually kept inside [Runic Storage]. He didn’t doubt that the [Rune-Crafters] of old had found some way to hyper-optimize it so that they could store millions of lines of text inside a grain of sand. After all, they were able to keep all the [Runes] required for the [System] to work inside his brain, so minimization was something they had to be good at.
Figuring it out in the next month did sound fun regardless, along with making an interactive screen for the non-magical people. Making a physical display would be a slight challenge, but an [Impact] and [Transmission Rune] on a pen would make it interactive through knowing its coordinates relative to the display… 
How would word searches be done, though?
The issue kept Theo focused as they rode into the city and landed the car right on the royal tower’s balcony. While the guards were momentarily alert at their presence, seeing their faces made them calm down. By the time they could disembark, Theo having a small conversation and agreeing to leave Nero behind while they dealt with the royal couple, Reginald had appeared to greet them.
"From what my people could see through their spyglasses, the rotting root has seemingly regained its former health," the head of the royal guard said, bowing his head in respect. "All of you have my most sincere thanks."
"It’s no problem at all," Theo quickly said, though his face hardened as Stig pulled out the vial which contained the sample of the beast. "However, I believe the source is something that the king and queen would appreciate knowing."
The gravity of his voice must’ve been understood, as Reginald nodded before calling on a handful of guards to find the royal couple. Within minutes, they were gathered in the meeting room, the pair of old elves coming in from the side to take their seats once more.
"We were told you had news?" King Aydan said. "We’ve already heard that the rotten root has been dealt with, but also that there is more to worry about?"
"Indeed there is," Theo confirmed, watching as Stig put the vial onto the table in front of them. The king didn’t pick it up, Reginald walking over to do the honours instead. "That is a sample from a [Corrupted]. Have any of you heard of such a beast before?"
While the king and queen shook their heads, Reginald’s eyes darkened.
"It’s been many years, but my old mentors briefly mentioned them in passing," the head of the royal guard explained as he gently put the vial back onto the table. "They’re corrupted mana given life through unknown means, immune to most common weaponry, and extremely hostile to anything living. My mentor’s mentor apparently saw one during his travels in Igul hundreds of years ago, but this is the first time I’ve heard of one’s appearance on this continent."
"You said the means of their creation was unknown," Queen Loriel pointed out, her voice tense. "Does that mean they are not created naturally?"
She wanted to know if there was somebody working against them. Theo had considered it already. The answer to her question was, at the moment, not a helpful one.
"It could be a person of interest working against us, or it could be a natural phenomenon that we’ve not seen before," Reginald replied. "We know too little about these types of beings, but I will have our scholars search through our library to see if they know what it could be."
"Maybe send out a messenger to the [Druids] as well," Theo advised. "They have several thousand years of knowledge in their living memory, and their focus is already the natural world. If anybody knows about the [Corrupted], it would be them."
"Then it’s settled," Aydan said with that natural air of finality. "Have our people look through the library for any mention of these corrupted beasts, and have a group travel to the druids with the request for their wisdom. Bring gifts to appease them. We need to know exactly who tried to attack us, or if there ever was a person behind it to begin with."
The guards saluted, hurrying along instantly. After a brief chat with the royal couple, they left as well, leaving behind their own group and Reginald to show them out to the balcony once again so they could leave with their car.
"That truly is a useful vehicle of yours," the head of the royal guard commented. With Theo’s permission, he inspected its outside as well as the way to control it. "My mentor also spoke of transporters like these down in Igul, but they aren’t commonly seen on this continent, since horses can do the same at a lower price."
Igul. Theo briefly had to look through his mind to recall where that was again. A second of thought let him remember that it was the desert continent southwest of Vrasis. It was mainly filled with lizardfolk, little else able to survive the scorching heat down there.
"I’m happy to know others are getting use out of such a design," Theo said. "Do they use [Enchantments] instead of [Runes]? I imagine it would be hard for them to work with the latter without anybody experienced around to assist."
"That I can’t say I know," Reginald confessed, getting a chuckle in response. "But I know that I would not mind having such vehicles for my men. Your ability to travel such long distances without rest and in a very short time is admirable."
Oh? Theo could feel the flattery working as he briefly considered letting them have a handful of vehicles for free. The challenge of making them in a new design would almost be worth it, especially when he could have the city pay for the materials.
But that line of thought woke a murder rabbit who wasn’t happy with his proposed generosity.
‘Make him pay double the cost of the materials, an hourly wage for your work, and an hourly fee for stopping you from doing your own research,’ Nero instructed, reciting the words like she’d read it from a book. An impossibility, seeing as neither of them could read. ‘I can read your memories, and you read guides about this. Now make the deal.’
‘There really is no layer of privacy with you, is there?’
‘Privacy isn’t allowed for stupid people.’
Ignoring the murder rabbit’s hurtful words, Theo began the actual negotiations. Reginald didn’t want a line of cars like what Theo had at the moment, but instead the design being used in the desert continent. That he already had a prepared drawing of what he wanted them to be made it clear that this wasn’t an impromptu proposal.
However…
This guard wanted flying motorbikes with guns on the front. It wasn’t an exaggeration in the slightest, and that worried Theo about what kind of stuff was going on in other continents.
"Are you sure you want something with so little protection for the ones flying?" Theo asked, pointing at where the person was meant to sit. "Ignoring the windshield at the front, they’ll be exposed on the sides and back with little ability to protect themselves if attacked from those sides."
"I actually have that issue sorted, and from what I’m hearing I can offer you the solution to that as well," Reginald replied with a grin. The old elf was excited as he made one of the guards nearby bring a plate made of wood. "We brought in a barrier mage to look at the old rune-crafters' work after the attack on our city. While he was here, I got the opportunity to have him write out a sigil after he was informed of your presence. I was told that you would find this useful."
As Theo was handed the slab of wood, a [System Notification] popped up in his vision.
[Low-Scale Temporary Barrier Rune]
Mana-Purity: 57%
Tier: 4
Material: Elm
Capacity: 0/64
Activation: Trigger
Durability: 78/78

A magical barrier.
A [Rune] that could create a magical barrier.
Theo was in love.
"Disregard that complaint, then," Theo said, not giving the [Rune] back and shoving it in his backpack. "How many of these bikes did you want?"
"Ten would be good to start out with," Reginald said. "And, just to be sure, it will be possible for us to charge them ourselves, right?"
"Of course, yeah," Theo replied, not paying too much attention as he tried to figure out how to use this in his previous designs. "Hell, I can make it possible for non-magical folk to power them at this point. Give me a few hours, and I’ll make somebody bring you the list of required materials."
"That…sounds good," the head guard said, sounding a little shocked by his promise. Were generators really not that widespread? Theo supposed that the [Mages] who were gifted in that trait couldn’t use them for much other than powering themselves, but the basic idea behind it should’ve still been in the public mind. "I wish you the best of luck, then."
"Right back at you," Theo said, jumping onto his seat in the car before turning it on. Before anybody knew it, they were up and away, flying a good ten meters above the streets towards their inn.
"As a fair warning to you both," he told Stig and Miel, "I am not leaving the room for the rest of the day. And, as for tomorrow, I’ll probably be out in the back with the car."
Before he could even think of starting on the bikes, he needed to be sure of what that barrier could do.
"We expect little else of you, Theo," Stig replied, Miel sending along similar words. "We’ll just go out in the meantime again."
Again.
"What do you even get up to outside?" Theo asked, realizing he’d never been told before. "Just a constant line of bars?"
"Somewhat?" Stig said, a grin forming on his lips. "We don’t drink, though. Far from it."
"He makes me lure people over to a table, and we drain them of money through playing cards," Miel answered bluntly, a certain dwarf giving her a pointed look. There had perhaps been an agreement to give a softer truth. "We’re also banned from most of the inns on the lower floors."
"Not a problem, though, since the rich people have more money to spend," the [Space Mage] added. "And they’re even more willing somehow."
Theo supposed he shouldn’t have asked, now a part of it more than ever. He could remember Stig doing it on a lower scale during their time in the eastern forest, and very rarely on the boat rides, but this was taking it to the next level.
"At least you two don’t have to worry about the criminal underworld trying to get at you anymore," Theo said, accepting that others had questionable hobbies as well.
He dropped them off outside one of the other inns after they’d changed at their own place, before parking the car and getting back to his own work. Since Nero had no desire to sleep outside at night, she followed along. "Maybe they’re a bad influence on you," he told her.
‘They just understand the importance of coins,’ Nero fired back. Theo didn’t see it.
‘We have plenty of food, we don’t have to worry about rent, we can make better gear ourselves, and our coin bags are already decently filled with gold,’ Theo reminded her. ‘Having more gold on us is going to be a detriment at some point.’
‘We’re not required to have it keep being gold. The others in the inn have talked about the property on the higher floors of Rootdale increasing in value, since more people have access to it. If we buy a street of houses now, their value is projected to nearly double within the next five years.’
…
At some point, Theo needed to sit down and talk to a certain murder rabbit about the ethical issues of massive wealth. Until then, he would just have to bear with it.
After making the cooks in the inn’s kitchen understand Nero’s wish to eat a massive amount of meat, sending them down to a specific butcher to get the requested cuts, he and Nero both returned to their room so Theo could begin his experimentation.
Pulling out the [Rune] again, he looked it over. The style wasn’t too different from the [Force Runes] that he’d worked with previously, though his one didn’t have too many circular shapes within. When he didn’t look too closely, there was an illusion of such, but the truth was that it was mainly made out of tens of hexagons.
"Not the most fun shape in the world to draw, but I can deal with it," Theo muttered as he created a slab of [Steel] to start with. After studying the shape for a few more minutes, making sure he understood the overall pattern to follow, he [Engraved] it himself. While there was some difficulty with the edges, he couldn't say it was too bad for a first attempt.
[Low-Scale Temporary Barrier Rune]
Mana-Purity: 42%
Tier: 4
Material: Steel
Capacity: 0/44
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 65/65

He’d switched the activation method to [Command Trigger], since that worked easier in his mind. It was safer as well, seeing as the actual effect of the [Rune] wasn’t determined just yet.
"But it won’t be unknown for long," Theo promised himself. Pushing away the furniture from the middle of the room, he braced himself as he held out the engraved [Steel] plate. "Aegis."
It was a little dramatic, but being dramatic was fair play when working with magical barriers. Call him a child or whatever else fit that hysterical laughter, but Theo was having the time of his life.
Floating in a fixed position mid-air, just a meter above the carpet, was a slightly curved translucent barrier. It was blue, with a mild glow just barely able to be seen once he turned off the lamp. It wasn’t too big, only being two meters across and about a meter tall, but that was fine. An attempt to push his hand through the barrier failed. Pushing on it with his weight didn’t work either.
By the time he tried to climb on top of the barrier, however, it shattered like glass and he fell to the floor. The shards briefly lit up before vanishing into thin air.
Nero, who had seen him flop to the ground like an idiot, didn’t try to hide her amusement.
‘Got anything you want to say?’ Theo challenged as he got back up from the floor, making sure the [Rune] was alright. Other than losing some [Durability] and being empty of [Mana], it hadn’t gotten damaged.
‘You’re stupid.’
Always with those kind words.
Trying again, Theo studied the costs of using the [Rune]. At initial activation with the same size as before, 22 [MP] was lost from its [Capacity]. After that, there was a [1MP/sec] upkeep cost. When giving the barrier a soft hit, an extra point was chopped away. Trying to climb onto the barrier again increased the upkeep to four times its usual amount, explaining the very sudden fracturing.
Increasing the size of the barrier increased the passive upkeep as well. Hard blows took off large chunks instantly, though the cost of those blows didn’t increase with the increased size of the barrier. That was good to know.
A slight issue was found, however.
"Why won’t you move," Theo cursed as he tried to pull the barrier along. When making it manifest, he had to give it a point in space where it was meant to show up. Doing that was easy. Making it move from that point? Impossible. Pulling on it too much would just make it shatter in place. Removing the [Rune] from the room just made it break as well, instead of following along. Creating a new [Rune] with [Intent] focused on mobility should’ve worked, but it didn’t. "This is stupid."
‘Fits you perfectly, then,’ came the comment from Nero.
"Oh, shut it," Theo said, trying to figure out why [Runes] were so inept at doing what he wanted them to do. "Can’t have barriers protecting people on moving vehicles if the barriers stay at a fixed point in the air."
Could he move the air?
…
No, he could not.
Would upgrading the [Rune] to [Tier 5] work, then? Theo briefly had hope that it would get more versatility, but the realization that such a fundamental aspect of it probably wouldn’t change from a simple upgrade threw him back into despair.
Momentarily, at least, until he finally remembered the alteration to [Reempowerment] that the [System] had granted him upon reaching [Initiated Rank] with [Rune-Empowering]. Bringing up the old [System Notifications], his eyes finally began to shine again.
[Skill] rank-up detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Novice 10] to [Initiated 1].
When [Reempowering] a [Rune], the user is now granted a list of possible upgrades. The [System] warns that this should never be used due to the large risk of failure.

A list. Theo had already been granted the ability to create variations of [Runes] when upgrading them to the next [Tier], but having a list of the possibilities would…oh, this was going to be fun.
First came the task of making the best possible version of the [Rune]. Theo figured out that it worked surprisingly well with [Zirconium]. He hadn’t needed to pull that one out in a while, but he couldn’t deny the effects.
[Low-Scale Temporary Barrier Rune]
Mana-Purity: 78%
Tier: 4
Material: Zirconium
Capacity: 0/87
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 112/112

"Best version yet," Theo commented. It was perfect. As for upgrading it to [Tier 5]...he would need to take a few precautions. He was relatively sure he could do it properly, but in the event of a failure, it wouldn’t be too smart to do it inside an inn. Or a populated city, for that matter. "Come on, Nero. We have to fly for a short while."
‘But the meat is nearly cooked in the kitchen!’
"If you want to stay here while I get this over with, I’m entirely fine with it," Theo said, gathering his things as he headed out. A few seconds of pause was everything needed before a sullen rabbit came along as well.
Using his flight suit, he was a hundred meters above the city a minute afterwards. With [Partial Material-Assimilation], the bonus from [Arbor] alongside a vial of [Liquid Mana] allowed him to reach the required amount of [Mana].
"Over 1000 [MP] spent on a single upgrade," Theo muttered, shuddering as the energy began flowing through him. "Never gets old, does it?"
Looking at the [Rune] in his hand, he activated [Reempowerment], along with sending the [System] the request for the list of options.
[Selective Reempowerment Protocols] activated!
Please stand by while the list is sorted.

…
Theo was working on a bit of a time limit here, actually. He hadn’t expected it to take more than an instant for the list to appear, and yet several seconds passed in silence.
‘You might want to use the energy soon,’ Nero advised from the side. ‘Your tree skin is turning blue.’
‘So it is,’ Theo said, doing his best to keep the vortex within calm.
A second later, the list finally appeared.
Possible [Tier 5] variations for [Low-Scale Temporary Barrier Rune]
[Medium-Scale Temporary Barrier Rune]
20MP
Increases the maximum width and height of the barrier.
[Low-Scale Long-Term Barrier Rune]
25MP
Decreases the upkeep cost, but increases the initial manifestation cost.
[Low-Scale Temporary Heat-Barrier Rune]
45MP
Increases resistance to heat dramatically, but lowers resistance to all other forms of damage.

...
The list never ended, and Theo was only able to scroll down more and more. It was sorted by [Estimated Extra Cost], and further along, it went into the unbelievable realms. 2000 [MP] extra so it could be large-scale and long-term? Theo saw something about a self-feeding one before he forced himself to focus.
He’d found what he was looking for.
Possible [Tier 5] variations for [Low-Scale Temporary Barrier Rune]
[Low-Scale Temporary Mobile Barrier Rune]
125MP
Allows the barrier to move after manifestation.

He currently had around 1160 [MP] to work with. For the upgrade to go through, he needed a minimum of 1225.
Not good.
‘Try to send me a bit of your [Mana], please,’ Theo requested. The "please" part was perhaps slightly more strained than he intended. His body was a little too on fire at the moment, and there was a slight chance that his wooden skin was burning. He didn’t want to look, just clutching the [Rune] as Nero flew near and put a paw on his shoulder.
Within seconds he felt an influx of energy. The [System] had always said she only had 75 [MP], but the amounts being sent through to him said otherwise. When it reached the 150 [MP] mark, he requested her to end it. He was already burning up as it was, ten full seconds of containing the energy taking their toll on him.
"Let’s go," he said with gritted teeth, choosing the [Low-Scale Temporary Mobile Barrier Rune] upgrade. It was a very hefty name, but he didn’t care at the moment. He couldn’t care, not enough of his brain was left open for such things when he was determined not to let his [Mana-Veins] collapse in on themselves. In the span of a second, over 1200 [MP] travelled through his hands. Even when covered by a layer of bark, the hot metal of his right hand could be felt and seen.
But that hardly mattered, as the upgrade was a success.
[Low-Scale Temporary Mobile Barrier Rune]
Mana-Purity: 31%
Tier: 5
Material: Zirconium
Capacity: 0/102
Activation: Command Trigger
Durability: 43/139

"My head hurts," Theo commented as [Partial Material-Assimilation] ended without his consent. If not for the [Gravity-Reduction Rune] keeping him afloat, there was a chance he would’ve plummeted downwards then and there. Instead, Nero just grabbed ahold of his left leg before slowly dragging him down to the city again. "But it worked, so who cares?"
‘If I hadn’t come up here with you, you would’ve burnt to a crisp,’ Nero bluntly answered, a foreign edge to her voice. She sounded angry with him. ‘You’re stupid.’
"I wouldn’t have sent all the [Mana] out into that version of the upgrade if I knew I wouldn’t be able to match the cost for the variation," Theo fired back, wiping at his tired eyes. It would’ve been nice to know about the extra costs when doing variations, but the [System] had declined to inform him about such things. "Damn, I actually would’ve died if I tried this without the list, huh?"
Or he would’ve been very close to death. All his [Mana] would’ve been sucked out of him, along with a good chunk of his health. From there, the [Rune] would’ve malfunctioned, and…Theo actually didn’t want to consider what a malfunctioning [Barrier Rune] would do. [Space] created fractures into the void, and [Force] created fragmentation grenades. [Barriers]? Being flattened by a wave of material expanding outwards was the most positive interpretation.
Getting back down on the roof of the inn, right next to where the car was parked, Theo spent a good handful of minutes just relaxing on the ground, making sure he could breathe properly. His skin was smelling a bit too much like burnt flesh, quite similar to the seared meat that the folks in the kitchen had prepared for Nero a few minutes ago. Not that she went down to get it, however, feeling more like looking at him while he was "being stupid."
‘Resting after an intensive workout is stupid now?’ Theo asked.
‘Everything you do is stupid,’ Nero answered. Theo just shook his head, while finally giving the [System] the attention it craved. A few boxes had been trying to fill his vision for a while now.
[Warning]!
High levels of stress detected on the [Familiar-Bond].
[Bond-Status] downgraded to: Unstable.
Please be cautious, as further damage can become irreparable.
Upgrade to [Familiar-Bond] detected!
Rank has increased from [Rare] to [Epic].
[Mana-Transfer] has now been added to the [Skill-Collection] of both parties.
New [Skill] learned!
[Mana-Transfer] has been added to your [Skill-Collection].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 5] to [Initiated 7].

That was a lot to take in at once. Starting with the first two notifications, Theo wasn’t too happy to hear about the downgrade to [Unstable], though that might’ve been because of his idea to transfer [Mana] between the two of them.
It hadn’t been done before, never a real need for it, though he’d always thought it possible. As it turned out, his guess had been correct, and the [Familiar-Bond] had been upgraded as a result of it. Opening the screen up to have a look, the sight wasn’t as terrible as expected.
Familiar-Bond
Bond-Status: Unstable
Ranking: Epic
Bond-Type: Passive Two-way
Durability: 86/150

The [Durability] was nearly half, yes, but Theo could quite clearly remember the maximum value previously being 75. That the [Bond-Status] still said [Unstable] was an issue, but it would hopefully be fixed if he allowed it a few weeks of rest.
As for the other effect of trying to use the [Mana-Transfer] before he even knew that was the name… Theo opened up his [Skill-Collection] to have a look at it.
…
[Mana-Transfer]
[Initiated 1]
Send [Mana] from user to target. Currently limited to [Familiar Nero].
Variable costs.
…
Skimming over the list until he found [Mana-Transfer], he smiled at the description. Simple and to the point. Though it was limited to Nero at the moment, he didn’t doubt that he could widen it to include others once he got the hang of it. That it started as already being in the [Initiated Rank] wasn’t too bad either.
And on that topic… A step or two down from the [Mana-Transfer] listing came [Mana-Mastery], the new highest-ranked [Skill] he possessed. With [Initiated 7], it was the closest to whatever [Rank] came afterwards. That it likewise got an increase of 2 levels just by him making a variation of a [Rune] made him grow hopeful that he could repeat the process.
‘Stupid idea,’ Nero added into his thoughts.
After getting some more [Wisdom], of course. It would be bad if he needed to temporarily cripple himself every time this was done, after all.
Giving it another ten minutes of sitting around, his [Mana] and mind recovered enough that he could sit without feeling a dull ache. That meant trying to figure out if the upgrade had been a success or not. While the [Rune] had "mobility" in its name, trusting anything from the [System] was a mistake. Practical tests had to be made.
And so the [Rune] was filled to the brim before Theo pointed it forward and spoke the command word.
"Aegis."
With a delay of about half a second, the standard-sized barrier popped into place a meter from his face. It looked identical to the previous version, though Theo noted that the initial manifestation cost had dropped to 20 [MP] from the original 22. A minor decrease, but one which would probably help in the long run.
"Now for the final showing, however," Theo said, clutching the [Rune] in his hand as he commanded it to move. "Just a bit to the left, and I’ll be happy."
Though it took a few seconds to hit the right metal trigger, a relieved sigh left him as it obeyed. With instant acceleration, it moved to the ordered spot. The proof of concept was done.
But could it be done better? With a layer of [Intent] around the idea, Theo didn’t make the next [Rune] manifest a barrier at a fixed point in space. Instead, he made it manifest a barrier at a fixed point that was relative to the [Rune] itself.
And the craziest thing of all was that it worked. Perfectly. There was no delay between moving the [Zirconium] slab and the barrier moving along. It could be rotated, thrown, and spun without any issues at all.
Until the barrier met resistance, that is. Since the movements of the [Rune] could manipulate the movements of the barrier, the movements of the barrier had the same effect on the [Rune]. To a level, at least. When hitting the barrier normally, the plate of metal wouldn’t be moved at all. When Theo hit hard enough, however, the barrier gave way, being pushed back along with the [Rune]. It wasn’t a natural movement, the object stopping abnormally quickly, but Theo understood that he needed to plan for this.
With another layer of [Intent], he made the barrier recognize larger impacts, adjusting its position relative to the [Rune] so that it could absorb some of the power before affecting the main body. It was a massive help in reducing the possible danger.
Another minor roadblock was hit not too long after, however. The barrier couldn’t tolerate a full-powered hit from Theo’s bullets. This didn’t include the [Explosion] capabilities, either. The kinetic energy of a single projectile just took all remaining [Mana] that the [Barrier Rune] contained, making it shatter.
A barrier’s maximum defensive capability against a single hit was relative to its [Capacity]. Not good.
It did absorb most of the energy, however, making the bullet far less deadly. And by layering several barriers on top of each other, it was possible to mitigate this issue somewhat.
"A single barrier can be half a meter tall and wide as well…" Theo commented. Since he could change the shape of them as well, an idea easily formed. "A shell made of hexagons…perfection."
Getting up from the room and jumping down to the entrance, he got himself some food as well as grabbing Nero’s slices of meat before retreating to his room. After finding a paper and pencil, the smile never left his face as hours passed. The night was perhaps upon them, but he couldn’t feel tired anymore. This needed to be done and he needed to do it now.
"Flying motorcycles with barriers that adapt to impacts," Theo murmured. Reginald hadn’t asked for even half of these functions, but he’d done it anyway. "Those guns at the front should be aimable as well, shouldn’t they? Able to focus on a single point given by an external laser…yes, this is going to be great."
‘Don’t give the city a fleet that you couldn’t defend yourself against,’ Nero requested, but he waved away her worries. As if he would let that happen. All of the flying bikes needed the ability to communicate with each other, so adding some emergency [Transmission Runes] to shut them down from a distance didn’t hurt. Not that he would mention all of that to Reginald, and nothing would be said about the overrides either.
Failsafes in the event they were stolen. Nothing more than that.
‘Maybe add in some explosives if they ever betray you,’ Nero suggested.
…
‘Maybe for next time,’ Theo replied. Adding in another entire section for those would be a challenge, since he already needed so much inside so little space. He was already making the front and back larger to have minor protection, and the seating had been raised a little so the rider could get a much easier overview of the area around them, but the added extra volume to work with didn’t mean much in the long run.
God, it was annoying that he hadn’t figured out how to do a miniature drone swarm yet. The [Spectrum] for the sizing of too many of his [Runes] didn’t allow fingernail sizings yet. Ever since he’d gotten it confirmed that the [Absorption Rune] could work at those levels, a swarm of drones able to eat through entire areas was a dream. Until he could figure out the movement and coordination, however, it would be a far-off dream.
Or…I suppose that finding variants small enough wouldn’t be impossible now.
… No! Theo had to focus. The murder swarm was for another day. Right now, he needed to fit a generator in the back of the bike without removing too much of the battery.
Another three hours were spent overlooking the schematic, drawing again and again until a version came around that actually seemed doable. With the low weight of the vehicle, it could last several hours in the air on the battery alone. With the generator fully stocked with wood? Theo didn’t see why it couldn’t be in the air for at least half a day.
The list of required materials was written down, a messenger was sent along, and Theo was able to wake up the next day with several boxes’ worth of materials to use inside one of the royal halls.
"Thanks for lending me the space," Theo said, looking around the chamber. It was mostly brick, with some blue-and-red decorative cloth on the walls along with a few paintings of some forgotten elven rulers. Not the worst space to put together a few flying motorbikes. "Did you look through the schematic, by the way? Just have to make sure you’re fine with the alterations for the protective barrier."
"The visual representations looked fine to me," Reginald replied, sounding hesitant. "However…the notes were a little strange. Tell me, Theo, what language did you write them in?"
Oh. Right. Another hour was spent looking over the ideas put forth once again before Theo could begin assembling the first of the bikes. It was surprisingly easy, once the chassis was properly assimilated with the beginning battery setup. Cramming so much into such a small space was a feat of optimization that Theo was more than proud of, but it was nevertheless time-consuming.
By the time he could look up from his work, the basic movement system assembled and put together with the power, it was already in the afternoon. At the current speed, it would take another dozen hours before he was finished with the features, but the basic movement capabilities should’ve been perfected at this point.
Bringing in Reginald once again, he showed it off.
"Basic speed for a specific mode is controlled by rotating the left handle. The different modes can be switched between with the pedal by your left foot," Theo explained as he started up the bike. It floated about a meter off the ground without making a single sound. "Main brakes on the right handle, though there are secondary brakes on the front part of the left handle as well if you need them. Do you understand? Good. Movement up, down, and to the sides is effortless, since you’re immune to gravity and can position yourself however you want. When you pull on the steering handle, it adjusts in the direction you want."
Theo showed that off by making the bike turn upside down. He let go of the handle, but didn’t fly towards the floor in the slightest. The fastened stirrups on his feet stopped that from happening.
"Brilliant," Reginald said, the old elf shaking his head as Theo made the bike return to its original position. The landing was soundless as well. "This alone would make it a worthy addition to my men’s tool set, but with all the other utilities you’ve proposed… I give you full consent to make them."
"That’s great to hear," Theo replied with a smile. He was being paid in full either way, but knowing that the head guard didn’t mind the slight alterations was good news regardless.
"I have one question, however," Reginald said, pointing at the vehicle. "How fast can it go?"
"That is a…good question, actually," was the answer that came after a few seconds of deliberation. "You know, I actually don’t have the slightest clue. I know the car reached a max at about four hundred kilometers per hour, but this bike has [Force Runes] that are a [Tier] higher and a lower weight and more aerodynamic form… I really wouldn’t mind knowing its top speed myself."
Before either could propose the idea of bringing the bike outside and measuring it, one of the other guards knocked on the door.
"Sir," the armoured elf said, bowing to them both. "We’ve gotten news from the druids."
"We have the information on the [Corrupted]?" Reginald asked, to which the guard shook his head.
"No, sir," the guard answered. "They wish to speak to Theo Locheim in person regarding the matter instead. They deem it too sensitive to deliver through a courier."
"Well…I suppose we have to pause our current project, then," Reginald said, leading the way as they left the bike behind. It seemed Theo would be visiting the druidic enclave again a little earlier than expected.




Chapter 35







Advances in Automation


Linrel had improved by a significant amount since the last time they’d visited. It was still a snowy hellscape from the moment they went through the portal, sure, but the architecture had been refurbished in the short handful of weeks since they’d last stepped into the area. The brick wall had been touched up to stop the broken pieces from showing, guard towers could be seen every hundred or so meters, and the inside of the village itself was lighting up like it was Christmas night. 
"It is good to see you again, Theo," Asari said right as the group stepped through the portal. So she really could [Teleport] to anywhere in the village as well now, huh? She’d already told him the [Dryads] were spreading more of their roots into the village, but Theo had not expected them to already have grown to this extent. The [Dryads] were powerful in too many ways. "How was your trip here?"
"Relatively uneventful," he replied, feeling a pulse of annoyance being sent from Nero. Looking over, he saw that the sudden change in temperature was causing the amount of fog leaving her fur to increase rapidly. She wasn’t taking damage, but it was clear that the guards around the portal were taking notice of it. That Asari was being distracted as well said something about its uniqueness. "What are all the colourful lights about, by the way? I don’t remember seeing those last time we were here."
"Oh, right," Asari said, looking back into the village. "The recent snowstorms have made it hard for the people to travel outside, since their lamps aren’t powerful enough to illuminate the streets. To help them along, we brought in a few hundred fairy lights so they would stay safe."
A commendable effort, though it was slightly stained by the fact that the [Dryads] hadn’t been allowed to do much more. While the people were most certainly warming up to the thought of them having more influence in the area, many were still uncomfortable with the idea of being constantly watched. It was an uneasy side effect of having roots in an area. While the [Dryads] could refrain from mentioning it, and even distract themselves with other tasks, they saw everything. If some part of their flesh was present, not much would stop them from hearing, seeing, and knowing everything.
The group was shown through Linrel at a quick pace afterwards, and the cold began to dig into their skin. So accustomed to the warmer weather in Rootdale, Theo could easily say that he preferred it to the village he now walked in. Even if this was closer to the druidic enclave, he liked to be able to stand outside without icicles forming on his nose.
"I see you’ve gotten the brewery up and running again," Theo commented as they reached the larger house. As they stepped inside, snow magically disappearing from their clothing thanks to the efforts of a certain [Dryad], the warm air allowed them a sigh of relief. "Whatever you do to keep this place comfortable, I want it."
"Simple heating charms kept up so the cold doesn’t have a chance to intrude," Asari promised, leading them further into the building. Eyes stared at them from the walls as they ventured up the stairs, but a harsh glare from Asari stopped that from continuing. "So sorry about that. My sister who was tasked to watch over this house hasn’t grown accustomed to non-druids yet."
"Oh, it’s perfectly alright," Stig said from Theo’s side. Miel just kept quiet, watching a corner of the room until a final eye disappeared as well. "Isolation from others doesn’t help them build trust. Some more time around others should be a great help."
"I hope so, lest I have to find somebody else to watch over this outpost," Asari said with a feigned sigh, the green woman not able to hide her smile as a small cry echoed through the building. "Now, come. I think Jakob was just made aware of your presence."
Following her through another few doors, they entered the observation room on the main floor of the brewery. Within were all of the dials, switches, and cranks a person could wish for when dealing with brewing, and Jakob was already inside swearing as one of the dials didn’t move like he wanted it to.
"Asari, can you go and balance the hops in container five to be ten percent lower?" Jakob asked, clearly not happy with his own efforts. A noise of relief left him when Asari confirmed she could do as much, the [Dryad] vanishing into the wooden floor before the observed dial began to go out of the red. "I leave it in stasis so nothing is messed up, and then the enchantments become unraveled without anybody noticing and the values are all mixed up by the time I get back to fix it."
"Sounds fun," Theo commented in a low voice, prompting a pained chuckle from the current leader of the druidic enclave. It was strange that he was out here in Linrel by himself. "I presume you’re taking a vacation from your duties?"
"No… Asari is giving me daily updates while I have some alone time," Jakob replied, a few more switches being flipped on and off as other dials turned by themselves. "The general rebuilding is almost finished, so now it’s about diplomacy to those without homes, rehousing efforts for familiars who’ve lost their bonds, and…a surprising amount of threats from thieves who thought they could go in and steal artefacts while we were distracted. The dragons deal with the latter, but their existence is still a problem in itself."
How fun. Theo recounted their own efforts over in Rootdale in the past few days. Stig told the [Druid] about their gambling techniques, Miel about the actual way those went down, and Theo about the bikes he was building. Then, though, came the subject that all wished had been unneeded.
"One of the roots on the [World-Tree] was rotting," Theo explained. Jakob had most likely been told that fact tens of times already, but even still the darkness that flowed over the [Druid]’s face was undeniable. "The city noticed it before us, noticed that it wasn’t healing, and we were sent out to figure out the source if possible. As it turned out, something called a [Corrupted] was inside the ley line below the root. When there was an attempt to purge it, the thing got hostile, and we were able to take care of it, which made the root purge all of the rot by itself. That it got healthy in the end was good news, but—"
"But the fact that it didn’t get healthy from the start means there was something seriously wrong, yes, I know," Jakob said, cutting into the explanation while putting a hand over his face. He seemed tired, bags seen under the [Druid]’s eyes. "The bastion of health, of life, getting progressively worse due to an infection by a monster of legend. We go two hundred years without any form of notable events, and then two disasters happen within one month of each other. Have we historically had something like this before, Asari?"
"We did suffer through a witch king hoping to take over the world, a drought that left most of northern Vrasis without any water, and the third draconic incursion in the span of a week about eight hundred years ago, Jakob, so we have tried worse before," Asari answered, a stream of curses leaving the [Druid] as he settled down on a chair that wasn’t there a second before. They’d apparently practised this part. "Stig, is there any chance I could borrow the sample you have in your pocket? I didn’t notice it while we were outside, but it seems to be radiating with the energy of this monster."
"Might be Nero clouding your vision, then, seeing as she also has something going on nowadays?" Stig said, handing the sample over while battling a small ball of flame sent along from a certain murder rabbit who didn’t like being talked ill about. "Theo, what’s she saying?"
‘Say he’s an idiot.’
"Just the usual stuff," Theo replied, watching curiously as Asari opened the vial and allowed the smoky substance to leave the container behind. Before it could try to escape in the air, however, the [Dryad] waved her hand through and absorbed every last particle. White lines travelled down her arm, through her shoulder, up her neck, and finally, into her eyes which glowed a ghastly grey.
It wasn’t too far from what had happened while taking in the [Mana] from the [World-Tree], as Asari began to float in the air, her body mildly contorting while a thousand whispers invaded the air. A heavy atmosphere began to press them down towards the floor, to a point where Theo had trouble breathing, and why was everything turning grey?
As Jakob sat on the chair entirely unimpressed, visions of the past began to be sent through their minds. They saw the [Corrupted]’s time in the ley line, how it got up and attacked once Theo attempted to have it purged, and before that…it was clouded, no refined views able to be seen. Theo briefly thought there was a face in the fog, but it could’ve been anything. From everything seen, the beast was simply not there one second and in the next, it had appeared. A spontaneous manifestation with no warning.
And then it ended, Asari floating back onto the ground while she breathed heavily. A wonder, seeing as the [Dryad] didn’t usually breathe at all.
"About what I expected," Jakob muttered, leaning back in his chair as tired lines continued to manifest on his face. "It’s not a natural occurrence this time. We have somebody behind it."
"So that was a face, huh?" Theo said, Jakob sending a glance his way before looking back to the ceiling. "Is it anybody we would know?"
"Most likely not," Jakob answered, standing from his chair and raising one hand. Asari was there in an instant, handing him a large tome that the [Druid] put onto the table a moment later. Opening it up, he revealed a massive list of names and attached pictures. "Whoever is behind it, they were able to create a beast which shouldn’t actually exist on this plane of existence. It could mean we’re dealing with an astral-walker or somebody who is outright from the Beyond. There shouldn’t have been anybody with memories of the former techniques still alive, but…your presence here makes it clear at least a handful still do."
Being an otherworlder didn’t bring many perks nowadays, did it? Though that also meant that whoever had summoned Theo had the capability to breach different realities, meaning that there was a set of [Runes] able to do as much.
At some point, Theo needed to return to the first [Facility] so he could take a look at those himself. 
"The ability to corrupt mana hasn’t been used since before my time," Asari explained while Jakob began to shuffle through the list of names and mutter all the while about who was confirmed to be dead or missing. "It’s a very dangerous technique, as it can permanently alter the physical existence of matter."
"And cause rot in what should be entirely unaffected by such things," Theo continued, the [Dryad] nodding at his words. "It was mind-twisting to actually see it happen, you know? The [World-Tree] handled being blown up without a second thought, but just a single [Corrupted] was enough that she was in lethal danger."
His words weren’t handled well, and both the [Dryad] and [Druid] in the room stopped for a few seconds. Jakob continued after a while, his curses growing in speed, but Asari came closer to hold Theo’s hand.
"Is there a chance you could grant me the memory of the experience?" she requested. Seeing as it would be more than rude to reject it, Theo used the physical connection to assimilate into [Arbor]. Before he knew it, their two minds were briefly one, the [Dryad] who was thousands of years old looking through his experience of the day before. As they were connected, it was easy to detect the pain she felt at the sight alone. When Theo made chunks of the root fall by merely touching it, a feeling of being stabbed went through her.
A second later, their connection ended, and Asari took a few steps back to calm herself. "Sorry, I…did not expect to see something like this. The damage reported was not on this level, this is… Jakob, this is more than what a [Corrupted] is meant to do."
"I’m aware," Jakob said, leafing through the book without pause. Asari stopped that, however, putting her hand down on the current page, making the [Druid] look up to see her face. It was one of pain. Understanding fell through the leader at that point. "It’s worse?"
"It’s worse," Asari confirmed. "With the speed, I think she could have fallen within a year if it was allowed to spread freely."
A row of curses likely not heard in a hundred years left the [Druid], Jakob slamming the tome shut as he began to pace around the room.
"Get somebody else to stay here and manage the brewery," Jakob ordered. "And find somebody who is stupid enough to take up a managerial position while I’m away. I need to be there."
"I understand," Asari said, not fighting his choice. Theo and the others just watched on as it happened, a backpack appearing on the floor in front of the [Druid] within just a few more seconds. "I’ll have somebody check up on the possible known sources of the corruption. A messenger will be sent if we find anything."
"Thank you," Jakob said, nodding to the [Dryad] before she disappeared into thin air. The [Druid] took a deep breath before looking over at Theo and the others. "Well, what are you all staring at? Let's go!"
And just like that, Jakob was back into the fold, not able to survive their complete slowness in getting back to the portal. The leader of the druidic people had now fully left his position in favour of the [World-Tree]’s health. Theo couldn’t say he didn’t understand, but the quick decision to do as much was scary. These people valued the life of the tree above much else.
Leaving Linrel at a steady pace, they went through the gate after being waved through by a guard. The portal sat there ready for them, and they walked through the instant that the elven defenders realized who they were.
When the air of warmth reached them, a shout was heard and Reginald walked out of one of the established buildings close by, clearly ready to hear Theo’s recounting of what had been said. By the mild shock that went through the old elf’s face, however, there was likewise no expectation that Jakob would’ve shown up as well.
"You?" Reginald said.
"Me?" Jakob replied, sounding both unsure of and uninterested in whatever the head guard had to say. "Send an order out to your royal couple that they need to station guards around the tree to make sure none of the other roots begins to rot without our notice. I’m going to do a sweep of it now, and I expect you to have everything ready by then. Theo, take my bag."
By the time Theo could catch the backpack thrown his way, Jakob had already had a running start before [Teleporting] into his draconic form. With a great beat of his wings, he was high above before anybody could say otherwise, flying into the distance with great determination.
"You heard the…man," Reginald said, faltering slightly before the commanding voice returned. "Send the message to the king and queen, get the crafters out to prepare watchtowers, and, for the love of the royal family, stop standing there like a bunch of idiots!"
It was honestly shocking how quickly the twenty guards around them could answer back in affirmation, splitting into three somewhat equal groups and running in three different directions at breakneck speeds. They had been granted orders, and they’d be damned if they weren’t obeyed within the required timeframe.
"Theo, there’s a chance I’m going to need those bikes done earlier than expected," Reginald told him as Theo began to debate with Nero about giving up one of her extra rooms at the inn. He wasn’t sure if Jakob would even sleep there or choose the royal garden again, but he wasn’t going to be lacking in preparations if the former was chosen. "Those towers won’t be able to cover the entire land area around the tree, and we certainly won’t be able to deliver messages in a timely manner in such distances. With your bikes, however…"
"I’ll see to it," Theo promised, wondering whether he could ever get the time to actually add the special features to the vehicles. The basic movement was all that mattered now, apparently. "Stig, can you deal with Jakob once he gets back?"
"I’ll do my best, I suppose," the [Space Mage] said, taking the backpack from Theo as he activated the [Gravity-Reduction Runes]. "Try not to overdo yourself making those things, alright?"
"As if I’m the person who does stuff like that," Theo replied with a grin, the others not looking convinced. "I’ll see you all when I’m done with the first set."
‘Are you actually going to stop working when you’re done with the movement of the first set?’ Nero asked as she followed him up to the top floors of the city, and right into the room where all the materials had been left behind.
"Probably not," Theo said, nodding to the guard who opened the door. Closing it and looking over the rows of materials that needed to be put together and [Engraved], he wondered just how little sleep he could operate on while still doing it to the required quality. "Let's see how many we can do before we’re thrown out, though."
‘You’ll be doing them,’ Nero corrected, settling in on some of the cushions in the corner. ‘I’ll be sleeping.’
Theo cursed her for the emotional betrayal before rolling his shoulders and getting to work. Materials were brought out from their boxes, and everything was split up into several piles, each with the parts needed for a single bike. Instead of working on one construct until it was finished, he settled into doing the same task for all different bikes before moving on to the next. It slowed the progression of each individual bike to an extreme crawl, but Theo was overall faster. When it would be finished, he could see it massively decreasing the time spent on each bike per average.
I really need something to make smaller [Runes] for me, though.
A [Fabricator]! That the [System] recognized the word did bring Theo some hope in his less lucid states, during the younger parts of the night when he dreamed of not doing the next thousand [Absorption Runes]. Their optimal size wasn’t much bigger than the tip of a finger, and he had a large surface that needed to be covered with them on each bike. That meant a lot of very repetitive work that was both mentally and emotionally draining. That he got some of the servants to bring him cake while he worked was at least something.
"Say whatever you want about the royal family and being important from birth," Theo ranted as he got one of the bikes up on its feet so he could get access to the next side. "Being friends with them makes the issues with nepotism seem so much smaller."
Nero just grumbled as she continued to sleep, Theo’s words boring enough to make the rabbit doze off. He didn’t mind, the silence in his mind letting him focus just slightly more. That and the increased blood sugar stopped his heart from calming too much.
A [Fabricator], huh? It should be doable.
The issue with [Engraving] manually was the requirement of an [Engraver], the very thing that he had found exactly one of through all the months spent on Vrasis. It was [Soulbound] to Theo as well, meaning only he could use it with his [Mana]. He couldn’t just give it to somebody else and demand that they do the boring tasks either. It had to be his energy or nothing would happen.
…
But if his [Mana] was all there was to it, did it mean he needed to do the movement as well? Theo slowed down his work process as he considered it. Normally, he would have to be in physical contact with the [Engraver], but a few stretched [Connection Runes] allowed the same result. It was his [Mana] going through, and he could even fill up the [Capacity Runes] and use his energy from there. As long as the [Mana] had his signature from being channelled through him at some point, the [Engraver] accepted it as valid.
…
Shit, he could actually make one, couldn’t he? Supplying [Mana] to the tool wouldn’t be complicated, but moving the [Engraver] around in a predetermined pattern would be annoying. If he limited himself to working with flat surfaces, which wasn’t too bad in itself honestly, he could plot out the different movements on a two-dimensional surface. If he then placed the [Engraver] on a frame that held two belts, one able to move the centrepiece in one direction while the other could do the same on another axis, he suddenly had a coordinate-based system. Doing it as precisely as possible by adding an extreme amount of bumps to the belt, and then having the bumps hit a miniature [Impact Rune] at every point which would be designated as a single step, and adding [Force Runes] that would slowly push the two belts in their needed directions, he suddenly had a way to work with vectors.
"Damn it," Theo muttered, stopping his current work entirely before asking one of the guards to bring another list of materials to Reginald. "Say it's vital if he wants them done quicker."
When the elf ran off to deliver the message, Theo got to work figuring out how to translate the shape of a [Rune] into a very long set of vectors. Honestly, the magic of [Intent] could carry him most of the way in that regard. With the help of two [Transmission Runes], one taking his mental idea of the shape and encoding it into the needed movements, and the other then sending it along to the [Fabricator] without decoding it into the original visual image, he suddenly had that issue figured out.
Maybe. It worked in theory. Theo still had to make sure it was possible in practice.
‘Are you doing something stupid?’ Nero asked as she was awoken by the sound of Theo dragging in the materials. Reginald had apparently been all too happy to wake up in the middle of the night and order everything he’d requested to be delivered with utmost haste. There were still some plates of crystal which needed another few hours to arrive, since they needed to be gotten from the [Druids] over at Linrel, but Theo could survive since he could just substitute it with some of what he already had on him.
‘Stupid? No…I’m being incredibly smart right now,’ Theo finally answered once he had everything dragged in. There were a few lines formed on the floor from dragging it, but he was sure they wouldn’t mind the new decoration. ‘Just go back to sleep. I’ll be ready by morning.’
Theo did not have it ready by morning.
He had a prototype and a lot of wasted [Materials], however. Making the [Engraver] work on all [Materials] turned out to be a headache in itself, since it needed different layers of pressure to work on each. Then when the time came to have different depths on different [Materials] as well, the amount of raw data needing to be put into the machine was astounding. Theo cursed the existence of stress-strain curves. They were evil.
‘So you spent eight hours on this, skipped sleeping entirely, and you only made it work consistently with wood?’ Nero asked again, seeming entirely too chipper. If Theo had the mental strength to lash out, he would’ve done so.
Instead, he just groaned from his position on the floor.
"Don’t judge me."
‘I don’t think it’s possible not to, at this point,’ Nero said. A small ding from a certain [Fabricator] distracted them both. With one weary hand, Theo opened the small door before pulling out the [Absorption Rune]. After he let the [System] scan it, a blue box appeared in his vision.
[Absorption Rune]
Mana-Purity: 89%
Tier: 5
Material: Elm
Capacity: -
Activation: Pulse
Durability: 101/101

A failed attempt at whistling escaped his lips. 89 percent [Mana-Purity]. The purest one yet, including the many that Theo had made himself through the past days.
"Might be a failure in doing different [Materials], but it sure knows how to do a single [Rune] properly," Theo said, leaving his exhausted state as a feeling of vigour ran through his veins. "It can work on small chunks of a single [Material]. How about making a bunch of them at the same time?"
Expanding the frame so that larger plates could slide into the engraving area was slightly more difficult than expected, but Theo wasn’t one to be stopped by such requirements nowadays. Instead, he used more [Materials] than he was meant to use, spent four hours finally figuring out how [Orichalcum] worked in terms of pressure relative to depth, and then set out to work his new discoveries into the [Fabricator]. Before he knew it, half the day had gone by, and he was almost ready to insert all the other basic [Runes] into the thing.
"[Intent]," Theo did have to curse. Applying [Intent] was still more than possible to do, but it further forced him to have several versions of the same [Rune] stored on the device so that it could handle the different positions and applications. By the time everything had been inserted into it, Theo could, with a great deal of shame, say that he had seventy-two different models of a [Tier 5 Force Rune]. "I don’t care anymore. I’m done."
After the long hours of pain, the many agreements with himself to give up before just starting the project again, and about four breaks to have a bite to eat, Theo could say that the [Fabricator] worked perfectly…with three different [Materials] out of the tens he had wanted it to work with.
Doesn’t matter. It works.
From that point on, Theo’s work was much less thought-intensive. After preparing the different [Materials] to be inserted into the machine to be [Engraved], his job was just to weld it all together in the end. In a way, he was simply playing with slightly more dangerous Legos now. He even had a guidebook for each step of the process, including some handy notes about how not to die while putting down the [Force Runes].
"Connect the front before you connect the left battery, or everything just explodes," Theo reminded himself, doing every action perfectly. He might’ve been awake for nearly thirty-six hours at this point, but he could barely feel it. "Slight downgrade in verbal ability, an inability to shut up, and a strange craving for pizza, but otherwise fine."
Did Rootdale have something akin to pizza? Theo asked the guard, and they did try to bring something akin to it. Melted cheese on top of bread along with some meats and vegetables. The dough was closer to what could be expected from flatbread, but it wasn’t too bad overall. It certainly kept him alive for long enough that twelve bikes stood before him before the sun could start to set.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Mana-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 7] to [Initiated 8].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 3] to [Initiated 5].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Air-Engraving] has been increased from [Initiated 3] to [Initiated 4].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Empowering] has been increased from [Initiated 1] to [Initiated 3].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Manipulation] has been increased from [Novice 5] to [Novice 9].
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased from [Initiated 5] to [Initiated 7].

Upgrades across the board! He didn’t have enough in him to do more than recognize their existence. The [System] understood his hard work and that was enough.
"I’m done," Theo remarked, falling down onto the world of fluff otherwise known as Nero’s stomach. She was big enough to work as the perfect pillow, even if she refused that title. "What do you think, Nero? Are they just as beautiful as you imagined them to be?"
‘With how long you spent on them, they are underwhelming,’ Nero commented in a dry tone, not moving around too much so Theo wasn’t disturbed. He was almost able to doze off before the sound of a door opening hit him. ‘It’s the old elf.’
Reginald.
"I see you made slightly more than you were supposed to," the head of the royal guard said as he looked at the [Fabricator]. The construct still had enough energy inside it to make a few extra [Absorption Runes], though that was for Theo’s future project. "Was this what accelerated the process?"
"By an extreme amount, yeah," Theo said, wiping sleep away from his eyes. It was only late afternoon right now. If he didn’t want his sleep schedule destroyed entirely, he needed to get something with caffeine soon. "They should all be fully charged, though the [Generators] at the back are empty. I imagine you want to see them in action?"
"Of course!"
Stretching a bit, Theo walked over and pressed a button on the left underside of each of the bikes. As one, they slowly began to float, moving along until they were in a perfect line. Settling himself on the one in the front, Theo began to have it lazily move through the air, the others behind following in perfect tandem.
A neat feature that was added in at the last minute, seeing as Theo had no confidence that a beginner would be able to manoeuvre through the halls of the tower without bumping into something.
Within a few more minutes, Reginald had led them to one of the larger balconies close to the top of the tower. A massive open space with nothing that could be damaged by a fool not understanding the controls. Theo respected the captain’s choice.
With twelve bikes currently operational, there was a limit on how many guards could be trained properly. FivSix pairs were granted bikes, along with general instructions on how to refuel them, how the controls worked, and the different safety features.
"When you’re just moving about, you don’t need to do much more than just start it up and use the movement system I showed earlier. However," Theo said, pressing a green button under the handle on the left side of a bike. "This will activate the general shielding."
A second later, a sphere of hexagons was formed around Theo. He could look through it without an issue, but being hit while inside was virtually impossible. Pressing the button again, the barriers disappeared.
"Activating this barrier is very costly, and can reduce the amount of airtime you have by nearly a full hour in the basic shape," Theo explained, making sure they understood that they could fall out of the sky if it was used improperly. Not that that would actually happen, since the shield would just refuse to deploy if the amount of [Mana] in the battery was too low, but it was the thought that counted. "There will also be weapons attached at the front that you can shoot with. These will have two primary modes, one firing straight and the other firing at a designated point in your general view. You’ll have to figure out how to use these while in the air at a later time. For now, half of you get up on the bikes. The other half, try to spot if your partner makes any mistakes."
Stepping away from the bike so that the guards could find out if their listening skills were remotely enough to control a flying vehicle, Theo looked over at Reginald. The head guard seemed pleased enough, which meant he couldn’t have done a too terrible job of explaining the inner workings of the bikes.
‘You were rambling about the cost efficiency of different speed modes for five minutes,’ Nero added. ‘They will at least remember it.’
‘And that’s the only part which is important,’ Theo agreed, before switching over to regular words. "How do you think they’ll do today?"
"Not as well as an experienced driver, but I have hope that they’ll master it before the end of the week," Reginald replied.
He looked a little weary when one of the guards accidentally pulled too hard on the handle, making their bike aim upwards while they pressed hard on the gas. If not for Theo’s quick involvement, sending an override through a [Transmission Rune], they might not have seen that specific guardsman for a few hours.
"Maybe two weeks."
"You can always hope," Theo said. The two observed silently as the guards continued to figure out the controls for themselves. Steady movements were the secret of the game, and, after a few more minutes of personal instruction, Theo could safely say that they knew the beginning steps of flying. After holding to his word about testing out the top speed of the bikes, which ended up being somewhere close to five hundred kilometers an hour if you could survive the winds, and making sure all the guards understood how to use the [Generators] to refuel, he took his leave.
While originally planning to get back to the inn and sleep on one of the beds, a burst of [Mana] from above made him falter in his step. Looking upwards, he saw the edge of the royal garden, along with a quickly disappearing tail as a certain [Druid] transformed back into his human form.
…
"Do you mind if we take a nap in the sun instead?" Theo asked, getting a mental thumbs-up from Nero in response. Activating the [Gravity-Reduction Runes] in his armour, Theo floated upwards by pushing off at the stairs. With a steady pace, he landed right on the edge of the large garden, able to look on as chunks of it reformed after being mildly trampled by a certain [Druid]. "It’s shocking the queen allows us up here."
"They don’t have the guts to try and throw us out," Jakob replied bluntly, sticking his head up from a flower bed that he had already taken for himself. Theo didn’t feel like falling into a heap of plants just yet, instead opting for the wooden bench a few meters away from the [Druid]’s form. "What do you want?"
"To hear how things are going, mainly," Theo said, looking out at the [World-Tree]. It was standing as tall as ever, a reminder of what all could be. "Since no alarms were raised, I assume you didn’t find any pieces of rotten roots on your flights?"
"Nothing that had progressed enough to be spotted on the surface of the root," Jakob corrected. "Nobody’s stupid enough to only try and infect a single area. They’ll appear with time, even if those rune-crafter outposts couldn’t detect anything."
So he’d heard about that as well? Theo had gone back after a while to make sure there weren’t any more places with rot, or more specifically [Corruption] that the [Outposts] could detect. As chances were, Theo couldn’t actually remotely order them to run diagnostics other than the standard weekly ones, which forced him to just hope they’d notice them when that time came. He was meant to actually go down and check again tomorrow, wasn’t he? Theo was relatively sure he was.
"We’ll find them before they can become an issue," Theo promised, though his words didn’t seem to have much of an impact on the [Druid]’s mood. "We were able to take on the Queen of the North and actually win. This should be child’s play in comparison."
"Many of my close friends, my mentors, died against the queen," Jakob replied with little emotion. "They’re the reason we won that battle, and now they’re gone. This corrupted mana issue would’ve been solved easily if they were here."
"Would it?"
"Maybe," the [Druid] said, not as certain of himself anymore. "I know it wouldn’t be my problem, at least. I would be in Linrel still, trying to get the perfect brew while figuring out how to talk with more of the dragons. Orion would be here instead of me, using Monus’s abilities to search through the roots in an instant. He could do that, you know? That old Core knew more tricks than anybody should. Sixty thousand years inside of that biosphere forces you to learn something."
Sixty thousand? Theo could hardly fathom it, though the thought of Monus made his eyes widen for another reason.
"Monus was within Orion’s [Biosphere]!" he said, concern growing inside his heart. How hadn’t he considered it? "Doesn’t that mean he’s dead too?"
"What?" Jakob said, getting up to a sitting position once the worry reached his ears. A second of confusion passed by until the [Druid] recognized the issue. "Oh, no, the biosphere was moved over to somebody else. We had to press a few hundred species of horses together into one sphere instead of two to let somebody else take over, but Monus is still alive. Slightly weakened by the transfer, sure, but he’ll be back to his ordinary health within the next decade or so."
Anxiety left Theo’s heart, though he did feel foolish for not realizing it to begin with. If the [Core] had been inside the pocket dimension, that meant somebody had been carrying around the [Biosphere] for just as long. While the [Druids] were long-lived, he had only met those whose ages numbered in the thousands and not the tens of thousands. That was not something they wished for, apparently.
With his heart calming itself, Theo found himself overwhelmed by drowsiness. Finding a flower bed nearby that didn’t seem too filled with thorns, he allowed his legs to give away as he flopped onto it. Nero walked and lay down just next to him as the sun began to fall on the horizon. Not too long after, both had fallen asleep.
…
What felt like too few hours after, Theo found himself being shaken awake. The moon was still high above them, meaning it was still night, but the face of Stig in front of him didn’t seem to care. Likewise, the sight of a certain dragon flying away in the distance made Theo realize something was deeply wrong.
"They found another few roots with corruption," Stig said as Theo got up from the improvised bed. "It started close to one of the splits. Apparently, two other roots are infected as well now."
This was going to be a long night, wasn’t it?




Chapter 36







Desolation of the Damned


It only got worse as they neared it in the car. [Corrupted] were spilling out of the entrances to the [Outposts] already, charging towards Jakob’s draconic form on the ground. He wasn’t getting overwhelmed yet, the constant flames leaving his body keeping him safe as they burned, but it wouldn’t last for long. 
"The rot is spreading too fast," Stig said, baffled as he looked at the state of the roots. Theo could see it as well, the long rows of rotten material going much further than anticipated. "It was half of this thirty minutes ago."
Several hundred meters had been covered in half an hour? This was not good. This was not good in the slightest. Theo had to think.
"Kill them all, and the corruption stops," Miel said from the back, putting on the backpack filled with [Explosion Runes]. Theo had made a bunch of them which could be manually activated, the perfect tool for somebody without the ability to put [Mana] into them who was also invisible. "Do it quickly, and the tree might even survive."
"It’ll survive no matter what," Theo corrected, though he wasn’t sure he believed his own words anymore. The first time around, with incredibly slow-moving rot, Asari had estimated the [World-Tree] to be fully dead within a year. With this, where it was easily moving a hundred times faster, time was running out. "Get ready. We’re moving down."
Stig was out of his seat before the car landed, [Teleporting] to the top of the rotten root to get a perfect overview. Armed with enough explosives to take out a village by himself, the [Space Mage] began to [Teleport] them near any [Corrupted]. With Miel going invisible to plant explosives as well, Theo was left to look at the area being consumed by fire and explosions.
In some ways, it was beautiful. In other ways, it was way too hot to be near, and Theo and Nero retreated a distance back to gain a better view. Already, [Corrupted] tried to get near them, but Theo had other ideas.
"I really should’ve stocked up on more explosive bullets, you know?" he said to Nero as he rapid-fired three of them just below the trio of monsters. Their undersides covered the hole, and the pressure formed made enough of their mass vaporize that they died instantly. "I’ll run out before we’re through with this bunch."
‘Save them, then,’ Nero said, lazily walking forward towards the approaching horde. Theo was about to call her mad until the fog around her increased ten times over. When Theo couldn’t see her body through it anymore, he understood that there wasn’t anything to see anymore. The gigantic mass of white fog was her.
That answered what [One with the World] could do, at least. Theo just looked on as it surrounded several of the [Corrupted] at once. They, of course, tried to absorb the fog, but Nero’s mastery was above them and they screamed as they were converted. In a surprising showing, the size of Nero increased.
‘Do you feel yourself approaching a maximum size?’ Theo asked, watching some of the fog slip away from the edges.
‘No,’ Nero answered bluntly, covering more of the [Corrupted] and forcing them to assimilate with her body. ‘If I’m fed, I will grow.’
‘Then eat to your heart’s content,’ Theo replied back. The massive fog vibrated a little, the blurriness increasing for a moment until it returned to its former status. With a push of mind, Nero spread herself through the field, covering up the exits to the various [Outposts]. The second the [Corrupted] tried to travel through, they were met with instant death. Nero grew fast by that point.
As so many [Corrupted] were absorbed by the [Familiar] for the next thirty seconds, Theo and others just stood around looking at the process.
"So…" Stig began, [Teleporting] over to Theo as they looked at the optimized killing. "Is that—"
"It’s Nero, yeah," Theo replied. Jakob’s draconic form briefly showed off a frown before he returned to his human shape. "When she evolved to have these abilities, I hadn’t guessed something like this would be included. It's…"
"It’s why the Corrupted aren’t native to this world," Jakob finished. "It’s too destructive, too easily able to grow once it has enough to feed on."
That was more than true. Nero wouldn’t be able to do this without enough [Corrupted Mana] around her to absorb, and she was currently being fed an endless stream of it. These were the perfect conditions, and…how was she even surviving with this much energy inside her? Theo could feel it radiating through their [Bond], to the point where a few points of [Durability] had actually been lost.
Opening up her [Status Screen], Theo’s eyes opened wide.
Familiar Status
Familiar Name: Nero
Level: 18(74%)
Profession: [Mana-Walker]
Health(HP): 87/87(3795/3795)
Stamina(SP):116/116
Mana(MP): 24/75(946/946)
Stats
Physical: 29(1265)
Mental: 28
Soul: 23(894)
Available Points: -

That her [Soul] and [Physical Stat] continued to grow in the passing seconds made Theo fully understand what Jakob had said. [One with the World] was a threat that couldn’t be described in easy terms.
‘You are beautiful,’ was everything Theo could send, unsure of what to think anymore. ‘I warn that you might feel a little weak in comparison when you’re done here, though.’
‘I won’t,’ Nero replied with a voice stronger than ever before. She sounded…filled with bliss. Clouded slightly, and everything about this seemed to make her judgment questionable, but Theo could nonetheless attest that her power was a margin above his own.
He could feel everything, see everything, hear all the screams of the ones being killed. This was a miniature version of the interconnected web of the [Dryads], impossibly wide in scope and filled with so many nuances that normal minds would instantly break. Theo was happy that the [Familiar-Bond] was able to filter most of it out, though it came at the cost of more [Durability] being lost.
Actually, that was too much.
[Warning]!
Extremely high levels of stress detected on the [Familiar-Bond].[Bond-Status] downgraded to: Actively Fracturing.

The [System] heavily urges the user to cease their current actions, as the complete fracture is expected within 00:00:20.

20 seconds until total obliteration of the [Bond].
"Nero, you need to…" Theo began to say, before realizing he was speaking out loud. Wires were getting mixed up in his mind. It took a lot of mental [Willpower] before he adjusted everything. ‘Nero, you need to stop. The [Familiar-Bond] is going to break in less than fifteen seconds.’
‘Give me a second. I nearly have all of them.’
Theo looked through the [Bond] as the white fog infiltrated the insides of the [Outposts], taking all of the [Corrupted] inside with no hesitation. All the air inside was occupied by her, but there were still more emerging from the ley lines.
‘I’ll take out the source.’
With a push, the fog tried to enter the ley line. She was stretched too thin to consider what was going to happen if she did, or maybe she was too arrogant to understand the implications.
‘No, the fuck you won’t—’ Theo began, but it was too late. The fog touched the [Corrupted] ley line, and [Corruption Absorption] was already activated to the fullest.
[Warning]!
Deadly levels of stress detected on the [Familiar-Bond].
Please—
Apocalyptic levels of stress detected on the [Familiar-Bond].
The [System] warns—
Radiant levels—
[????]

The world turned white, and Theo lost the ability to move his body. Or maybe moving his body just wasn’t an option anymore, his mind forced to feel as the [Bond] between him and Nero connected, splintered, reformed, and reinforced itself again before connecting again to repeat the process. Their minds were splintered and reformed a hundred times, a thousand times, always back to their previous condition, forced to understand the pain.
It was a tempering of their souls. It was a challenge to not go insane. Unless they couldn’t go insane anymore. Theo just understood that, while the instant had turned into years of torture, time finally decided to continue and his face could hit the grass beneath.
His body was his own again.
[Familiar Nero] incapacitated.
Cleaning protocols for [Familiar-Bond] engaged. Condition: [Stable]

"Theo? Theo, can you hear me?"
There was shouting as he was turned to face the sky, his eyes not able to focus properly. Shapes stood above him, maybe judging him, but one was definitely shouting at him. He couldn’t understand any of it, only mildly feeling the physical touch as his mouth was forced open and the liquid was forced down his throat.
It was like he’d been punched in the gut a hundred times over, but maybe that was a worthy trade to realize where he was at the moment. Stig was rearing up to slap his face, Miel was looking at him with dark eyes while something blurry in the distance moved. Jakob didn’t look happy.
"Of course they can gather together," the [Druid] muttered before transforming into his draconic form and charging the twenty-meter-tall behemoth.
Theo didn’t care much about that, however, as the world could finally settle and make him realize he was missing a piece.
‘Nero!’ he sent through the [Familiar-Bond], but there was no response. There was…nothing. Not the idle thoughts of thinking him stupid, not the odd idea about what to eat when they got back, and not even the random impulses she sent through while napping. There was nothing. Only a void.
This couldn’t be happening. He refused the thought. The [System] said it was [Stable], right? The old notification had as much in it.
Familiar-Bond
Bond-Status: Stable
Ranking: Epic(?)
Bond-Type: Passive Two-way
Durability: 149/150

That question mark next to [Epic] did not soothe his mind. The interface thought it was persisting, which had to mean Nero was still alive, right? She was just incapacitated, to a point where the [System] noted it down.
"Do you know where she is?" Theo asked, getting to his feet as he looked around with [Mana-Sight] put up to the maximum, honed in on one specific [Mana-Signature]. Jakob was fighting the massive monster only some fifty meters away, but Theo couldn’t think about that right now. "Any sighting?"
"The fog appeared near the northern roots, but—" Stig began to say, Theo hearing all he needed before he began to run. His shield was left behind on the ground, and the pistol only came with him because it was holstered.
He could just barely hear Stig sigh before a hand hit his shoulder and he was [Teleported] to the root in question. Theo didn’t have time to thank the [Space Mage], instantly honing in on the body of a rabbit on the other side of the root.
Scaling the structure and getting on the other side in the blink of an eye, he met the body of Nero. She was still on the ground, entirely without movement, but that wisp of fog leaving her was still there. And…when Theo listened carefully, ignoring the roaring flames in the distance, he could hear her breathe.
She was alive.
Pumping all the [Holy Runes] he had on him into her, Theo sat with Nero in the passing minutes. He could hear the fighting, could hear them struggling, but his mind refused the idea of leaving her behind. Seeing her form on the ground defenceless was too painful to bear. Nobody would get close while he was there.
‘...You’re stupid.’
It came from another corner of his mind, echoing with a tone that brought him more than joy. The twitch of a certain rabbit’s legs only increased that, the connection that Theo had lived with for several months flaring back to its usual strength. Though weakness could be sensed through it, the reason was more weariness than permanent damage. While tired beyond belief, Nero was alive.
And, having confirmed that she was alive and well, Theo almost felt like a reprimand was in order.
"I’m the one meant to do stupid shit here," he explained with a strained voice. "I’m the dumb one. Me. Not you. You’re not meant to be this idiotic, but here we are. You need to understand how utterly vapid this was."
Words continued to leave his mouth, but it didn’t matter much what they actually were. They all held the same message.
"I was worried about you."
…
‘Sorry.’
…
"I don’t like that this is the first time you’ve actually apologized to me," Theo said, the growing frustration in his heart dissipating entirely. The anger, the grief, and that feeling of loss were gone. They were both alive, both filled with aches but otherwise fine, and that wasn’t too different from normal. ‘Can you walk?’
It was calming to send a message through the [Bond] properly. Even more the fact that Nero was able to wrestle with her legs a bit and then get back on her feet.
Going back over the root, they learned the sounds of fighting had stopped. Jakob was back in his human form, staring at a massive [Corrupted] corpse in front of the group. It was dissipating at about the same speed that the roots around them were regenerating. The sickly colouring was almost gone by the time Theo and Nero reconvened with the others.
"Rabbit, never do something like that again," Jakob said bluntly, looking at Nero with an unflinching stare. "You nearly killed yourself and Theo."
Theo could feel it, as Nero internally came to terms with what she’d done.
‘Tell him I won’t do it again,’ Nero requested, but Jakob was already looking tired before Theo could open his mouth.
"No need, I got the gist of it," the [Druid] said, revealing that the [Familiar-Bond] wasn’t as private as previously thought. "Recover your wits. We need to move."
"What?" Stig questioned. The dwarf had already settled on the ground to get his breath. "The rot has been dealt with already. Where would you want to go?"
"It has been dealt with here," Jakob corrected, his eyes narrowing as he looked out into the lake. The others did the same, realizing the truth before them. "It’s still rampaging on within her."
The [World-Tree] had been hit before they could stop it. Hundreds of lines, each several meters wide, ran up the bark of the tree. It was like an infection, unstoppable and massive in scale.
It would be dead soon.
"What can we even do?" Theo questioned as they moved towards the car. "The damage is already done."
"If she is still alive, the damage isn’t final," the [Druid] replied bluntly. "Everything on the main tree originates from the top parts. Fly there."
Squinting his eyes, Theo couldn’t deny Jakob’s words. It seemed like a certain area near the top had an extreme amount of lines growing out from it. Maybe it was where the enemy was hiding. Maybe it was a fruitless bit of hope on their part.
No matter what it was, they sped towards it at breakneck speeds. Time was running out, and any solution would be tried while it was still possible to save her. The [World-Tree] would not fall while they could do something about it.




Chapter 37







Return of the Fake


They weaved through the massive branches of the [World-Tree] as they flew closer, Jakob refusing the concept of slowing down until they were at their target. Theo didn’t try to argue, just focusing on not having them crash into any of the oversized leaves as they continued onwards. Already the rot on the sides had grown to a point where they could feel the [Corruption] emanating from it. There was nothing stopping it, and it got progressively worse as seconds passed by. 
Without even being told, Theo sped up.
"It’s been too fucking long since I went here. Why did she have to cover this part up," Jakob cursed, his eyes flicking around as he tried to spot something none of them could. "Orion asks her for one part that remains constant, and she just—there! Go up for three more seconds, and then straight into the bark."
He wanted him to ram right into the side of the [World-Tree]? Was he crazy?
"Don’t slow down," Jakob ordered. "Go!"
If this isn’t a hidden entrance, I’m going to slap that man.
‘If you were less of an idiot who actually does what he’s told, we would already be inside right now,’ Jakob sent through some kind of mental connection they shared. Theo had been rather sure that his thoughts were private, but now everybody apparently had access to them. ‘Your bond with the furball has been leaking since she was an idiot. Impossible not to hear everything. Now, move it!’
‘Please try to forget everything I’ve ever thought,’ Theo pleaded, trying to stop himself from thinking about everything he really shouldn’t at a time like this. With his foot slamming into the floor of the car as the gas pedal was pushed down to its fullest, they shot forward, a few leaves almost smacking the side. They were at the side of the [World-Tree] in a fraction of a second, briefly pushing against the surface before something shattered and an open space within was revealed.
"Oh, shit," Stig murmured as Theo stopped the car before he hit the wall of the massive cavern. [Corruption] lined the walls, and a few parts of the ceiling were deteriorating, but there was no question that they were currently inside the [World-Tree]. This was real. The elves hadn’t been lying. "I didn’t think there’d actually be something here."
"Well, get used to surprises, then," Jakob replied, jumping out of the car as he unfurled his aura, druidic energies radiating off the area. "Eirene, get out here!"
It was the name Asari had given Theo a month ago to summon the [World-Tree]’s physical form, and Jakob clearly knew it as well. Instead of doing what had been promised, however…nothing came. The idle crackling of the [Corruption] spreading could be heard. There were the passive energies of the tree still floating around, but the [Druid]’s words had no effects on it in the slightest. It remained dormant.
Theo tried as well, using the petal that had been given to him by Asari, but nothing came along. It felt like there was an attempt at connecting to something, but the source of the [Corruption], whatever it was, stopped that from happening.
As was seen by the pained expression on Jakob, that wasn’t good at all.
"Unresponsive. Should have known," the oldest of the group said, going down on one knee before sending pulses through the wooden flesh. Theo and the others got out of the car as it landed, standing around while the [Druid] tried to form some kind of connection. "She’s alive, but she’s not thinking. That must’ve been why she didn’t just cut out the damaged chunks of her. She doesn’t have the ability to realize anything, she’s just… Oh, I’m going to kill somebody today."
Jakob was up and running towards the tunnel that led further into the [World-Tree] before anybody could say otherwise. Miel followed along before Theo or Stig could even think, though they did their best to catch up. The [Druid] had transformed into a four-legged wolf once more, but was keeping his pace low enough that they had a chance to see where he was going.
Not that it mattered, since only half a minute of running was allowed before they were met with their first obstacle. As the tunnel opened up to allow for a grand room to be revealed, one not too different from the [Druid]s’ conference room in the enclave up north but much bigger in scale, they were greeted by the sight of an amorphous blob of [Corruption] sitting at the centre.
And it was only getting bigger, as smaller [Corrupted] ran in from the sides to join up with their larger counterpart. It only took a single touch for them to be assimilated.
"Ignore it," Jakob barked, trying to run to the side to continue chasing after some other room. He didn’t get the chance, however, as the ball of [Corruption] in the middle detected their presence. With a deafening roar, whips and heads began to grow out of its sides, snapping at the [Druid] who had no care about it. "Or maybe it wants to die."
In a flash, Jakob’s draconic form was brought out, sending out fire towards the main body while nodding at the smaller ones who were continuing to try and jump into the larger beast. He would take care of the boss while Theo and the others were expected to deal with them.
They wouldn’t be able to win this, though. The [Corruption] was in too many places around them. No matter how hard they fought, they’d only temporarily lower their numbers.
‘We deal with enough so we can get to the source of the source,’ Jakob said through the unsecured [Bond] as Theo’s indecision almost cost them their lives, a larger group of [Corrupted] jumping at them before they could prepare. Only Stig’s quick thinking with explosives was able to deal with most, Nero’s fire taking out the last bunch. ‘Fight or die.’
Words to live by, Theo supposed as he shot half a dozen of the explosive bullets in one go, emptying out the area of one of the two tunnels the [Corrupted] were entering through.
"You two deal with the other one, and Nero and I will take care of this one," Theo ordered, the two nodding as the action began. Running at full speed through the countless podiums and stands where [Druids] were probably meant to talk peacefully, he fired off another dozen shots. "If I let you use the ability again, can you control yourself?"
‘Maybe,’ Nero said, a continuous breath of flame down the hallway stopping the enemies for a few seconds. Just enough for Theo to manifest a [Tier 5 Explosion Rune], one that he was able to [Teleport] about a hundred meters into the tunnel. It exploded an instant after landing there, destabilizing the structure of the place while bringing serious ringing into their ears.
‘‘Maybe’ isn’t enough,’ Theo replied finally. ‘I need a yes or a no.’
‘Then, yes,’ Nero said, Theo proceeding to give her the green flag to use [One with the World]. Her power instantly grew just from sucking in the [Corruption] present in the air, but that was nothing compared to the feast she gained as she hurried down the tunnel in front of them. Everything was cleared out, and hundreds died instantly. ‘I can do this for a minute. Hurry.’
She’d already known his plan before he even told her about it? Theo cursed his mind’s lacking ability to hide his thoughts as he continued to manifest more and more of the [Explosion Runes] alongside some [Absorption Runes]. The [World-Tree] could regenerate all damage, so his collapsing a tunnel would be seen as fair play, right? He certainly hoped so as he sped fifty meters into it, planting the engravings everywhere that seemed right. Taking a vial of [Liquid Mana] and downing it, he was able to get just about everything looking perfect before long.
‘Get back here, so I can close this thing down,’ Theo ordered Nero, looking through their connection. She was on a rampage, everything around her being consumed and added to her power base. It was the exact behaviour that she had shown off last time, only now she wasn’t responding. ‘Nero, get back here, or I will go find you and—’
‘I heard you,’ she replied, finally concentrating on the [Bond]. ‘Sorry, I got too focused on it again.’
Seconds later, the fog appeared, Nero leaping past him as she reformed back into her normal body. Massive amounts of the white energy were still leaving her, however, as the level of [Corruption] inside her was still several margins above her standard limits.
"Are you feeling okay?" Theo asked, pushing her to the side of the tunnel so they didn’t stand directly in front of it. With a mental command to the [Runes] within, the symphony was started, a rattling shake being the initial bass while a high-note grinding began to play through. The [Absorption Runes] truly were deadly when they had been given the simple intrusion to absorb everything. Even better was the fact that all the energy gained from them was being pumped into the [Tier 5 Explosion Runes]. Theo wondered when they would blow up.
‘I’m fine,’ Nero finally replied as the ground around them vibrated, Theo almost falling to the floor if not for a certain furball pressing against him to keep him steady. If the explosions hadn’t been so far away, Theo wasn’t sure the larger room would’ve survived. ‘I think the tunnel is gone.’
Looking through the start of what used to be an entrance for the [Corrupted], Theo found himself agreeing. There was some form of an opening, but everything deeper inside was solid wood. The roof had caved in, and there wasn’t any open space left to travel through. The [Corrupted] would have to remove a hundred meters of biological material before they got here again.
Which they probably would happily do, but it would take them long enough that Theo wouldn’t need to care.
‘Help the others,’ Jakob ordered through the [Bond] again, making both Theo and Nero run towards the other side. Stig and Miel were holding their own for sure, but there was only so much they could do. With the slowed pace of explosions, Theo was forced to consider the chance that they were running out of grenades. ‘They are.’
Jakob knew just about everything, didn’t he? Theo wondered how he could even pay attention while in the draconic form. That endless fire leaving him to burn the [Corrupted] had to require some kind of focus.
Stupid thoughts in the midst of battle. Shaking his head, Theo fired off a few shots to stop a dozen from leaving the other tunnel. Nero was already on the case again, cutting off a large chunk of fog from herself before transforming into it properly. Theo could feel it taking a toll on their [Bond], but it wasn’t to dangerous levels yet.
‘Be quicker this time,’ she ordered as she rushed into the tunnel again. Stig [Teleported] to avoid the white fog, seeing the effect it had on the [Corrupted] who hit it. ‘I can’t hold this for long.’
‘I wouldn’t want you to either,’ Theo promised, meeting up with Stig as he took a few drops of [Liquid Mana] again. Energy swelled within, letting him create another dozen [Explosion Runes] connected to the absorption engravings. Ten seconds to craft twelve very lethal weapons. Theo was proud of himself. "Stig, get this about fifty meters into the tunnel, and come back."
"Those don’t look safe," the [Space Mage] replied, though he just shrugged and grabbed hold of them. Theo could briefly see him deeper within planting them around the walls and floor before he was back. "Done."
‘Get back here,’ Theo ordered again, Nero instantly responding in affirmation. The cry of pain that came from her as she began to return gave Theo pause, however. Looking through her sight, though it might’ve been altered, he could see another giant of a [Corrupted] trying to tear at her. It was more powerful, more dominant in its ability to convert [Corruption] into its own body. Nero was outmatched.
She returned to her normal form to not die instantly, but that forced another issue on her entirely. A beast the size of the one Jakob was having trouble winning against was trying to get at her. There was a clear difference in power.
This was going to be close.
Theo ran into the tunnel himself, pulling out the final vial of [Liquid Mana] he’d brought along before dousing several of his bullets in its contents. They all glowed a dangerous colour, nearly blowing up instantly, but Theo didn’t let it get to him. Rounding the corner, he found the sight of Nero running, along with the large mass right behind her. It was closing in on the [Familiar], faster than she could hope to run.
Not today.
An [Ignis Rune] from his shield made the outer layer of its mass evaporate, giving her just enough time to get around the corner and speed towards the others. They followed suit, though he was also distracted by the [Runes] that they passed by.
Waiting to activate them would leave the chance of the massive monster getting through and absorbing them. Activating them now had a very clear chance of killing him.
…
Stig would get the message. Theo chose the latter option, activating the lethal [Runes] while giving the [Space Mage] a very pointed look.
By the time the rumbling began, and a flash of light travelled through, a hand had touched Theo and they were gone, the [Rune-Crafter] a fraction of a second away from losing a layer of skin himself.
"I understand why Nero calls you stupid all the time more than ever now," Stig said, out of breath from using too much energy too quickly. The tunnel collapsed in front of them, the massive beast inside not able to get at them for the next few minutes. "We’re not doing that again."
"Wouldn’t dream of it," Theo promised, his aching body looking at Jakob as his draconic form cut through the middle of the massive blob of [Corruption]. It faltered, almost regenerating before a wide burst of fire stopped it. With a final hiss of defiance, the strength that held it together was released, and a thick air of [Corrupted Mana] filled the area.
They coughed for a moment until Nero fixed the issue by taking in a good part of the remnants. Her wings were giving off more residue than ever, but that was fine. She was alive, they weren’t breathing it in, and they could move.
"Are any of you hurt?" Jakob asked, briefly back in his human form as he waded through the [Corrupted] material. When none said anything, he just nodded before transforming back into the lycan form, sprinting down the third tunnel like a deadly fight hadn't just happened.
Theo distributed [Holy Runes] as they ran, old aches somewhat countered by the healing properties. It wouldn’t get rid of the effects of [Mana] overuse, but at least the physical pains were muted enough to let them run along.
His [Stamina] was still falling, though, and his mind wasn’t getting clearer with time. Though Theo didn’t like to admit it, he was getting closer to his mental limit. Survival instincts could only carry him so far when dealing with stuff like this.
‘After this, we will rest for as long as we want to,’ Nero said through the [Familiar-Bond]. ‘Sleep for eighteen hours a day, eat for five hours, and then you can work for one.’
‘The perfect time plan,’ Theo said with a grin, the idea of becoming the embodiment of sloth not sounding terrible. They just needed to get out of here in one piece. ‘Let’s just get this over with, then.’
Five whole minutes were spent running, taking various turns at intersections. The place was a maze, but Jakob apparently knew the secret routes to take. Before any of them knew it, the wave of [Mana] washing over them revealed that they’d reached the heart of the place.
The centre of the [World-Tree], where everything was connected into one massive hive of activity. Theo could see how the ley lines all travelled through the walls of the place, merging, splitting, and becoming slowly absorbed as they travelled. Millions of points of [Mana] were taken in by the [World-Tree] every second from every direction, a pittance released into the world again. Theo was shocked that anything could be given so much at a constant rate without imploding, yet the impossible was happening before his eyes.
But it just had to be ruined, didn’t it?
"You," Jakob said as he and all the others looked at the floating figure in the middle of the room. Theo had no trouble recognizing the form. "You’re a dead man."
The mask on the enemy’s face turned towards them, blue particles flowing from their body faster once they recognized the group. Theo didn’t doubt that the elf would remember them, and especially Jakob, for that matter. He was the one who had forced him to flee several weeks prior.
Alen Ralosalor.
"So you actually came," the masked elf said tiredly. The emotion was hard to truly hear as their voice continued to vibrate at incredible frequencies. He was much more powerful than the last time they’d met, and…it had something to do with the staff in the elf’s hand, didn’t it. "She said you would, said that you would be arrogant enough, but I didn’t believe it. Maybe that witch isn’t a terrible puppet to have."
The staff trembled within the elf’s grip, shaking as countless [Mana] strings came from its length. All connected to the ley lines around them, and Theo could see firsthand as the pure [Mana] was [Corrupted].
Wait.
Pure [Mana] being manipulated by a staff.
Pure [Mana] being manipulated by a staff by a terrorist who had been much weaker the last time they had met.
"How the fuck did you get that artefact?" Jakob shouted at the floating elf. "There is zero chance somebody like you would have stolen that from the Queen of the North."
"Indeed," Alen said, seeming to agree with the [Druid]’s assessment wholeheartedly. "I would have just killed her myself, instead of letting some pitiful druids get the pleasure."
The way he said it made it clear that he knew Jakob had been there. He knew about how they’d fought. While Theo could’ve assumed that he’d been told through the grapevine, as they’d told the royal couple about the events of the battle, there was no way he would’ve known about Jakob being present. Nobody had mentioned his role in full. Somebody on their side had leaked the information.
Or maybe the "she" mentioned before had just been able to see it for herself. The Queen of the North had claimed it to be a [Druid] who had stolen her staff, so there was a chance—
‘There isn’t,’ Jakob interjected, clearly not in the mood to know his musings. "Listen here, you overfilled shithead. Who’s your leader? Tell us and I might even kill you quickly."
"None are above me. I have reached the apex," Alen said, spreading his arms wide as he began to draw the energy of the ley lines into himself. [Corruption] filled the walls of the place like never before, and gravity briefly stopped working before they all slammed into the ground. "The gods will look up at me soon."
"No the fuck they won’t," Jakob replied, instantly in his draconic form. His jaws were open, no time passing before he tried to chomp down on the body of the masked elf. Theo didn’t have time to see what happened before Jakob was on the other side of the room, the elf unharmed except for the staff vibrating at a higher rate than before.
‘Attack,’ the [Druid] sent through the [Bond] while he got up again. His throat was oddly bent, but it resettled after a loud crack. "Don’t let him continue this madness."
Stig was the first who tried to help, a [Teleportation] putting his invisible form in the air just behind the flying elf. A knife tried to embed itself in the madman, and it was certainly able to go through the shoulder, but…it went through too easily because there was nothing to latch onto. Blue particles emerged from the wound, and everything was instantly reformed when Stig fell due to gravity, taking the weapon with him.
No proper physical body. Theo proved that again while [Teleporting] a bullet right in the side of his skull. Alen had previously had barriers to prevent it. Now he just didn’t care.
"Futility at its finest," Alen commented, raising his free hand. A deep rumbling from below was their warning to get off the floor, Theo activating his flight mode, Stig using his own [Rune] after [Teleporting] into the air, and Nero just pushing Miel on her back and taking off. It was good that they did, as the entire ground was filled with razor-sharp blades a moment later, the edges constantly moving to render everything hitting them to pieces. "A shame. I wanted to see that."
The attacks didn’t follow them into the air and didn't try to track their position perfectly like last time. Was he not able to muster up enough thought for such a thing, or was he just arrogant enough not to bother? Theo couldn’t tell anymore, just knowing he couldn’t let this time pass.
Physical attacks didn’t work, explosives didn’t work, and the man wasn’t made of [Corruption], so Theo couldn’t absorb it. Theo wracked his brain until settling on [Absorption]. It had been able to convert air into [Mana], though the gains had been abhorrent. Whatever the man was made of, it had to be somewhat possible.
"What are you doing?" Alen asked, sounding curious as Theo manifested a [Silver] plate from his shield. It wasn’t wood, but he didn’t have access to usable [Arbor] right now and this was a good enough alternative. "Answer me or—"
Jakob seemed to have gotten the idea of his plan, as he sent a constant stream of fire through the man’s general area. The perfect distraction, though it cost the [Druid] dearly as a rock hand emerged from the wall and threw him to the floor. Unlike before, the blades were more than willing to shoot out, several instantly digging through the scales and deeper inside.
‘Do it,’ Jakob ordered through the pain, and Theo obeyed, [Teleporting] the weightless [Absorption Rune] into the man’s heart. It took a moment to latch onto whatever he was made of, but, when it did, the reaction was perfect.
A perfect scream of pain, the chest of Alen gone and not returning. The source of the damage seemed to have been spotted, as it was crushed into nothing, yet his body refused to regenerate. Below, the razors stopped their movement, and the masked man crashed onto the floor. He was still alive, but he wouldn’t be for much longer.
"Not like this," the masked [Mage] cursed, both hands on the staff as the unstable artefact continued to fulfill its orders. "I will survive. I will surpass the gods."
Limping over, Jakob kicked the half-dead [Mage] in the head. Unlike before, it seemed to connect, the top half of the body slamming into the floor.
"No, the fuck, you will not," the [Druid] said, another kick to Alen's face silencing his scream. The staff fell onto the floor beside him. "Just had to die quickly. Didn't deserve that."
Theo didn’t really care about what others supposedly deserved or not. He just knew that Alen Ralosalor looked pretty dead. His clothes were soon empty of a body, his staff still present next to them.
Two things didn’t seem right, however. The [System] didn’t congratulate him on levelling up, and the staff hadn’t stopped vibrating as [Mana] surged through it. The former could be excused as him not helping much. The latter was an apocalyptic disaster in the making.
"Do you know how to stop that?" Theo asked Jakob, the [Druid] likewise noticing the latter issue. The metal that the staff was made from was starting to turn red at the top from the amount of [Mana] being forced through its form. Whoever had made the artefact was a master in their own right. Anything Theo had ever seen before, save for the [World-Tree], would’ve exploded already.
Millions upon millions of [Mana] every second…
They wouldn’t make it if this thing broke. Theo wasn’t sure if the [World-Tree] would make it anymore.
Jakob understood that fact as well, the [Druid] grabbing the staff with a pained expression as he began to insert his [Mana] inside. An order for balance was sent through, crude and not in any way how you were meant to handle an artefact. This one didn’t seem to have a conscience of its own, but that didn’t stop it from being sentient enough to slap back at the weak attempt at ownership.
And a slap from the staff was equal to a nearly lethal blow from anything else, Jakob letting go of the tool and staggering away. Stig helped him stay on his feet, though it didn’t mean much anymore.
The [Druid] was out of the game. None of the others had any chance of figuring out how to fix the staff. It was getting worse.
Guess I’ll do it.
An infinitely small amount of the energy from the staff travelled through Theo as he made contact. It was nearly nothing in comparison to the vast amounts inside, but to Theo it was akin to him drinking a full vial of [Liquid Mana]. The pain instantly flared in his heart, but he didn’t care.
Balance needed to be made.
[Mana-Sight] activated without his command, likely a side effect of the energy currently destroying his system, but it was useful. It allowed him to dig deeper into the pathways inside the staff, to see the details within the details. The physical connection helped it along as well, the truth of the world being unveiled.
Alen’s stench seemed to be everything that was wrong. The madman had allowed the staff to reach new heights by breaking so many limiters everywhere. All the safety features that had been in place to stop it from overheating, every carefully crafted protection to keep the world safe was gone. He’d been an idiot, no matter how much power he had been able to get in the past month.
The psychopath probably didn’t even realize what he had done, how he had doomed them. He would’ve died in the blast as well.
"Can you fix it?" Jakob asked through heavy breaths, Theo seeing that the backlash was running through the [Druid] at a breakneck pace. He could likely survive, but there were many hours of pain ahead. "Can you stop this?"
Could he? Theo didn’t know for sure.
"The old safety walls are broken, and I can’t remake what’s already been filled," Theo muttered, trying to understand the [Enchantments] on the staff. He worked with [Runes], not whatever garbage this was. If only… "I have something that can work. Maybe. Temporarily at least."
"If it stops it from blowing up in here, I don’t give a shit," Jakob said, falling before Stig could grab him. He was well and truly unconscious, leaving Theo to improvise a lot of very dangerous features.
The main issue of the staff wasn’t the fact that so much [Mana] was being sent through the receiver. It could handle that a hundred times over. It had been built for that, just as the sender on the other side was meant to handle it. The connections between the two were the issue, as the transfer was sent through the interpreter so that the desires of the holder could be obeyed. That part, the interpreter, could hardly handle a million [Mana] every second, and it was currently being forced to go through twenty million or so. This was a constant rate high above its maximum, an amount it was built to only last through in quick surges.
The hard fix was to make the interpreter able to handle the new input of energy. Theo had no idea if that was even possible. The slightly easier fix was to cut it out from the current line of connections and make the entry and exit meet without it, but that meant manipulating the current setup, which was impossible with the amount of energy currently running through it. The easiest, and maybe the stupidest, solution was to make a new set of connections himself.
Theo was going to slap his own work onto an artefact that was several aeons old.
Yes, he was serious.
If the metal on here can handle this amount of [Mana], and thousands of years of use, it’s not the usual stuff.
That’s the logic that made him put about five hundred separate [Connection Runes] onto the surface of the staff. Each fraction of a degree of the entry point for energy was used so that it could all run through at the maximum possible output. Visualizing it and then using [Air-Engraving] to make it manifest on the surface took more than what he normally had, but Theo was currently being fueled by the thing about to explode. He had [Mana] for days.
I might even explode before this thing can.
He held his mind steady as the first of the [Connection Runes] formed, the sudden shift in streams on the staff making it shake even harder than before. Doing his best to hold it steady, Theo refused to let himself waver. With how much stupid stuff he’d made these past months, he’d become the king of repetitive work. And yet a slipup was all he needed before the world would turn black. He just needed some focus, some calm in his head, some—
Oh, shit, that was close.
Thinking about calm was too distracting. Theo switched to being an anxious wreck in the name of making this work.
The first hundred lines formed, and the staff began to shake a little less. Around the two-hundred mark, it only vibrated. At three hundred he messed up slightly and nearly caused all their deaths, but the next fifty done successfully saved the day. At the four-hundred mark, his fingers were only slightly burning. At five hundred…at five hundred, the heat began to dissipate.
[Skill] increase detected!
[Rune-Mastery] has been increased—

"Shut up," Theo said, his voice much rougher than anticipated. His throat felt dry, but he pushed on. Opening up one of the [Connection Runes], he prayed to Moira that it wasn’t about to break.
[Connection Rune]
Mana-Purity: -
Tier: 0
Material: Godsteel
Capacity: -
Activation: Passive
Durability: 9999/9999

It had to be a mistake. Theo didn’t believe it. That the [Durability] was that high, and that it was somehow regenerating every time that it lost a point, was madness.
But it only made sense. [Godsteel]...it was a [Material] capable of surviving for this long while still perfectly intact. If it had been something normal, Theo would’ve been angry.
There was no chance he wouldn’t get a sample of this when he had the ability to form proper thoughts.
"Is it…safe?" Miel asked, hesitantly walking over to Theo as he tried to get up. His body was surprisingly weak at the moment, and he couldn’t do more than stand on one knee at the moment, but that didn’t stop a smile from emerging.
"Yeah, it worked," Theo replied. He felt calm overtake him, and even the elven woman before him smiled. Miel smiling? Had hell frozen over as—
He didn’t see the kick to his face coming in the slightest, his nose making a crunching noise as he fell to the floor.
What?
"Why would you do that, Miel?" Stig shouted as Theo pushed his upper body away from the floor, seeing the blood dripping from the tip of his nose. A small puddle was quick to gather on the floor below him. "What do you think you’re doing?"
"Something I’ve been waiting to do for a long time," Miel answered in a jovial tone. Looking up, Theo could see her holding the staff with a grin. It seemed so wrong on her face. Why was this happening? "Theo, I hope that hurts."
‘Evil,’ came through the [Familiar-Bond] as Nero fired off several hundred [MP]’s worth of [Corruption] at the thief. There had been no hesitation to see her as the enemy, the [Familiar] able to do what the others couldn’t. ‘She’s a betrayer.'
"And damn, is she good at it!" a new voice shouted while Jakob groaned from the ground. The [Druid] had chosen the wrong time to awaken, though Theo was more enamoured with the sound of the new voice. A woman, an elven woman, and he had heard it before a long time ago. "Hello, Theo. Stig as well, of course, and, oh my, you’ve really grown, Nero! Do you remember me? You were just a little ball of fur when we last met, and look at you now!"
Rina Mastigia, a trickster able to rival the power of demigods.
"That information is a few centuries out of date, Theo, but I appreciate the reminder of my youth," Rina said, already inside his head as well. Truly he had no privacy. "You really don’t, but what can you expect from a future God of Trickery? It’s in my nature."
They were fucked.




Chapter 38







Rina Mastigia


Theo looked on with shock as Miel happily handed the fixed staff to Rina. Betrayal, anger, and confusion ran through him without an end in sight. Why was this happening? 
"Well," Rina said, seeming more than happy to answer the question in his thoughts. He could hide nothing. "Draven, that boring killjoy, ordered me to keep an eye on you to make sure you didn’t do something too crazy and become a threat. That wasn’t something I wanted to do myself, since there’s zero chance I could survive being around people so simple as you, so I threw in my new helper. Say ‘hi,’ Miel!"
"Hi," Miel said with that unnatural smile, waving at the group. This was wrong.
"No, this is right," Rina corrected, the words echoing in his head. "I’ve been trying to get myself a step up the ladder for a while now, and you, Theo, were exactly the type of pawn I was looking for. You might be extremely weak in almost all regards, but you are very good at surviving impossible odds. The Goddess of Fate chose you well, which is why you were just perfect for letting me harness this staff properly."
Gears turned inside his mind. Miel was a plant, she’d helped them get out of the arena, had made it certain that she needed to follow them or else she’d return to the slums, and had been there every step of the way from that point forward. Just how much had she steered them without Theo realizing? How much had Rina caused?
"Most of the timing was me, honestly," Rina confessed with a small bow to the audience that was trying to figure out how to kill her. The fact that she was mentally sending him pictures of cats at a constant rate made it difficult to figure out anything that she couldn’t counter. "Alen, that pile of dust, wasn’t too bad a vessel, and he was very useful in getting you moving. Also helped that he had so many powering rituals lying around. Just enough to make him unstable and break the staff, but just few enough that he wouldn’t die and take the tree with him before you got here. You can’t say my planning was bad on that front, you know. Put a lot of thought into this."
"Rina Mastigia," Jakob muttered as he finally got back up on his feet. His upper body was shaking, twitches running through his muscles, but the [Druid] didn’t seem in the mood to care. "Potential threat to the world, with several deities in the natural realm calling for your capture, and now with a confession of trying to destroy the world tree."
"That’s me, yes," Rina said, nodding eagerly. She nearly bowed before Jakob turned into his lycan form. A great leap almost had her within range of his claws, but it failed…somehow? In the process of cutting through the air where the demigod was meant to be, Jakob simply stopped mid-motion, his body falling down onto the floor without resistance. "Being obvious with your attacks doesn't really work on me, you know? There’s this whole ‘I can see every thought going through your head’ thing, and, since you’re being like this, you’re kind of forcing me to just take over. Get back in your seat and listen, please."
In a robotic state, Jakob’s lycan form pushed itself back onto its feet, slowly walking back to his previous position before sitting down on the floor cross-legged. A second more passed before, Jakob’s body half leapt forward, confusion apparent on the [Druid].
"What the fuck is—"
"Silence, please," Rina requested, and Jakob wasn’t able to speak. Neither did he seem able to use his legs. "Everybody ready to listen? Okay! I always knew that having a proper audience would make this feel better."
Theo grabbed his pistol, doing his best to send through an order for one of the piercing rounds to fire. The command didn’t seem to be heard by the weapon, however, as no shots rang true.
Rina didn’t even acknowledge this.
"Oh, this feeling isn’t too bad," she said as she activated the staff once again. Her eyes glowed blue, and her veins seemed to enlarge a little, but there was no sign of the artefact being pressured by the increased flow. It held steady through everything. "I can somewhat see how Alen became an addicted idiot from this. I mean, he was already an idiot, but the ‘addicted’ part is very clear to me right now. Do you want to feel this, Miel?"
The elven thief took a step back as she shook her head, a scared expression worn.
"No, I think it’s fine if I—"
"Don’t lie, now! I can see your true answer swirling inside that head of yours," Rina cut in, taking Miel’s hand before she could draw it back. With a slight pulse in the demigod’s arms, some of the [Mana] travelled from her to the thief. A scream was briefly heard before… Before Miel popped. A wave of blue dust travelled through the room, covering much of the surface including the people nearby, before evaporating. "Ah, shucks, she couldn’t handle it. Must’ve felt too good."
Miel was dead. Theo saw her die. A person who had been with them for several months, a person he had thought of as a good friend, was dead as an afterthought. The fact that she had betrayed them, that she had worked for the enemy this entire time, didn’t seem important anymore. She was dead now.
"What do you even want?" Theo asked, while Rina absentmindedly wiped away the gathered blue dust on her right hand, the other holding the staff like before. A brief moment had him consider the chance of removing it from her grasp, but what good would that do? She was too powerful for them to fight. "What’s there to gain here?"
She laughed at him.
"Everything, Theo!" Rina shouted, her arms wide while the walls around them fractured. The [Corruption] had slowed to a crawl, but so much damage had already been done. If they didn’t do something soon, it’d be a certainty that the [World-Tree] would fall. "A shame that she’ll die, sure, but the benefit is that I get that surge of mana she usually takes for herself."
"You just want energy, then?" Theo said. "You could’ve just sat in a ley line or something."
"The energy alone isn’t enough, or I would’ve gotten past this barrier a long time ago," the demigod protested. "I need more than all the ley lines can normally give, and I need it all under my control. An amount so massive that gods would struggle to manifest it, a number so long that a person could not say it in their lifetime. This is the cost of my ascension to godhood, Theo. Isn’t it beautiful?"
The person in front of him was insane.
"Insanely clever, you mean," she corrected with another laugh. "It’s okay that you won’t believe me, Theo. You’ll see it for yourself in just a few minutes. I’ve spent so many centuries softening the requirements for this final breakthrough and… Oh, wow, I’m actually getting a little emotional here. Is this the part where I need to thank everybody who helped me?"
It was getting hard to breathe, the density of energy inside the room becoming high enough that it was naturally pushing Theo past his normal [Capacity]. He could feel his insides start to burn as more energy entered him.
Jakob transformed into his draconic form once more, firing off a burst of flames while Rina continued to list off a series of names that Theo had never heard before. A mental image that reminded him of a question mark rang through the air, a forced transmission from Rina, and Jakob was silenced once again.
But in those seconds, whether it was because of annoyance or something else, Rina’s focus went away. Theo felt his connection to his pistol return, and he loaded every bullet he could and fired them towards her. Nero was likewise gone from view, transforming into the fog as she tried to absorb the [Corruption] in the walls while attacking the demigod. Stig was on the case as well, a dagger in hand and an open back ready to be punctured.
"Honestly, guys, you tried this one before," Rina said, grabbing the bullets shot her way barehanded while everybody else, including Theo, was frozen in place. They could still breathe, could still hear and look around, but everything else was outside their ability to manipulate. "Alen might’ve lied about being near the apex of what mortals can reach, but I wholeheartedly promise you I’m not. This isn’t something you can win, so maybe just go back to your seats and wait silently while this last part goes through. Who knows? Maybe you’ll even live through the finale."
None of them could offer up resistance, their bodies moving in tandem as they settled down on the floor. They weren’t granted the ability to move after sitting either, Rina holding them in place. They could only observe now.
Was this the end? Theo hoped not. But what could he actually do?
…
He had no actual ideas anymore, just letting his mind flow through the past while looking at the impossible large vortex of [Mana] growing in front of him. He’d done well with Rootdale, had stopped the necromancer’s army before that, and he was sure Asari had found somebody other than Jakob to take over after they were gone.
A shame that Jakob’s [Biosphere] had to fall with them, unlike Orion’s. Just when he’d told them it was possible to shift them around, to let the [Core] survive in a weakened state but otherwise alive, the one Jakob possessed wouldn’t—
‘What?’
Rina was inside his mind, forcing images to flow through him at a rapid pace. She wanted information about the word [Core]. She must’ve recognized it, as every memory of Monus was seen. Hours upon hours of memories were dissected in an instant.
‘Where is he now?’
Theo didn’t know, which annoyed the demigod to no end. He could sense it, sense how she lost care about him and moved her attention to Jakob. Even when this destruction in front of them was meant to make her breakthrough and ascension, the prospect of a [Core] tens of thousands of years old was seemingly impossible to deny.
Now was the time to act.
Theo realized that Rina had spoken the truth. They couldn’t stop this. But somebody else could.
His hand reached into his inner breast pocket, and a pink petal touched his fingers. It had aged from being away from its creator for so long, but Theo could still feel Asari’s signature on it. The [Dryad] promised that she would wake up from even the deepest sleep when it was used while her name was called. That might’ve been stopped while Alen was still alive since he’d focused on [Corrupting] the tree, but that had ended now. The petal should work.
Theo would put that to the test.
"Eirene," he called, his voice dry to the point of cracking. Rina shouted something in his head, but it didn’t matter anymore, as he felt the pink petal turn to dust at the mention of the name. "Please help."
"No!" Rina shouted, grabbing the staff with both hands as the room around them began to reform. The [Corruption] that sat along the walls was gone almost instantly, the lines of damage repaired as the leftover razors from Alen’s attacks were removed. While the demigod tried to counteract this too, to gain control of everything once again, a new force had arrived.
When an emerging branch took hold of Rina’s legs and arms before anybody could notice, the staff removed from her grasp, the truth was clear.
The [World-Tree] had awoken from her forced slumber, the call of Asari allowing her to break through. Theo didn’t doubt that Rina’s lesser interest in the [World-Tree] itself had helped, but he couldn’t think about that at the moment. The sight in front of him caused all other thoughts to leave his body.
"I have slept for too long this time," Eirene said, the personification of the [World-Tree] idly studying her hands and body while Rina struggled in an attempt to get out a few meters away. In contrast to Asari’s shorter form, Eirene was as tall as Theo, and with a more mature look to complement that. "So much has changed, so much arrogance, and…a message from an old friend? Ah, I should’ve known."
"Let me go this instant, or I will—" Rina began to demand, the demigod putting pressure on Theo and the others’ skulls before the feeling disappeared entirely. "What?"
"You forget that you are in my domain, little trickster," the green woman said as she walked over to the one who moments before had been ready to ascend to godhood. "I have seen enough of your kind through the years to know how you work. I also know now that you must be thought of as a pest. Goodbye."
The walls filled with ley lines grew teeth, a mouth forming. The demigod tried to get words out but the end was too quick, the jaw of the tree wrapping around her form and swallowing her whole.
"I should have reacted when that trickster first entered my domain," the [World-Tree] said in a low voice. "Even now, I don’t know what she did to make my mind fall into such a deep slumber, but that staff did not make it easier to escape."
She picked up the weapon from the staff, briefly inspecting the craft before snapping it in half. Theo winced, expecting an explosion that would put a nuclear bomb to shame, but he was instead greeted by laughter from the green woman.
"Do not fear, children," Eirene said. "It is not in my nature to normally hurt my guests, and especially not those who saved me from a terrible fate."
The smile was comforting enough that Theo’s adrenaline wore off, letting him flop to the ground unconscious. Jakob began to talk by the end, but Theo’s hearing stopped working once the first few words had been spoken.
"This idiot really had to—"




Chapter 39







A Conflict with No Enemy


Theo could feel a pressure on top of him, one heavy enough that he couldn’t breathe properly. When he opened his eyes and saw nothing, unable to move his arms or less in the slightest, he feared he might’ve been buried. And yet when he tried to breathe, opening his mouth, he was greeted by a good handful of fur that was not fun to be around. 
"The rune-crafter’s mind is stirring," a serene voice announced, the muttering in the distance cut short. "Theo Locheim, can you breathe under your familiar, or do you require assistance?"
"Please," Theo begged, not strong enough to do it himself.
The fact that his reply came in hard muffles, since he didn’t even have enough space to move his jaw, was enough for those outside to take pity on him. With a light push from a certain green-skinned woman, Nero was pushed to the other side of the bed. That she wasn’t even slightly removed from her sleeping state at that point showed how much they’d been in need of a nap.
But sleeping was not on Theo’s current agenda, even with the fact that most of his body was hurting. It was incredible, honestly, as he felt tired in parts of his back that he didn’t even know he had.
"I would offer you some nectar, but I believe that it would be best if your body naturally healed in the final stretch," Eirene said, extending a green hand in front of him to help Theo get up from the bed. It was accepted while he tried to get the blurriness out of his eyes. "Jakob warned me that you had already ingested sap from one of my younger sisters, so the mixing would not be taken lightly by your internals."
A frown flew across his vision as he recounted the past twenty-four hours of his life. Got forced awake, fought some monsters around roots, had a [Familiar] who couldn’t help but touch a ley line, and…there it was. Jakob had forced something down his throat while he’d been unresponsive at that time. Of course, it was that sap stuff.
"I am—" Theo began before being forced to stop by a surprisingly dry throat. Before he could blink, Eirene had a glass filled with water in hand. Taking the offer, he took a few much-needed sips. "Thanks."
"It’s no problem at all," she assured him. Now that Theo was actually looking at her, he realized she was slightly taller than him. Had to be two meters. "I think this body is closer to two meters and five centimeters, but you are not too wrong."
Shit. Theo wondered for how long that [Familiar-Bond] would be leaking his thoughts to those around him. It was getting a little annoying having to consider everything and anything that passed through him.
"Oh, you have no need to worry," Eirene assured him. "It is in perfect condition, and I don’t think Jakob can hear you now. It’s just me now."
…Right.
Getting his senses back, he left the wooden room and went into another where Stig and Jakob were seated around a table. Everything around them, from the table to the chairs and even cutlery, was made of pure wood, the clearest sign of them still being within the confines of the [World-Tree].
They’d been there for about six hours, while Theo was unconscious. None had left since the battle had finished, feeling little desire to do as much. That didn’t mean that Rootdale, and the druidic enclave through the portal, hadn’t been notified of the event. Eirene herself had apparently paid Rootdale a visit on their behalf, something that hadn’t occurred in a few thousand years.
"There never was the need," she confessed, while they got their fill. When Nero woke up from her slumber, she was quick to move over and do the same, and Eirene was more than happy to supply her with any type of meat she wished. "I actually caused quite the scare, truth be told. Before I could actually explain the situation, the king was already on his knees begging for his people to be spared. The idea of who I am seems to have…shifted through the years."
"That does happen when you don’t show up properly for hundreds of years," Jakob commented. From what Theo could gather, she had appeared on a few rare occasions but had been quick to fall into slumber again each time. Whatever Rina had done to her back then, it had been long-lasting. "With your upper half getting blown up, they had been expecting you to strike back."
"But I am in perfect condition again, so why would I have a reason to be angry?" Eirene commented, shaking her head in confusion. "The mentality of the short-lived continues to elude me."
"Don’t try to understand logic where there is none," Jakob recited from somewhere, the two oldest in the room chuckling over some reference Theo had no chance of understanding.
After a while, when food had been consumed and they felt comfortable enough to venture away, Theo found himself sitting at the edge of where they’d entered the [World-Tree]. There were several kilometers down to the lake below, making it possible to overlook the massive area around the tree. Rootdale looked so little from where he sat.
While Nero napped a few meters further into the tree, refusing to leave him, Stig walked to join Theo at the edge. The dwarf sighed heavily as he sat down, legs hanging over the edge as they enjoyed the sight for a few minutes in silence.
But there was one matter they both understood they needed to talk about.
"I liked Miel," Stig confessed, the first to gather the courage to talk. "Not in a romantic way, but…she was a step above a mere friend. I felt like I could trust her with my life."
"We did trust her with our lives," Theo added, the two laughing as they remembered the old memories. "She saved our hides several times. Stopped Elijah from cutting me in half back in the arena."
"She’s the reason we got out of there to begin with," Stig agreed. The conversation stopped for another few minutes, and the positive sides understood. Miel had helped them live through the past months and had been a central figure in their lives. Without her, everything would’ve turned out very differently. Maybe for the better. Maybe for the worse. It didn’t really matter. They just knew it would’ve been different. "I know she betrayed us at the end, I know she was already planning to betray us in the end, but…that doesn’t stop the time before from having happened. She did save us, she did make us laugh, and she helped us when we needed it."
"The memory hasn’t been tainted as much as it probably should be," Theo summed up, Stig silently nodding. When the dwarf didn’t continue the train of thought, Theo did the honours. "Maybe if she was still here, I’d be angry, you know? Try and get a little payback for that kick in the face. But…"
"She died to Rina as an afterthought. Not for anything she did, not intentionally, but just because that trickster didn’t care enough about her to think," Stig finished, sighing heavily. The dwarf took several deep breaths, holding his head as he settled himself. Theo might’ve spotted a few tears but he didn’t mention it. Stig didn’t mention Theo’s either, after all. "Do…you think there’s a chance she didn’t do it willingly? That she was just controlled by Rina through some mental trick or something?"
The perfect excuse. The perfect reasoning to rationalize what they couldn’t accept.
"I don’t know," Theo replied. "Maybe? We’ll never know. Miel’s gone, Rina’s gone, and everybody that had a chance of knowing is gone."
"There’s Draven," Stig pointed out, causing Theo to frown. The name didn’t ring a bell. "Rina said his name during the fight. Called him boring, and said he’d ordered her to keep an eye on you. Must mean he’s somebody we should be concerned about."
"Sounds about right," Theo said, letting the name burn into his mind. Draven… "Any guesses on who he is?"
"I’ve got zero clue," Stig confessed, a chuckle leaving them both. They apparently had an enemy somewhere, and they had no fucking idea who it was meant to be.
Might be worth asking about sometime.
They talked some more afterwards. Words flowed like wine, and everything was shared. Pains, what they’d loved, anything that they wished to voice. Anything that their minds sent their way. It brought a feeling of serenity, one that Theo knew wouldn’t last. He didn’t care right now, however.
Right now, he was calm.
Right now, he sat next to a friend.
Right now, it was okay.
"Theo?" Eirene said from behind after a comfortable silence had hung over them for an undetermined amount of time. The sun was peeking over the horizon, the night almost ready to fall on them yet again. "Sorry to disturb you two, but I believe that the royals are trying to get in contact with you. I have several elves flying around the tree on these strange metal cylinders."
Metal cylinders? It took a few seconds of confusion before Theo realized she was talking about the bikes he’d made for Reginald. That they would be out using them to locate him wasn’t the main reason for their creation, but he supposed this wasn’t too bad a usage of his work.
"Fitting," he supposed, blinking before returning to the present time, when Eirene was patiently smiling at him. The long pause wasn’t questioned in the slightest, and he loved her for it. "Do you know what they had to say, or do we need to go figure that out for ourselves?"
"Well, they did tell me what it was, but I think you’re needed down there regardless," Eirene said, making Stig look over at the conversation with clear curiosity. Even Nero put up one of her ears to hear properly. "Apparently the other side of the portal down there has changed, and some stone-skinned dwarves are demanding to talk with the rune-crafter who activated the contraption. I can only assume that means you."
…
Looking at Stig, they both understood that their plans for a month-long vacation would have to be postponed. They had a new mess to sort out before it got out of hand.
[image: image-placeholder]Draven felt it when the ley lines far above him shifted. He felt it when a young idiot tried to corrupt them, felt it when he tried to take in too much and died, and felt it when Rina grabbed the controls afterwards. The arrogance was impossible to mistake for that of any other demigod, and it was almost enough for him to crack a smile.
It vanished, however, when he felt her separation from the tool, alongside the end of the bond that the two had forged between themselves over the past centuries. From what he could tell, the worst trickster this world had ever seen had tried to reach too high, and because of her arrogance, she had fallen far enough that she had died. Draven did not know precisely what had killed her, but he understood that there were very few options.
The gods were potentially behind it, yet Draven knew that there was little chance of that being true. They’d spent thousands of years trying to kill her, and finally succeeding now seemed unlikely.
One of the primordials, maybe? They were certainly powerful enough, and Rina trying to steal from them certainly fit her character, but…Draven had ordered her to watch somebody. While she would most certainly have stretched the rules around that, juggling two massive projects at once wasn’t her style. No, it had to be related to the information-gathering around Theo Locheim, the one that the gods had put their bets on.
"Maybe their bets weren’t misplaced, if he somehow took care of Rina," Draven mused aloud. The demigod had made it clear how weak this champion was the last time she’d visited, but some things had a habit of changing unexpectedly quickly. "If they’re preparing to fight back, why give them time to prepare?"
Draven could feel the fractal-like connection to his army, could feel its strength after so many years of letting it settle. He’d waited long enough now.
Under the diamond ceiling, he put his hands on the sides of his throne. With a great push, the one who would conquer the world stood. The time had come for him to take what he deserved.
"I’m coming for you, Moira," he spoke into the empty air, in a room so far below the ground that nobody alive knew about it. Yet he knew that the Goddess of Fate listened in, even if he couldn’t feel her. "You can’t run from the promise I made to you."
The promise that he would kill her for telling him the truth.
END OF BOOK 3
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